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To my grandma Judy, my grandpa Doug, and my uncle Ricky. Thank
you for being here as long as you could. I miss you and hope I am
making you proud.



Their very name—Amerasian—tells of their plight. They are not
completely American, but not really Asian either. Their Western
physical traits, while not enough to make them citizens of the Unit-
ed States, are more than enough reason to their Asian countrymen
to ostracize and persecute them.

—SEN. SAMUEL ICHIYE HAYAKAWA, 1982
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| Foreword

Robert ]. Mrazek

When I began my first term as a congressman from the north shore of
Long Island in 1983, I never anticipated that in four years I would au-
thor the legislation that brought twenty thousand children fathered
by Americans during the Vietnam War to the United States.

That story is included in this extraordinary book, Scars of War, but
it is only one of many. Dr. Sabrina Thomas has compiled a compre-
hensive and compelling account of the Amerasian experience, how it
originated, how it unfolded during the war, and how these Amerasian
children were forced to contend with the consequences of the Ameri-
can defeat in that ugly and unnecessary war, in which fifty-eight thou-
sand Americans were killed and at least three million Vietnamese.

Dr. Thomas harnesses a myriad of viewpoints from the Vietnam-
ese and American perspectives, including senior political leaders in
the two countries, senators, congressmen, state department officials,
aid workers, refugee organizations, and the children and their fami-
lies. It is a superb achievement, marshaling a wealth of sources for the
first time that bring to light the origins of the issue and how it was ad-
dressed by both countries over the decades during and after the war.
It is a tale of good intentions, missed opportunities, and cynical polit-
ical manipulation, with Amerasians often pawns in greater schemes.
Dr. Thomas deftly chronicles the story without taking sides, letting
each of the participant organizations and individuals in the drama
express their views and the reasons for their actions.

From the perspective of one who came to the issue late, I found
myself cheering on the efforts of so many men and women who ded-
icated themselves to providing a home in America for those Amer-
asians who wanted to come. Most prominent among them was my
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late former colleague, Stewart McKinney, who truly deserves the so-
briquet of humanitarian.

Ten years before my own efforts, Stewart led the cause and intro-
duced legislation that provided preferential immigration status to
Amerasians because he believed they were just as much American
as they were Asian. As Dr. Thomas explains, McKinney emphasized
the role of nongovernmental humanitarian organizations like the
Pearl S. Buck Foundation in securing “a better future for these sons
and daughters of U.S. citizens” by providing Amerasians opportuni-
ties to live in America’s “more tolerant culture.” According to McKin-
ney, Amerasians’ American paternity prevented their acceptance into
Asian society. As second-class citizens, McKinney continued, “Amer-
asians faced limited opportunities for education or employment and,
therefore, a bleak future.”

When I first became aware of the issue in November 1986, the av-
erage age of the Amerasians in Vietnam was nearly seventeen. I felt
strongly that if they weren’t able to come to the United States within
a few years, they would reach adulthood and their chances of adapt-
ing to a new country would be significantly more difficult.

Looking back, I realize that whatever shortcomings existed in my
proposed law resulted from my own mistakes. I drafted the entire
piece of legislation, which included a several hundred million dollar
appropriation for the transition program in the Philippines, with just
my personal staff and the assistance of the House Legislative Counsel.
Before its passage in the continuing resolution of 1987, the bill received
no public hearings or other serious consideration in the House or Sen-
ate. As Dr. Thomas records in her book, the Amerasian Homecoming
Act was passed in spite of opposition by the State Department of the
Reagan administration, the House Judiciary Committee (the commit-
tee responsible for immigration legislation), and the Senate Judiciary
committee. However, it was reviewed by the many nongovernmental
agencies that would have to play a role in finding landing spots in the
United States for thousands of families, and they were enthusiastic.

For better or worse, it changed the lives of twenty thousand Am-
erasians and their families. In Scars of War you will learn of the many
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complex challenges they faced after leaving Vietnam, particularly Black
Amerasians, who faced a much deeper plight both in Vietnam and
later in settling in the United States.

A year after passage of the Amerasian Homecoming Act, I began
to receive annual reports from the State Department on the practi-
cal results of this mass exodus, and I came to wonder if my work to
pass the legislation had made a meaningful difference in their lives.
The reports highlighted the many abuses that took place as Vietnam-
ese women seeking to leave for the United States used Amerasians as
“meal tickets,” paying them to pretend that they were their mothers.
Other reports indicated that many Amerasians were causing serious
problems after their arrival, largely due to their never having gone to
school or their having been part of street gangs.

It was only in 2010, when a journalist named David Lamb con-
tacted me to say that he was researching and writing a lengthy piece
for Smithsonian magazine on the current status of Amerasians, that [
learned of the many success stories, the thousands who had complet-
ed their education and gone on to have happy and productive lives. I
was thrilled to hear his news.

Here, Dr. Thomas presents for the first time a comprehensive ac-
count of the entire history of the Amerasian issue, and it is filled with
insights on every aspect of the struggle. It is the definitive work for
future historians seeking to learn and understand what happened.

Xi
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| Author’s Note

The decision to place this particular photograph of Le Van Minh on
the book cover was difficult. I did not want to exploit Minh or pose
the image as spectacle, and the fact that I was never able to make con-
tact with Minh further complicated the decision. However, after much
consultation with colleagues I concluded that the picture is too im-
portant to the history to be left out. This photograph is symbolic of
the issues of identity, race, and belonging that composed the Amera-
sian experience in the United States after the Vietnam War. Readers
should consider the image and all of its complexities in the context
of the history of U.S. intervention in Vietnam and the human conse-
quences of that conflict.
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Introduction

Le Thi Ba was barely a teenager when President Lyndon Johnson sent
the first U.S. combat troops into South Vietnam on March 8, 1965. Over
the next decade, the war fought inside, outside, and over Vietnam dis-
rupted Le Thi Ba’s life and the lives of her countrymen and women
in violent and irreversible ways. Ultimately, the war killed over three
million Vietnamese, disappeared 300,000 others, and obliterated the
country on both sides of the divide with five million tons of bombs.!

As a young woman coming of age on the outskirts of war-torn
Saigon, Le Thi Ba faced a myriad of difficult choices. Like numer-
ous other women in South Vietnam seeking to survive the war and
avoid starvation, she likely sought work on or near a U.S. military
base collecting American wages in exchange for providing various
kinds of services. Perhaps she did domestic work—cooking, cleaning,
laundering—for U.S. soldiers or civilians associated with the war ef-
fort. Maybe she understood that more intimate labors earned high-
er wages and joined the thousands of other women who worked in
the seedy bars and brothels of Saigon, Bien Hoa, or Da Nang, offer-
ing her body and companionship to U.S. soldiers whose souls were
shattered by death and defeat. Possibly it was happenstance: a quiet
walk to the market, a smile, a wink, and a cheap pursuit by an Amer-
ican man captivated by her beauty and committed to protecting and
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providing for her at all costs. Or perhaps the intimate encounter be-
tween Le Thi Ba and the American soldier was of the more insidious
and violent kind, marked by the force and desperation that always ac-
companies men at war. Regardless of which path she traveled, Le Thi
Ba survived the war, and like many other Vietnamese women, along
the way she met a U.S. soldier.

While the nature of the relationship between Le Thi Ba and the U.S.
soldier is uncertain, what is undeniable is that the encounter created a
life. In 1971, two years before President Richard Nixon claimed to have
achieved “peace with honor” and withdrew U.S. combat troops from
South Vietnam, nineteen-year-old Le Thi Ba gave birth to the first of
her four children and the only one fathered by an American service-
man. For the first years of his life, Le Van Minh had a fairly unevent-
ful childhood, raised by his mother and grandmother, Lai Thi Ty, in
a poor neighborhood on the outskirts of Saigon. Like the majority of
Amerasian children—the progeny of American men and Vietnamese
women born as a result of the Vietnam War—Minh grew up with-
out his American father, whose apparent efforts to bring him and his
mother to America fell short.> However, in 1975, life became more dif-
ficult for Minh. Medical records show that at the age of three, Minh
acquired poliomyelitis—polio—a debilitating disease that attacked
and paralyzed his legs and prevented him from ever walking upright
or unaided.’ That same year, North Vietnam won the war. Amerasians
were among its many casualties and bore some of its most tragic scars.

Stories like those of Le Thi Ba, her encounter with the American
soldier, and the birth of her Amerasian son were common during the
Vietnam War. They are symbolic of a longer and recurring historical
pattern of U.S. military intervention abroad, as well as of the ways in
which gendered U.S. immigration and citizenship laws support and
protect American men, and specifically American servicemen, who
create children out of wedlock with foreign women. Le Thi Ba’s expe-
rience reveals how the tools of survival available in war are also gen-
dered.* They are positioned within the broader framework of sexuality
and empire that permanently inscribes war upon the lives of women
and marks their children as contested sites of war and war memory.*
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In the decade after the Vietnam War, the battle for war and mem-
ory between the United States and Vietnam occurred over the bodies
of Amerasian children like Le Van Minh. The majority of the estimat-
ed thirty to fifty thousand Amerasians born as a result of the war did
not know their American fathers or lacked the necessary documen-
tation to prove their American paternity.* In Vietnam’s patrilineal
society, as in many Asian countries, the stain of illegitimacy dictat-
ed the marginalization many Amerasians faced and invited shaming
by their families and peers. By making Amerasians easy to identify
within a largely homogenous Vietnamese society, race exacerbated il-
legitimacy, as did their association with the Vietnam War. After the
North Vietnamese communists declared victory in Vietnam, moth-
ers of Amerasians feared their half-American children to be threat-
ened by retribution, persecution, or even murder. Seeking to evade
such a fate, some mothers destroyed evidence that their Amerasian
children existed, including information about their American fathers;
others abandoned their Amerasian children entirely to orphanages
or to the streets.

While the feared communist retribution failed to materialize, these
children with “American faces” became outcasts in their country of
birth. Even though they inherited Vietnamese citizenship from their
mothers, Vietnam’s “dirty little secret,” labeled con lai, half breed, my
lai, American child, or bui doi, the dust of life, existed as evidence of
the mothers’ betrayal of their country and served as constant remind-
ers to the Vietnamese of the American “enemy.” As a result, many
Amerasians sought acceptance and paternal legitimacy. Frequently un-
able to acquire recognition from their individual fathers, most Am-
erasians hoped for an acknowledgement of paternity and a gesture
of national paternal responsibility through immigration rights to the
United States and American citizenship.

In the decade after the Vietnam War, American media outlets
brought public attention to the tragic stories of discrimination and
abuse facing Amerasians as a result of their “American faces.” Photo-
graphs of children with typically American features—blond hair, blue
eyes, freckles, dark skin, and afros—abandoned in Vietnam, elicited
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an emotional response from sympathetic Americans, who pressured
U.S. lawmakers to bring these “American” children home.* Like many
Americans during the period, my own introduction to Amerasians
decades later came in the form of a particularly powerful photograph
of Le Van Minh. In it, Minh is standing on all fours, his legs severely
deformed by the polio he contracted years earlier, holding an origa-
mi flower made out of aluminum wrappers. A crop of thick brown
hair frames his handsome face, and bangs loosely cover his forehead.
His piercing brown eyes look directly into the camera. While Minh’s
physical condition is shocking and induces a number of questions
about disability as a social category and an area of historical analy-
sis, for me it was all about his face.” Admittedly, I could not reconcile
what I perceived to be Minh’s “American face” with my own under-
standings of Vietnam." A subsequent Google Image search resulted
in hundreds of pictures of Amerasians whose physiognomy proved
equally confusing. Ultimately, this gave rise to a consideration of the
complexities that result when war produces children who are both
transracial and transnational.

Thus, forty years removed from the morass of the U.S. interven-
tion in Vietnam, I began my examination of how Amerasians came
to symbolize the relationship between race, nation, and war. How
their bodies represented the ideological divide that defined the Cold
War conflict while traversing racial boundaries and national borders.
I committed to investigate the weight of words and the power of pic-
tures and specifically sought to understand how the inclusionary rhet-
oric used by U.S. policymakers to describe Amerasians as “American”
in various pieces of legislation was a response to the images of their
“American faces” and why that discourse failed to result in Ameri-
can citizenship. I hoped to understand the role of Le Van Minh and
how his photograph inspired U.S. lawmakers to pass policies specifi-
cally to address the Amerasians in Vietnam. Finally, I sought to make
sense of the reverberating effects of the Vietnam War by placing Am-
erasians at the center of the trauma. As the living reminders of Amer-
ican intervention, abandonment, and defeat in Vietnam, Amerasians
remain the war’s most visible scar.
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Scars of War begins and ends with the legislative process, tracing
the U.S. response to the Amerasians in Vietnam over a thirty-year pe-
riod. It investigates why policymakers and leaders in various humani-
tarian groups including the African American community deemed a
population unfit for the responsibilities of American society, despite
the fact that they had American fathers. It argues that while the fail-
ure to grant Amerasians U.S. citizenship appeared to be the result of
complex U.S. immigration and citizenship laws, their fate was a re-
sponse to larger geopolitical matters and rooted in deeper issues of
race, gender, nation, and war in America.

A diverse array of political and humanitarian actors including jour-
nalists and concerned American citizens determined this fate as they re-
sponded to the growing numbers of “American-faced” children during
the Vietnam War. American humanitarians like Pearl S. Buck and a bi-
partisan group of U.S. policymakers led by Patsy Mink (D-H1), Stewart
McKinney (R-cT), and Robert Mrazek (D-NY) viewed the U.S. response
to the Amerasians through the lenses of paternal legitimacy and nation-
al identity. Recognizing the inherent challenges in identifying individ-
ual fathers and forcing them to claim their children, they advocated
for a national paternal responsibility through policies that would rec-
ognize Amerasians as American and bring them to the United States.

At the same time, journalists and media outlets brought Amera-
sians and the hardships they faced in Vietnam because of their Amer-
ican paternity to the attention of the American public. The powerful
photographs of blue-eyed, curly-haired children and their tragic sto-
ries of discrimination and abuse elicited concern, condemnation, and
activism from sympathetic Americans. In 1986 the students at Hun-
tington High School in Long Island, New York, responded specifical-
ly to the picture of Le Van Minh with a powerful grassroots campaign
that ultimately forced a legislative response from Congress. The in-
ternational community also reacted to the pictures of Amerasians by
calling on the United States to take responsibility for the children it
abandoned in Vietnam.

Throughout the twentieth century, images of hungry, injured, and
orphaned children of war have proven an incredibly powerful impetus
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for U.S. lawmakers to pass legislation and Americans to send life-saving
assistance and aid. Scholar Laura Briggs writes eloquently about the
critical pairing during the Cold War of visual culture and policy ini-
tiatives aimed at helping children in distress." In 1937 Life magazine’s
publication of the photograph of the blackened body of a crying Chi-
nese baby sitting alone amidst the rubble of Shanghai, the apparent
lone survivor of a Japanese bombing attack, inspired Americans to
donate monies for China relief.”? In 1955 Jer magazine’s publication of
Black teenager Emmett Till’s disfigured and swollen body after he was
lynched in Money, Mississippi, galvanized the Civil Rights Movement
and eventually led to the passing of important Civil Rights legislation.”
In Vietnam the 1972 Associated Press image of nine-year-old Phan Thi
Kim Phic running naked toward the camera, her clothes incinerated
by the napalm bomb dropped by U.S. forces on her village, gave cre-
dence to the rising antiwar sentiment in America."* The iconography
of children and war proved as critical for Amerasians. Photographs
of Amerasians’ “American faces” reminded Americans of U.S. culpa-
bility and defeat in the Vietnam War and made it difficult for law-
makers to deny American paternity. In response, they purported to
take responsibility by passing legislation that recognized Amerasians
as American children but that failed to grant them U.S. citizenship.

The Amerasian Issue

U.S. servicemen have a long and extensive history of fathering and
abandoning halfAmerican children abroad. Both historians and schol-
ars of women and gender studies have considered how the gendered
framework of militarized intimacies have shaped relationships be-
tween military men and foreign women abroad and how the policies
that structure them are an extension of U.S. imperialism and colonial-
ism."” They have considered the resulting social problems that Ameri-
can paternity and illegitimacy posed for GI babies in the countries of
their birth and how their race often complicated notions of nation-
al status and identity."

Before Vietnam, U.S. military interventions in Asia produced tens
of thousands of Amerasian children. Beginning in 1898, U.S. soldiers



INTRODUCTION

fathered an estimated eighteen thousand illegitimate half-American
children with Filipina women during America’s “splendid little war”
and its subsequent war of American imperialism in the Philippines."”
During the U.S. occupation of Japan, the number of mixed-blood
children fathered by U.S. soldiers ranged from official government
reports of thirty-five hundred to the two hundred thousand publi-
cized by foreign aid agencies.” The tens of thousands of children left
homeless or orphaned by the Korean War included an estimated one
thousand Amerasians.”

In each country, Amerasians’ American paternity, illegitimacy, and
racial difference marked them for discrimination. Japanese officials
worried about the presence of mixed-race children, and specifically
Black Amerasians, damaging the racial purity of the Yamato line.?
Medical doctor and president of Japan’s National Public Health In-
stitute, Furuya Yoshio, warned his countrymen that the effects of
miscegenation “would leave a scar on Japanese society for many gen-
erations.” The Japanese were also worried that Amerasians’ Ameri-
can paternity marked them as targets for vengeance against the United
States and their mothers for having affairs with the American ene-
my. Eager to rid the country of this potential threat to Japanese so-
ciety, officials urged the United States, because “the race mix would
not pose any problems” in America’s “mongrelized” society, to adopt
them into American families as U.S. citizens.”

The South Korean government was also concerned about its mixed-
blood children and the social welfare and publicity problem they
posed to the postwar nation-building project. However, President
Syngman Rhee also recognized the potential for Amerasian and Ko-
rean orphans to accrue “foreign aid from wealthy nations” through
international adoption. According to scholar Eleana Kim, adoption
became an effective tool of “civil diplomacy,” which converted Am-
erasian and Korean orphans into diplomatic solutions for national se-
curity and foreign policy goals.?

Although the Amerasian issue in Japan had somehow evaded the
scrutiny of the American media, journalists developed an obsession for
Korea’s mixed-blood orphans.>* Worried about the damage abandoned
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half-American children could do to the nation’s moral reputation and
role as a global “father figure,” U.S. leaders encouraged Americans to
aid, assist, and adopt Amerasian and Korean orphans.” The response
was overwhelming, and international adoption agencies that special-
ized in Amerasian and Korean children and could “move children
quickly” stimulated the demand.? When the supply of Amerasians
could no longer keep up, adoption agencies resorted to the problem-
atic practices of baby hunting and baby buying, contributing to an
industry of global sex and child trafficking disguised as child saving.”

Press coverage, however, focused on the humanitarian acts of the
U.S. servicemen who adopted thousands of mixed race and full-blooded
Japanese and Korean children.?® Adoption enabled servicemen to fulfill
their paternalist role in Southeast Asia by becoming figurative fathers
to the orphaned children as caregivers and protectors while evading
their paternal responsibilities to their actual children.? In this way—
asserting the power of American paternalism abroad while denying
individual American paternity—the United States could continue to
project what historian Anne L. Foster describes as its complex and con-
tradictory power over Southeast Asia to “serve both colonial and anti-
colonial goals.” Adopting Asian and Amerasian war babies became an
extension of America’s Cold War obsession with stopping communism
and spreading democracy. Notable figures, including former first lady
Eleanor Roosevelt, humanitarian and author Pearl S. Buck, and then
senator John F. Kennedy advocated “saving the Amerasian children,”
using a Cold War rhetoric in which Americans could help contain
communism by adopting Asian children.*! As Christina Klein writes
in Cold War Orientalism, by framing the Cold War as “a sentimental
project of family formation,” adoption allowed ordinary Americans
to “identify with the nation as it undertook its world-ordering proj-
ects of containing communism and expanding American influence.”?

In response to the Korean War baby fixation, U.S. lawmakers enact-
ed the 1953 Refugee Relief Act expanding immigration limits allow-
ing more Americans to adopt “eligible orphans.” At the same time,
U.S. humanitarians began to lobby Congress to grant citizenship to
the Amerasian orphans from Korea.”* According to historian Yukiko
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Koshiro, during the congressional debate over the McCarran-Walter Act
in 1952, Rosalind Bates, chair of the Southern California Women Law-
yers, joined Pastor Sung Tack Whang of the Korea Gospel Church in Los
Angeles to request that Congress amend U.S. immigration laws to allow
adoptees to inherit the nationality of their adoptive parents. James Finu-
cane, associate secretary of the National Council for the Prevention of
War, went further. Finucane insisted the United States establish a com-
mission to examine the records of every American GI baby in the world
and grant citizenship to those with evidentiary proof of paternity.**

While the requests for citizenship and national paternal responsi-
bility in both proposals were extraordinary, ultimately they went no-
where. U.S. lawmakers avoided any consideration of Amerasians as
actual American children and they did not amend or introduce any
new laws to address the Amerasians directly. Instead, they continued
to view Amerasians in Japan and Korea as a Cold War problem and
framed adoption as a Cold War duty, not a parental one. American
desires to parent Asian children therefore had insignificant effects on
the Amerasian children in Japan and Korea. By 1956 less than four hun-
dred Amerasian and Japanese orphans had immigrated to the United
States for adoption.” Whereas Americans continued to express high
interest in adopting Korean children, by 1962 the supply of mixed race
children in Korea had dried up and the Korean government began in-
tegrating its remaining Amerasians into Korean society.*

Vietnam was different. Unlike the U.S. occupation of Japan—the
result of the allied victory in the Second World War—or the Ko-
rean War—a multilateral military intervention that ended with an
armistice—the United States lost the war in Vietnam. The defeat raised
concerns about America’s global and moral standing and shook the
confidence of Americans who had lost trust in their own institutions
and values and who were no longer convinced of their exceptional-
ism. Historian Christian Appy describes the war as “a kind of awaken-
ing,” in which Americans learned “hard truths about themselves and
their nation on the backs of a people they dehumanized and killed
and whose country they wrecked. It was an expensive education.”™”

Although Amerasians in Vietnam shared the issues of paternity,
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illegitimacy, racial difference, and discrimination with their prede-
cessors in Japan and Korea, they also carried the unique burden of a
nation that lost its war and in the process its identity. In addition to
being emblematic of American intervention in Vietnam and the Cold
War commitment to child saving, these Amerasians represented the
nation’s military and moral failings—the fifty-eight thousand Ameri-
can lives lost, the nation’s abandonment of its South Vietnamese allies,
and the immoral behavior of those who survived. For many Amer-
icans, the Amerasians represented what historian Linda Kerber de-
scribes as “a subterranean tale that haunts the imperial imagination.”®

Consequently, the United States had a unique response to Amer-
asians in Vietnam. In the aftermath of the Vietnam War some law-
makers, humanitarians, and adoption workers began to advocate for
Amerasians as Americans. They stressed the nation’s paternal respon-
sibility to the children it left behind in Vietnam and urged lawmakers
to grant them U.S. citizenship. For a decade lawmakers debated the
issue through discussions over paternity, responsibility, and identity.
Depending on their political agendas at different points, lawmakers
disagreed about whether Amerasians were American or Asian, the
role of paternity, and the color of Amerasian blood.

Race proved a critical factor. American and Vietnamese leaders,
U.S. lawmakers, and humanitarians disagreed on whether Amerasians’
race made them American or Asian and which country was therefore
ultimately responsible. Skin color compounded the stigma of illegiti-
macy in Vietnam. It confirmed suspicions of American paternity and
marked Amerasians for lives of exclusion and accusations that they
were not Vietnamese. In the United States, however, skin color bol-
stered claims of legitimacy. For those Amerasians whose skin color and
physical features aligned with American racial stereotypes of white-
ness or blackness, race effectively ascribed them an American identi-
ty and made them American. Amerasians whose racial features were
less pronounced were assumed to be racially Asian and therefore not
American. Black Amerasians proved to be the exception. Although race
marked Black Amerasians clearly as the children of Black fathers, mem-
bers of the African American community rejected assertions that they
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were responsible. Rather, leaders pointed to the domestic policies that
already disadvantaged them and the racial discrepancy in U.S. refugee
and adoption laws that preferred “good” Asian orphans and refugees
over Black and brown American orphans and “bad” Haitian and Afri-
can refugees.” The real tragedy, African American civil rights activist
Vernon Jordan wrote in 1975, is that “while Americans rush to bring
over homeless kids from Saigon, they have yet to evidence any interest
in orphans here at home. . . . It says a lot about American racial feel-
ings that these kids [American orphans] are left without homes while
Vietnamese orphans are ‘rescued’ from their own kin and country.”™

Questions of Citizenship

Questions of citizenship underscore this work as the ultimate acknowl-
edgment of belonging and national identity. In her 2006 presidential
address to the American Historical Association, “The Stateless as the
Citizen’s Other,” historian Linda Kerber placed the Amerasians at
the center of questions of citizenship in an increasingly transborder
world. Her query of Puccini’s opera Madame Butterfly, “What passport
would the ill-fated child of Madame Butterfly and Captain Pinkerton
carry?,” illuminated the ways that race, gender, and war have worked
in tandem to create citizens and noncitizens, whom Kerber termed
the “citizen’s other,” to reinforce the legitimacy of the state.* This
research incorporates an analysis of U.S. citizenship law that expos-
es the gendered ways in which men and women confer citizenship.
While children born abroad to American women are automatically
citizens, the law ensures that for children born abroad to American
men, citizenship is only granted if the father legitimates the child.
Thus U.S. citizenship law is inherently gendered along the maternal
line. Historically, this policy has proven effective in protecting Amer-
ican men and, in this case, American servicemen, from any respon-
sibility for fathering “foreign” children and excluding those children
from any claim to U.S. citizenship.” This was the case for the major-
ity of Amerasians in Vietnam, who fell victim to the U.S. system of
“natural mothers and legal fathers.” Amerasians whose American fa-
thers did not claim them could not secure paternal legitimacy or U.S.
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citizenship. Despite the law, however, U.S. policymakers continued
to debate whether Amerasians’ American paternity did warrant U.S.
citizenship and whether their “American faces” were evidence that
Amerasians were Americans.

Thus questions of citizenship became the backdrop for the Amer-
asian experience in America. Humanitarians invoked it as an official
marker of paternity and U.S. lawmakers asserted its importance to
national identity. Although citizenship never materialized in the leg-
islation, it elicited important discussions not only about whether Am-
erasians were American or if they could become American but about
what it meant, more generally, to be an American.* An examination
of these conversations demonstrates how race, gender, and war inter-
sected in conceptualizing who can and cannot become a citizen. It
further reveals how citizenship remained tied to whiteness and how
perceptions of Asians in the United States as “unassimilable foreign-
ers” or “alien citizens” persisted.®

During the Reagan administration Congress enacted two pieces of
legislation to address the Amerasian issue—the 1982 Amerasian Im-
migration Act (A1a) and the 1987 Amerasian Homecoming Act (AHA).
Although the discourse in support of both bills described Amerasians
as children of U.S. citizens, neither actually granted them citizenship.
As with their predecessors in the Philippines, Japan, and Korea, be-
cause the majority of Amerasians in Vietnam were born out of wed-
lock, per U.S. law they were not citizens. Yet unlike any previous
response, in this case U.S. lawmakers consistently construed Amer-
asians as American children and amended U.S. immigration law to
provide them preferential immigration status as “children of United
States Citizens.™

After a century of protecting American fathers from the responsi-
bility of paternity and rejecting national paternal responsibility, U.S.
lawmakers changed their approach for Amerasians in Vietnam. Yet
even as the inclusionary rhetoric appeared to offer Amerasians accep-
tance and an abstract acknowledgment of American paternity, the
legislation did not grant them citizenship. Ultimately the passage of
the a1a and the AHA reveals the power of policymakers to perpetuate
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a national narrative of inclusivity while enforcing exclusionary prac-
tices to protect actual national borders and conceptual racial ones.”
This book focuses on that space between rhetoric and action and pa-
ternity and policy.

Scars of War

Scars of War is the product of a vast body of interdisciplinary works
including race, gender, immigration, and critical refugee studies that
offer a multilayered analysis of the Amerasian legislation and the Am-
erasian experience. Beginning in the 1970s, memoirs, letters, reports,
and oral histories initiated scholarship on the Amerasian issue. They
provided a victim-centered approach that focused on the individu-
al stories of Amerasians and often championed the saving power of
adoption and assimilation for Amerasians as part of the Western nar-
rative of Cold War humanitarianism.* During the 1980s and 1990s,
social scientists contributed numerous studies of the psychological
damage to Amerasians caused by abandonment, resettlement, and re-
jection tied to the A1a and the AHA.” Psychologists examined issues
of race and identity especially for Black Amerasians who faced rejec-
tion because of their race in Vietnam and in the United States.*® By
the 1990s, political scientists and legal scholars were considering how
U.S. immigration and citizenship policies shaped the Amerasian ex-
perience in deliberate and often exclusionary ways. Importantly, they
placed the politics of paternity and the legalities of citizenship at the
center of their analysis.”!

This literature has provided the important and necessary schol-
arly basis that informs this book. However, a particular debt exists
to the scholarship of Kieu-Linh Caroline Valverde and Jana K. Lip-
man. Valverde first situated the Amerasians firmly within the field of
Asian American studies and the Vietnamese diaspora as a new group
of Southeast Asian immigrants in her 1992 article, “From Dust to
Gold: The Vietnamese Amerasian Experience.”? By emphasizing their
marginalized status “caught between the politics of two nations, be-
tween immigrant and refugee status, between two races, cultures, and
philosophies, between subhuman and human, and between ‘dust” and
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‘gold,” Valverde complicated the victim-centered narrative that de-
fined the previous scholarship with geopolitics and race.* Valverde’s
work challenged traditional notions of racial and national borders in
important ways. Her examination of the relationship and points of
contention between Amerasians and the Vietnamese American com-
munity framed the Amerasian issue and the Amerasian population as
inherently transnational and rooted in the cross-border militarized
encounters responsible for their existence. The debates among poli-
cymakers over whether Amerasians were American because of how
they looked, or were Vietnamese because of where they were born,
conceptualized the U.S. geographic border as a transformative space
that could turn Amerasians into Americans. Five years later, in 1997,
historian Jana K. Lipman wrote her master’s thesis, “Mixed Voices,
Mixed Policy,” on how the political agendas of the United States and
Vietnam dictated the lives of Amerasians in Vietnam.** She contin-
ued her analysis of policy and people with a deeper consideration of
race, paternity, and identity in the A1A and the AHA in her 20m article,
“The Face Is the Roadmap.” Lipman joined numerous other scholars
of the diplomatic history in rethinking the master narrative of na-
tionalist history, adding new perspectives from below or outside of
the country and considering how nontraditional diplomats, includ-
ing children, create policy. I discovered Lipman’s scholarship early in
my research and am grateful for the path her work offered for a more
extensive analysis of the intersections that complicate and frame the
Amerasian experience.

Scars of War follows in the footsteps of Valverde and Lipman. It
foregrounds the congressional battles in the debate and recenters the
Amerasians within the political history of the Vietnam War. It seeks
to understand the influence that the war—infused with colonial ide-
ology, assumptions of racial inferiority, and the shame and guilt of
America’s sole military defeat—had on the way Americans saw Amer-
asians, and what that revealed about how Americans saw themselves.
Accordingly, it also benefits from more recent works by Allison Var-
zally (Children of Reunion), Rachel Rains Winslow (The Best Possible
Immigrants), and Kori A. Graves (A War Born Family) that situate the
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Amerasian issue within the politics of transnational and transracial
adoption and migration, family formation, and national reconcilia-
tion and the discourses of the Cold War and civil rights.* Varzally’s
analysis specifically challenges the narrative of perpetual Amerasian
marginalization by depicting how Amerasians worked to establish a
sense of community and create opportunity in the United States. Ac-
cording to Varzally the immigration and resettlement of Amerasians
through the A1a and the AHA “expressed the continued, creative ef-
forts of Vietnamese families to reconnect, reestablish, and realize
new lives after years of violence, disruption, and loss.”” Other schol-
ars have begun to expand “the global story of American military im-
perialism” and the transnational and transracial children born as a
result. In their examination of the estimated four thousand Gr chil-
dren born in the South Pacific during the Second World War, Judith
A. Bennett and Angela Wanhalla (Mothers’ Darlings of the South Pacif-
zc) discovered that these children, “do not share the same history of
systematic and ongoing social exclusion” that defines the experienc-
es of the GI children born in Asia or Germany.

This work began as a policy study, focused on the political process
of making legislation and the conflicting political agendas regarding
immigrants and refugees during the Cold War. However, the human
element requires a socio-cultural approach to expose the voices from
below. Accordingly it depends on an array of primary sources. In de-
tailing the legislative process, I relied extensively on U.S. government
documents and archives, including a number of presidential libraries
and the personal papers, memoirs, and diaries of the various policy-
makers and political leaders. I searched the records of humanitarian
organizations, religious orders, and adoption agencies that focused
on Amerasians. I perused the archives of numerous universities with
connections to local communities of Amerasians, including Gonza-
ga University, University of California at Irvine, and the University
of Colorado. To understand how the African American communi-
ty understood Amerasians and Vietnamese refugees, I turned to the
archives of the Naacp, the Congressional Black Caucus at Howard
University, George Washington University, and Emory University’s
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Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library. The media archives of
cBs, the New York Times, Newsday, and a number of Long Island news-
papers contributed invaluable information about the important role
of journalists and news reporters in educating the American public
about Amerasians and pressuring U.S. lawmakers to enact policies.
Finally, to understand the role of Huntington High School and Le
Van Minh, I researched the records of the Huntington Historical So-
ciety and the archives of the Huntington Town Clerk and Hunting-
ton High School.

Oral history wonderfully complicates this work. The experience of
observing and listening to the stories of those so intimately involved
in the Amerasian legislation enriches the history in unforeseen ways.
In this case the words of Vietnam veterans, humanitarians, lawmak-
ers and former Huntington High School staft and students help guide
the narrative.” Still, there are a few individuals whose voices are great-
ly missed. Although their stories underlie each chapter in the man-
uscript, I was unable to interview Le Van Minh or Audrey Tiernan,
whose photograph of Minh led to his immigration and the passage
of the Amerasian Homecoming Act. It is my hope that even in their
absence I was able to do their stories justice.

In the early stages of my research, I made a deliberate decision to
focus on policy and hence on the policymakers and community ad-
vocates and activists. After carrying out a few preliminary interviews
with individual Amerasians, some of which are included in the book,
I decided that I simply could not shoulder the weight of telling their
heart-wrenching stories. I remain indebted and in admiration of those
who could and whose work my research relies upon for the Amera-
sian voice.* While I understand the cost of this omission, I hope that
readers will appreciate my decision to remain as objective as possible
and tell only that part of the story that I could manage responsibly.

By examining the legislative process and the networks that garnered
support for the Amerasian cause, Scars of War contributes both breadth
and depth to the existing literature. It also focuses on the tensions be-
tween acceptance and recognition and rejection and exclusion that
ultimately placed Amerasians in a liminal space: the acknowledged
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children of Americans nevertheless not recognized as Americans. It
thus diverges from existing scholarship by considering the array of ac-
tors on all sides of the issue. By detailing the intersection of the top-
down narrative of American presidential administrations and U.S.
policymakers and the bottom-up experience of local humanitarians,
journalists, and community members and Amerasians, Scars of War
offers a unique perspective that ties the Amerasian plight to the pol-
icymaking process.

Organization

The chapters of this book are arranged chronologically. They trace the
ways that race, gender, and war have shaped U.S. immigration and cit-
izenship policies for mixed-race persons and people of Asian descent
and informed notions of paternity and family that structured the
U.S. response to the Amerasians. Each one details how U.S. lawmak-
ers and humanitarians understood Amerasians in Vietnam as Asian
foreigners, mixed-race others, or Americans at different points during
and after the Vietnam War. They expose the role of media in bring-
ing the plight of Amerasians to public attention through photographs
and video images. They examine how U.S. policymakers sought and
ultimately failed to reconcile the Amerasians’ “American looks” and
claims of American paternity with national identity. By recognizing
Amerasians rhetorically as Americans without granting them U.S.
citizenship, lawmakers failed to fulfill the promises of the policies
they passed on their behalf and simply perpetuated their illegitimacy.

The precedent for how U.S. lawmakers perceived Amerasians
through the lens of race, gender, and war began centuries before the
birth of the first Amerasian in Vietnam. Chapter 1 begins with the
initial encounter of photographer Audrey Tiernan and Amerasian
Le Van Minh in 1985, to examine the emergence of this precedent in
a history of policies and practices that deemed mixed-race popula-
tions, racial others, and persons of Asian descent “eternal foreigners.”
First, it examines the relationship between race, gender, and citizen-
ship and how race mixing and war complicate the issues.* It high-
lights the gendered nature of U.S. citizenship law and how it shaped
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national membership in deliberately exclusive ways. Second, this chap-
ter roots the precedent for U.S. policymakers’ understanding of the
Amerasians in Vietnam. It places the practice of denying American
paternity and parental responsibility within the “tensions of empire”
that framed U.S. interventions in Asia during the nineteenth and
twentieth-centuries.®

Chapter 2 situates the plight of Amerasians in Vietnam and the
humanitarian and political response to them within a Cold War hu-
manitarianism that called upon Americans to save the child victims
of communism and the Vietnam War through adoption, assimila-
tion, and integration.® It considers how, between 1971 and 1975, the
framework of war motivated a group of Amerasian advocates led by
humanitarian Pearl S. Buck and Rep. Patsy Mink (D-HI) to describe
Amerasians as American children who needed to be “saved” from
Vietnam, first through more flexible adoption and citizenship laws
and later through mass evacuations like Operation Babylift.** It ex-
amines how disagreements over the Amerasian hybridity posed their
American paternity and Asian maternity at odds and complicated how
Americans understood their responsibility towards them.

Chapter 3 continues the analysis of the framework of race, gender,
and war by detailing the shifting political and humanitarian discourse
in the aftermath of the communist victory in Vietnam. It considers
how U.S. leaders sought to redeem the nation from the humiliation
and guilt of abandoning American allies and “losing Vietnam” by sav-
ing Vietnam War refugees. For U.S. lawmakers and leaders, redemp-
tion necessarily transformed Amerasians from adoptable American
children to be saved from communism into Asian refugees in need of
“rescue and liberation.” Efforts to codify that status into law forced
U.S. lawmakers once again to confront the merits of American pater-
nity, race, and responsibility.

After a decade of denying paternal responsibility for Amerasians
and failing to reconcile their racial hybridity with an American na-
tional identity, in 1982 lawmakers changed their minds. Chapter 4
examines the passage of the Amerasian Immigration Act (A1a) and
focuses on the congressional debates over whether race or paternity
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made Amerasians American or Asian and if they were immigrants
or refugees. Drawn largely from primary source material, this chap-
ter details the congressional debates about the A1a, which represent-
ed an important political shift in the way U.S. lawmakers and leaders
understood Amerasians and the nation’s responsibility for them. It
questions the intent of the various supporters of the A1A and consid-
ers why lawmakers and the Reagan administration finally agreed to
formally recognize Amerasians as Americans and bring them to the
United States but failed to grant them U.S. citizenship. Importantly, it
highlights the role of Amerasians in Vietnam, including Le Van Minh,
in garnering the support of U.S and Vietnamese leaders for the A1a.

Chapter 5 addresses the outcomes of the a1, highlighting the weak-
nesses that limited the legislation’s effectiveness specifically for Amer-
asians in Vietnam. It argues that despite the Reagan administration’s
public praise of the A1a and its humanitarian effects, the A1a failed
to adequately address the problem. Rather, the Reagan administra-
tion viewed the issue as a convenient and effective Cold War tool and
subjugated any commitment to solving the problems of actual Am-
erasians to larger concerns over normalizing relations with Vietnam,
an obsession with American POws and MIAs, and growing tensions
over Southeast Asian refugees.

Chapter 6 picks up the story of Le Van Minh at the height of bi-
lateral tensions between the United States and Vietnam in 1986. It
considers how a powerful picture of Minh and his “American face”
motivated students at Huntington High School, policymakers, and a
sympathetic American public to bring Minh to the United States for
humanitarian reasons. Although those involved appeared to overlook
Minh’s American paternity and instead focused on his physical defor-
mity, the familiarity of Minh’s face proved critical in garnering sup-
port for his immigration as an American child and the subsequent
passing of the Amerasian Homecoming Act. In detailing the polit-
ical process to pass the AHA, this chapter reveals the ways in which
U.S. policymakers struggled to reconcile the Amerasians’ “American
face” and paternity with expectations for an American identity and
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how questions of race and nation more generally remained intimate-
ly tied to humanitarianism and the Amerasians.

Chapter 7 examines the implementation of the AHA and its effects
on Amerasians in Vietnam. It argues that the AHA brought the Am-
erasian experience in America full circle. It asserts that while the AHA
circumvented the discussions about American blood and evidentia-
ry proof that accompanied the A14, its reliance on the Amerasians’
“American face” to determine eligibility was equally problematic. The
AHA forced U.S. authorities to employ a racial rationale that depend-
ed on physical signs of whiteness and blackness to determine whether
an applicant was American. Notably, as with all previous legislation,
the AHA also failed to grant citizenship, maintaining Amerasians’ ille-
gitimacy. In this way, the AHA perpetuated the mixed-race otherness
and Asian foreignness that had always plagued American attempts
to take national responsibility for Amerasians. Importantly, the Am-
erasians challenge Americans to reckon with the American defeat in
the Vietnam War and to examine what the making of American citi-
zenship looks like and what it means to be an American.

Conclusion

The evolution of the Amerasian experience in America is critical to
issues of race, nation, and war. Produced from a pattern of U.S. mili-
tary intervention abroad, the Amerasians are symbolic of the ways in
which U.S. laws are inherently gendered to support and protect in-
dividual American men from the duties of paternity. The sex-based
distinction embedded in U.S. immigration and citizenship law also
relieves the United States from national responsibility of caring for
fatherless, foreign-born children. However, in the case of Amerasians
in Vietnam, the guilt associated with the Vietnam War demanded it.
Americans could not ignore the “American faces” of Amerasians pro-
duced by the tragedy of the war, but could not fully embrace them
either. Thus the inability of U.S. lawmakers to situate Amerasians’
“American looks” and paternity in an American identity was consis-
tent with the ways mixed race populations have always confused tra-
ditional conceptions of race and nation and with how U.S. laws have
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excluded them. For a nation uncertain of its identity amid the trauma
of losing the Vietnam War, questions of responsibility and citizenship
for Amerasians in Vietnam generated important conversations about
what it meant to be an American and what it meant to become one.

Fundamentally, this is a war story and Amerasians bear its scars.
Beautiful in their mixtures and their complexities, Amerasians carry
in them the lessons of Vietnam—conflict, violence, pain, and defeat—
and the importance of acceptance, belonging, and identity. They re-
mind us of a past allegiant to fixed borders and boundaries and of
a future destined to destabilize them. As such they have often been
portrayed as the unintended consequences or the living reminders of
a war most wish to forget. Pushed to the margins in much of the ex-
isting literature about the war, Amerasians have likewise been mar-
ginalized in Vietnam and the United States and denied a national
identity. By recentering them as primary actors and agents of conflict
and change, this work accords Amerasians their rightful place in the
history of the Vietnam War.¢
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| Chapter One

Setting a Precedent

Newsday photographer Audrey Tiernan snapped the picture of fourteen-
year-old Le Van Minh in October 1985 while on assignment in Ho Chi
Minh City.! The daughter of an American serviceman killed in the
Vietnam War, Tiernan felt Minh tug at her leg while walking along the
river where her father’s ship used to dock. “I thought it was a cat or a
dog,” Tiernan explained. “I looked down and saw that it was a human
being. He had a twisted spine, and he was literally scurrying around
the streets like a crab. I was so repulsed I couldn’t even bring myself
to take his picture. But when I looked closer, I said ‘Oh, my God, he’s
an American!”” It took only a moment for Tiernan to recognize the
“American” in Minh’s face. His sandy brown hair and big brown eyes
overpowered the awkward bends and contortions in his limbs and
spine, too frail and damaged to hold his body upright. Fascinated by
Minh and “the shocking juxtaposition of his sweet, beautiful face and
his twisted body,” Tiernan focused her camera and took his picture.’

In hindsight it appeared fate orchestrated the meeting between Tier-
nan and Minh. A decade after the war Tiernan’s photo of Minh would
appear on the pages of the New York newspaper Newsday. It would re-
mind Americans of the plight of Amerasians still living in Vietnam
and inspire the Amerasian Homecoming Act, a final effort to bring
America’s children “home.” However, the initial interaction between
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Tiernan and Minh was much less noble. While her self-described re-
pulsion to Minh was likely a response to his physical deformities and
challenges, Tiernan’s bewilderment over Minh’s condition—animal
or human, Vietnamese or American—was consistent with the ways
Americans had often perceived mixed-race persons and people of Asian
descent as subhuman, racially inferior, potentially dangerous, and per-
petually foreign.* It illustrates the pervasiveness of an often unspoken
and subconscious history of racialized exclusion in America rooted
in long-held assumptions of both mixed-race persons as nonwhite ra-
cial others and people of Asian descent as non-American foreigners.
It is this history that informed Tiernan’s understanding of Minh in
those first moments and that shaped the confusion about Minh’s race
and nationality common among those who saw Amerasians, includ-
ing U.S. policymakers.

Between 1970 and 1995 the Amerasian mixture of race and nation
continuously confounded members of Congress, numerous presiden-
tial administrations, humanitarians, journalists, and the American
public. Unable to reconcile Amerasians’ “American faces” with no-
tions of Asian foreignness and the consequences of the Vietnam War,
U.S. policymakers took a contradictory approach. At the same time
they utilized an inclusionary discourse of family and belonging to rec-
ognize Amerasians’ American paternity and deem them American
children, lawmakers implemented policies that continued to with-
hold U.S. citizenship.

The precedent for the inconsistent treatment of Amerasians as Amer-
ican children ineligible for birthright U.S. citizenship is firmly situ-
ated within the history of race, gender, and war in the United States.
It illustrates how these concepts have historically worked in tandem
with U.S. immigration and citizenship laws to determine who is and
who is not an American and to color the privileges of rights in Amer-
ica white. In this case, denial of citizenship perpetuated the problem-
atic existence of mixed-race persons and people of Asian descent in
America to create a population othered twice—by race and nation—
from American society. The precedent set centuries before the birth of
the first Amerasian assumed them too different and foreign to warrant
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actual inclusion in the nation through citizenship and ensured they
would never be American.

The Benefits of Birth

In America, birthright citizenship is defined by land of birth (yus solt)
or blood (jus sanguine). Citizenship provides both national identity
and legal membership in American society and confers access to the
constitutional rights, privileges, and protections of the nation.’ It is a
tool of power that simultaneously defines the terms of inclusion and
exclusion to shape membership in the nation in specific and deliber-
ate ways and is often structured in terms of ethnic, racial, and gender
hierarchies. By distinguishing between those who belong in a nation
and those who do not, citizenship provides “the critical juncture in
relationships between people when they come to see each other, and
are seen by outsiders, as fundamentally, essentially, immutably dif-
ferent from one another.” U.S. citizenship—and therefore member-
ship and identity—has historically been colored white and gendered
male, thus undermining the inherent inclusivity of a citizenry deter-
mined by blood and land. The benefits of birth intentionally privi-
leged white persons over nonwhite persons and men over women.
Placed in simple racial terms, to be American meant to be white, and
to be nonwhite most often equated to non-American.”

For mixed-race persons in America whose bodies blurred the racial
lines upon which citizenship relied, the process of ascribing them iden-
tities of race for the purpose of recognition and rights began in the
seventeenth century. Gender and racial exclusions collectively framed
colonial laws to upend the practice of patrilineal descent and relegate
the biracial offspring of white slave-owning men and enslaved Black
women to the racial category and slave status of their mothers.* In co-
lonial Virginia, this law allowed white slave-owning men to expand
their slaveholdings simply by reproducing “Black” children. By the
end of the century, to be Black was to be enslaved, and therefore “dis-
empowered and dehumanized,” even if your father was white.” Ab-
sent any claim to whiteness, mixed-race persons found themselves
othered in colonial society, their liberties limited and their freedom
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denied through race-based policies that restricted their right to mar-
ry, inherit property, and vote.°

There were exceptions. Historians have detailed the stories of mu-
lattoes, half-breeds, and quadroons who defied their racial fate in co-
lonial America and married, inherited, or lived as free and white. By
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the presence of mixed-race
persons, especially those with one white and one Black parent, posed
problems in America as skin color proved an unreliable marker of the
evidence of the ever-illicit interracial sex." The lighter the skin, the
closer to white a mixed-race person appeared and the more difficult
it became to deny them rights and membership in the nation.? For
a country actively working to protect the privileges of whiteness by
policing membership, such racial fluidity disrupted the binary that
defined race relations in America and thus represented a paramount
danger to the purity of the nation."

In an effort, as they saw it, to secure the nation, U.S. leaders enact-
ed laws in which race and gender worked in tandem to other mixed-
race persons in America and restrict their access to citizenship. In 1868,
the Fourteenth Amendment granted citizenship to African Ameri-
cans but failed to address the status of mixed-race persons, thus leav-
ing it to interpretation. In their efforts to recodify race and rights and
reclaim the racial binary, Southern white leaders othered mixed-race
persons into nonwhite racial categories through an assessment of their
looks and a measurement of blood." Blood quantum, the “enduring
fiction of miscegenation law,” attempted to measure the amount of
nonwhite blood in mixed-race people to determine their access to
“whiteness” and dictate their political, social, and economic status."
In cases where ancestry could not determine the amount of blood, or
when percentages were not sufficient to legally exclude a mixed-race
person from the privileges of whiteness, lawmakers and community
members employed the “eyeball test”—the visual measurement of a
person’s makeup using an assessment of skin and eye color, hair tex-
ture, and features, “the shape of the nose, ears, lips, body and skull.”¢
For the progeny of one white parent and one racially “other” parent,
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such practices and policies dismissed any claim they might have made
to whiteness and ensured their otherness would be determinative.”

During the early twentieth century, eugenicists gave “scientific” cre-
dence to ideas of blood quantum and blood contamination as they
argued that nonwhite blood infected white blood, causing “mong-
rolization” and degeneration that would ultimately lead to the ex-
tinction of the white race. In 1916 eugenicist Madison Grant wrote
The Passing of the Great Race, which Adolf Hitler later lauded as “his
Bible.”® In it, Grant conjured the dangers that miscegenation posed
to the racial purity and superiority of white Americans and the ne-
cessity of relegating mixed-race persons to the racial category of their
nonwhite parent. “The cross between white and Indian is Indian, the
cross between a white man and a Negro is a Negro; the cross between
a white man and a Hindu is a Hindu; the cross between any of the
three European races and a Jew is a Jew.”"

Marriage laws have also been powerful, gendered domestic tools of
racial exclusion. Seventeenth-century antimiscegenation laws in the
Maryland and Virginia colonies sought to prevent sexual and marital
unions between white women and Black men and categorized their
mixed-race offspring as Black for the purpose of preserving the bina-
ry racial distinctions that structured colonial American society.?’ By
dictating who could marry and who received citizenship, marriage
laws could prevent interracial unions and preserve the privileges of
power for white people, therefore protecting the nation from the pre-
sumed racial degradation of miscegenation and the claims of mixed-
race persons to property, inheritance, or citizenship.

For children born abroad to American fathers and foreign moth-
ers, domestic marriage laws combined with U.S. immigration law to
determine citizenship status.?’ Although U.S. law dictated that blood
ties established citizenship for children not born in U.S. territory, the
process for children born outside the institution of marriage was, and
is, intentionally gendered. For Amerasians in Vietnam, the majority
of whom were born out of wedlock, this is the precedent for invali-
dating their claims of paternity.

In 1864 the federal court case of Guyer v. Smith established the
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precedent in U.S. law of matrilineal descent for children born abroad
after the Maryland Court of Appeals determined that mothers bore
the primary responsibility for children born outside of marriage. More
specifically, according to the court American mothers of children born
out of wedlock on foreign soil automatically transmit citizenship to
their children but American fathers do not. More simply, despite evi-
dence of their American paternity, children of American fathers were
not automatically citizens.? In 1952, section 309 of the U.S. Immigra-
tion and Nationality Act (INA) reinforced the sex-based distinction es-
tablished by the Guyer case, declaring that a child born abroad out of
wedlock “shall have acquired at birth the nationality status of his moth-
er.” U.S. citizenship was granted only if the father claimed his child.”

In practice, the unequal and gendered application of the law as-
sumed a role of parental responsibility and legal filiation between
child and mother and an absence of both between child and father.
Consequently, American men faced no legal obligation for the chil-
dren they produced with foreign women through love, lust, or rape
and their children had no legal grounds for U.S. citizenship. In the
context of the large U.S. military presence abroad in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, especially in developing countries with ra-
cially distinct populations, the Guyer precedent had racially exclu-
sionary implications that would have important consequences for
Amerasians of Vietnam.

Race

As mixed-race people in nineteenth century America continued to
be racially othered and thus denied the full liberties of their birth-
right, a growing population of Asian immigrants further challenged
the limits of American racial categories and exposed American big-
otry toward the Eastern world.?* Similarly to their mixed-race peers,
Asians did not fit into American racial delineations of whiteness or
blackness and, as such, challenged the racial rationale upon which
the granting of citizenship relied. The geographic and cultural dis-
tance that defined Asian foreignness compounded American anxieties
over and fascination with the “Oriental difference.” Scholar Edward
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Said has described the practice of dividing the world into two op-
posing parts—the developed, civilized, racially superior Occident or
West and the lesser developed, uncivilized, racially inferior Orient or
East—as Orzentalism: “a collective notion identifying ‘us’ Europeans
against all ‘those’ non-Europeans.” The juxtaposition of the Orient
and the Occident as cultural polarities of geographic distance and ra-
cial difference framed American understandings of Asia and Asians
as nonwhite, non-American, and foreign. Hence, like their mixed-
race peers, the history of Asians in America is a history of othering
intended to protect the nation from an “Asian invasion” through the
restriction of rights and movement. As part of the effort to prevent
people of Asian descent from acquiring membership in the nation or
accumulating political power, social and legal exclusions have con-
sistently been framed by questions of whether Asians, regardless of
citizenship or generation, could become Americans or if Asian Amer-
icans even were Americans.”

Beginning with the 1790 Naturalization Law, U.S. citizenship was
reserved for “free white persons.” With little clarity about what “white”
meant at the time, this law made the process of “becoming Caucasian”
a crucial part of the politico-cultural saga of European migration and
settlement.” After the first mass immigration of Chinese laborers en-
tered the country in the nineteenth century to work on the railroads
and the mines of the American western frontier, U.S. immigration
policies specifically excluded Asians from immigration and citizen-
ship.?” Race played an important role. Although political leaders and
legal authorities agreed that Asian immigrants were not white, they
were uncertain as to whether that made them Black. Like mixed-race
persons, the inability to easily relegate Asians to either racial category
was confusing. Even the U.S. judicial system seemed ambivalent on
where to situate them. Facing increasing numbers of Chinese and Jap-
anese immigrants by the mid-nineteenth century, U.S. courts applied
the Blumenbach racial taxonomic system to classify the new arrivals
as part of the Mongolian or “yellow” race, “a distinct racial group sit-
uated somewhere between the “savage” African and the “civilized”
European’ and ineligible for citizenship.” This intermediary status
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scared Americans who worried about the threat such a race might
pose to the racial order, which depended on the black-white racial
binary. It motivated courts to prevent the potential accumulation of
Asian political power by restricting immigration rights and denying
them citizenship.”® In the 1880 Oregon circuit court case Iz re Camille,
Judge Matthew Deady explained the racial rationale behind Asian ex-
clusion. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, Deady asserted,
unfairly granted citizenship “to the comparatively savage and strange
inhabitants of the ‘dark continent,” while withholding it from the in-
termediate and much-better qualified red and yellow races.” Yet such
“qualifications” also justified their exclusion: “The negroes of Africa
were not likely to emigrate to this country, and therefore the provi-
sion [Fourteenth Amendment] concerning them was merely a harm-
less piece of legislative buncombe, while the Indian and Chinaman
were in our midst, and at our doors and only too willing to assume
the mantle of American sovereignty, which we ostentatiously offered
to the African but denied to them.”

In addition to legal exclusions, Asian immigrants in America faced
assumptions of racial inferiority that motivated a nativist backlash and
racist vitriol from white American and European immigrant workers
united in their concerns about the economic threats posed by Asian
“coolie” labor.”? Anxieties were especially high in the western states of
California and Oregon, where labor needs in the mines and railroads
attracted large numbers of Chinese immigrants and where some wor-
ried about the potential problems of naturalized Chinese-American
citizens. One Republican senator from Oregon expressed his distaste
for such a possibility by pointing out the “practical difficulty” sur-
rounding the Chinese; in contrast with the “fading . . . red man” and
the “enslaved . . . Americanized” blacks, “when you open the door to
one you open the door to four hundred millions. . . . with this mighty
tide of ignorance and pollution that Asia is pouring with accumulat-
ing force and volume into the bosom of our country.”

Legislative efforts to “protect free white labor” from competition
with Chinese “coolie labor” resulted in laws that excluded Asians from
property ownership, equal pay, and legal protection. To stifle Asian
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immigration, certain states levied immigration taxes on “persons who
cannot become citizens”—Native Americans, African Americans, and
Asians. Massachusetts senator Charles Sumner’s valiant yet futile at-
tempt in 1870 to convince Congress to abandon the principle of a ra-
cial qualification for citizenship and remove the word “white” from
the 1790 law was a direct response to western congressional delegates
who staunchly opposed the granting of U.S. citizenship and citizen-
ship rights to Asians.**

Americans also worried about the perceived danger of white-Asian
miscegenation and the potential threat that such families posed to
the racial order and the nation. During the nineteenth century nu-
merous states passed antimiscegenation and restrictive marriage laws
aimed at policing Asian sexuality, reproduction, and marriage rights
to impede Asians’ incorporation into America.* Federal legislation
reinforced state laws. The 1875 Page Act, 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act,
1892 Geary Act, and the 1907 Gentleman’s Agreement barred specif-
ic Asians—women and workers—from immigration and citizenship
in order to prevent the formation and reproduction of Asian fami-
lies in America.

As detrimental as they were to the Asian experience in America,
these laws still did not temper American anxiety over Asian immi-
gration, settlement, and citizenship, which continued to shape ex-
clusionary immigration and citizenship policies into the twentieth
century. The 1917 Asiatic Barred Zone Act denied Asians admission
to the United States by classifying them among the diseased, immor-
al, criminals, “paupers, assorted radicals; and illiterates” and the 1924
Johnson-Reed Act instituted a national-origins quota system that des-
ignated Asians as “persons ineligible for U.S. citizenship.” Race un-
derpinned these laws. U.S. leaders and the policies they passed failed
to distinguish between nationalities and instead grouped Asians into
one big “Oriental” category.” Unable to claim the characteristics and
stereotypes of the white or Black race, Asians in the United States, de-
fined by their difference and distance, became racially othered. Racist
designations—the Chinese “coolie,” the “yellow peril,” the “menacing
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horde”—were fraught with fears and presumptions of innate inferi-
ority and foreignness.*

The U.S. Supreme Court reinforced Asian otherness in the 1922 and
1923 rulings in Ozawa v. the United States and United States v. Bhagat
Singh Thind. In Ozawa, the court upheld the exclusion of Asians from
immigration and U.S. citizenship because it determined that Asians
were not part of the “Caucasian race” and therefore were not “white.”
In the Thind case, the court reframed its ruling from Ozawa, insist-
ing that even Asians who were “Caucasian” did not “look white,” and
so were subject to exclusion from U.S. citizenship.* Even the 1952
McCarran-Walter Act, which relaxed existing restrictions on Asian
immigration and citizenship, lauded by some as a progressive immi-
gration policy that “removed all racial, gender, and nationality barri-
ers to citizenship,” defined the immigration quotas awarded to Asian
countries by race rather than nationality. According to the act, any
child born to one or more Asian parents, regardless of their place of
birth or citizenship, counted against the quota for the specific Asian
nation corresponding to their “race”—Japanese, Korean, Vietnam-
ese, etc.—or the general quota for the Asian-Pacific Triangle.* Incor-
porated into the policy was a modern interpretation and application
of blood quantum that relegated mixed-race persons to the status of
their racially subordinate parent. In his statement vetoing the legisla-
tion, President Harry Truman criticized the hypocrisy of the act’s dis-
criminatory policies against people from Asia and its inherently racist
implications: “The countries of Asia are told in one breath that they
shall have quotas for their nationals, and in the next, that the nation-
als of other countries, if their ancestry is as much as 50 percent Asian,
shall be charged to these quotas. It is only with respect to persons of
oriental ancestry that this invidious discrimination applies. . . . These
provisions are without justification.”™

Yet Truman’s words fell on deaf ears. It was not until 1965 that the
Hart-Cellar Immigration Act, described as the “most dramatic rethink-
ing of immigration policy in the last half-century,” finally replaced
the national-origins quota system with preference based on family re-
lationships and reunification as well as labor needs. The result was a
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massive and unintended influx of Asian immigrants to America that
rekindled the nineteenth-century racialized fears of a “yellow per-
i1” and an invading “yellow horde” that would take American jobs.*
Even after the “model minority” epithet reracialized Asians in the
United States into the example of successful assimilation, juxtapos-
ing them against the alleged failings of African Americans, notions
of Asian foreign otherness persisted. Although the new stereotype al-
lowed white Americans to countenance Asian Americans as citizens,
nevertheless because “whiteness was not an option” as it has been for
Southern and Eastern European immigrants, they remained racially
othered—unassimilable and permanently foreign.*

Decades before Audrey Tiernan met Le Van Minh, Amerasians
had suffered from the repercussions of these long-standing racial-
ized and exclusionary policies and practices, used to distance both
mixed-race persons and people of Asian descent from whiteness and
thus restrict their access to immigration and citizenship.* The sex-
based distinction had particularly devastating consequences. During
the twentieth century, this additional form of discrimination accom-
panied U.S. military forces into Asia, effectively eliminating poten-
tial claims of American paternity or nationality for most Amerasian
children born abroad.

The Imperial Precedent

Anxieties over the darkening of America and the persistent equation
of race and nation—white and American—accompanied U.S. impe-
rial expansion at the end of the nineteenth century. The acquisition
of new lands in the Caribbean and the Pacific inhabited by darker-
skinned, foreign populations coincided with increasing domestic con-
cerns over the race and rights of African Americans and nonwhite
immigrants from Europe and Asia.* The subsequent debates over citi-
zenship and status for those living in America’s newly acquired territo-
ries demonstrate the extent to which the racial binary and an ideology
of white superiority informed the U.S. imperial project to construct
colonial categories of white citizens and nonwhite subjects.” The con-
flation of race and nation to divide citizens from subjects along racial
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lines proved increasingly problematic to the nation’s notions of Em-
pire. After the annexation of Puerto Rico in 1898, American fears of
miscegenation and racial degeneration led members of the U.S. Su-
preme Court to express their concerns about granting Puerto Ricans
U.S. citizenship. Justice Edward White worried that “if the Constitu-
tion automatically granted citizenship to Puerto Ricans, then Amer-
ican citizenship might be dismantled and the people of the United
States enslaved . . . the language of physical degradation suggests a
moral and racial tainting thereby rendering the body of the Ameri-
can citizens incapable of citizenship.”* White inferred that the pow-
er of race to corrupt the nation through citizenship justified denying
U.S. citizenship to Puerto Ricans.

Tensions between race and nation also emerged in the Pacific, where
American investors, missionaries, and reporters continued to define
Asians as the ultimate nonwhite foreigners and thus “antithetical to
the prevailing ideas of what it meant to be an American.” In Hawaii,
American imperialists plotting to acquire more land applied their anti-
Asian sentiment to exploit existing tensions between native Hawai-
ians, deemed “whitish” and assimilable, and the Asian immigrants
who lived and labored on the islands and whom they perceived in ra-
cial terms as unassimilable, undesirable, and diseased.’® Hence, when
the 1900 Hawaii Organic Act established the territory of Hawaii and
conferred U.S. citizenship on all Hawaiians, it excluded Hawaii’s Asian
population. The denial of citizenship to 6o percent of Hawaiian res-
idents was a continuation of the exclusionary U.S. immigration and
citizenship laws already applied to Asians. It also reflected the racial
rationale of U.S. leaders who believed that, like Puerto Ricans, Asians
would contaminate the nation.”!

While Americans feared the detrimental effects of granting U.S.
citizenship to people from Asia, American men continued sleeping
with Asian women and fathering half-American and half-Asian chil-
dren. Whereas racism framed U.S. policies and practices that exclud-
ed Asians, gender ensured the rejection of Amerasians. By the turn of
the century, the sex-based distinction in U.S. law had sufficiently pro-
tected numerous American men from paternal responsibility and the
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nation from culpability for the half-American children they fathered
abroad. However, the law proved simultaneously more powerful and
problematic in Asia, where Amerasians faced the double exclusion of
mixed-race otherness and Asian foreignness.

The American response to the estimated eighteen thousand
American-fathered mestizos born as a result of U.S. intervention in
the Philippines in 1898 set the precedent for how U.S. leaders would
ultimately address Amerasians in Vietnam.”? The half-American, half-
Filipino mestizos introduced new concerns into domestic conversa-
tions in America about race mixing and citizenship as U.S. authorities
struggled to understand hybridity within the colonizing confines of
war and empire.”® More than three years of imperial conquest struc-
tured American perceptions of mixed-race Filipinos as “nonwhite”
racial others.’* Viewed through this prism, America’s war in the Phil-
ippines was a race war fought between the civilized white and the
uncivilized nonwhite. Instead of interpreting the Filipino resistance
through the lens of America’s own revolutionary history, Americans
viewed it as a clear violation of the natural racial order. They believed
that such blatant disobedience justified U.S. intervention on the is-
lands and a strategy of extreme brutality and “exterminism.”

The common belief that Filipinos—the people, the culture, and
their environment—had the power to decivilize white people and turn
them into savages heightened existing racial anxieties. “The tropics,”
Army Lieutenant Conrad Stanton Babcock wrote in his journal cir-
ca 1902, “do funny things to Caucasians at times.”* But Babcock and
others also believed that white Americans held an equally intoxicat-
ing power to civilize worthy Filipinos and to recivilize Americans
who had “gone wild” in the Philippines. In fact, while addressing one
U.S. soldier whose “mental balance had slipped,” Babcock employed
measured modern American discipline to bring him back to civili-
zation. After a hefty dose of his stern command to “Drop that gun!”
Babcock explains, “His wildness left him in a flash . . . he dropped
his rifle instantly.”” The “savagery” of the war and the ferocity of
the fighting in the Philippines became a template for future Ameri-
can wars in Asia, as did the practice of American men sleeping with
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Asian women and fathering and abandoning their mixed-race Am-
erasian children.®

The power to civilize, decivilize, and recivilize complicated Amer-
ican notions of paternity and responsibility for the mestizo children.
Fears of miscegenation and racial degeneration combined with anti-
foreign sentiment to shape the American response to what U.S. leaders
viewed to be a mestizo problem.” Although U.S. authorities contin-
ued the practice of racializing those mestizos raised by their Filipi-
na mothers, they took a very different approach to mestizo orphans.
The assumption was that children raised by Filipina mothers in the
Philippines could not escape the decivilizing effects of their native
environment and their mothers’ love. But a civilizing opportunity
did exist for those absent any maternal influence and specifically for
those mestizos with white American blood. Hence, by inverting the
rules of blood quantum to account for the amount of white blood
running through their veins, orphaned mestizo children fathered by
white American men could become white and, potentially, Ameri-
can.® In response to the realization that there were numerous “white
American” children orphaned in the Philippines, white American
expatriates began to assert a sort of transnational paternity in which
they supported, protected, and educated their “white” children while
also urging U.S. officials to recognize the nation’s paternal responsi-
bility for the orphans and grant them citizenship.

Such recognition of race and responsibility fully displayed Amer-
ican racism. White American expatriates did not extend support or
provide services to the orphaned mestizo children of African Ameri-
cans, for whom the traditional rules of blood quantum remained. Un-
like the “white blood” that liberated their mestizo peers from darkness
and decay, the “black blood” of those fathered by African American
men, allegedly evidenced by their dark skin and “comically oversized
lips,” excluded them from whiteness and hence consideration for U.S.
citizenship.® Ultimately, neither the white nor Black mestizos actual-
ly received blanket U.S. citizenship. Unconvinced that American pa-
ternity, regardless of the father’s race, conferred the racial or cultural
characteristics of whiteness, U.S. authorities continued to classify the
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mestizos as non-American.® The inconsistency with which Americans
created, racialized, and excluded the American mestizos was a nota-
ble precursor to Amerasians in Vietnam almost a century later, but
with one important exception. After the Vietnam War whiteness and
Blackness marked Amerasians as potential Americans, while more am-
biguous or Asian racial characteristics excluded others as “others.”™

Wars

Anti-Asian sentiment in America continued throughout the twenti-
eth century. The racialized colonial and Orientalist ideology perpet-
uated the notion of Asians as inferior and uncivilized, manifesting
itself in domestic concerns over immigration and economic compe-
tition and international fears of foreign conflict. During the Second
World War, U.S. leaders and soldiers carried their racialized under-
standings of Asia and Asians into the war with Japan. The Japanese
proved a formidable military foe. American misperceptions of the
Japanese, framed in a “four-hundred year intellectual development
of European concepts of the colored other,” continued to warrant the
brutality of American soldiers against people they viewed as “savag-
es, children, madmen, and beasts.”™*

U.S. leaders, simultaneously impressed and concerned by Japan’s
military prowess, once again depicted the war in racial terms. Whereas
a benevolent paternalism dictated the discourse of war in the Philip-
pines, America’s war against Japan was a battle for the preservation of
Anglo-Saxon civilization and the white race. Accordingly, American
racism and anti-Asian sentiment were on full display. Leaders depicted
the Japanese as aggressive but inferior imitators of the white race who
claimed to be the sole champions of civilization in Asia.* Famed U.S.
War correspondent Ernie Pyle described the Japanese as “subhuman
and repulsive,” and American soldiers, he claimed, viewed the Japa-
nese “the way some people feel about cockroaches or mice.”™¢ During
the postwar occupation of Japan, U.S. leaders reconfigured their rac-
ism into an “enlightened paternalism,” acknowledging Japan’s capac-
ity for democracy, but only with America’s help. Secretary of State
John Foster Dulles expressed the concerns of many Americans that
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because of their race, the Japanese, like all other Asians, were untrust-
worthy. “The Oriental mind,” Dulles explained, “was always more de-
vious than the Occidental mind.””

At the onset of the Cold War, the Orientalized and racialized dis-
course of Asian inferiority that shaped Dulles’s anxiety continued to
accompany the new global outlook, in which U.S. leaders were now
committed to a world divided along ideological lines rather than ra-
cial ones and to preventing the spread of communism. The “loss” of
China to communism in 1949 bolstered both the anticommunist and
racial fears that the fight against communism was also a fight to pro-
tect white and Western superiority. Concerns about the Chinese “Yel-
low Peril” and the Russian “Red Peril” and presumptions that Russians
were really Asiatic and therefore the true evil in the East motivated
further U.S. intervention in Asia.®

In Korea, U.S. fighting and occupation forces placed forty thou-
sand troops below the 38th parallel in defense of democracy. As in the
Philippines and Japan, racialized colonial notions of Asian inferiori-
ty persisted. U.S. media reports continued to dehumanize the North
Koreans to the status of livestock and bugs. The North Koreans, the
Los Angeles Times reported, were like “droves of cattle,” and U.S. vic-
tory in battle “was like scraping ants off with a stick.”™ In August 1950
the Los Angeles Times revealed that U.S. soldiers had revived the word
“g—" to describe the North Korean communists. First used to de-
grade Filipinos during the Spanish-American War in 1898, it was fraught
with historical, racial, and colonial connotations.” Later, during the
Vietnam War, the term, which intentionally failed to distinguish be-
tween enemies and allies, was the most common racial epithet used
to dehumanize Asians.” In boot camp, American soldiers trained to
“kill, kill, kill the g——" and to think, “If it’s dead and Vietnamese,
it’s vc” learned to view all Vietnamese as inferior. Such a dehuman-
izing discourse of war in Asia returned to the United States with sol-
diers, perpetuating beliefs of Asian inferiority and shaping the way
Americans tended to view all Asians.”

Like their counterparts in Europe and their predecessors in the
Philippines, U.S. soldiers stationed in Asia after the Second World
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War also fathered children with Asian women. But as a result of the
sex-based distinction in U.S. law and the specific exclusion of Asians
from immigration and citizenship during much of the period, Am-
erasians were excluded from citizenship. When Japanese radio an-
nounced the birth of the first Amerasian child born as a result of the
U.S. occupation in 1946, the Japanese were as worried about the pres-
ence of mixed-race children in Japan as U.S. officials were about hav-
ing to take responsibility for them.”? While the Japanese tended to
approve of Amerasians fathered by white Americans, they despised
those fathered by African Americans. In 1953, the president of Japan’s
National Public Health Institute stated publicly his concern that Black
Amerasians, considered genetic and social degenerates, would pass
on their non-Japanese features to their descendants and pose a great
threat to Japanese society.”* Such anti-Black prejudice existed across
Asia where Black Amerasians suffered harsher discrimination, abuse,
and marginalization because of their race.””

While U.S. officials denied responsibility for Amerasians in Japan
they had less success ignoring the “American” children in Europe.
Specifically, the “brown babies,” offspring of African American men
and European women, perpetuated American fears of miscegenation
and confusion over mixed-race populations. Although African Amer-
ican soldiers composed only 10 percent of U.S. military forces in Eu-
rope during the Second World War and fathered less than 2 percent
of out-of-wedlock children, obsessions over the interracial relation-
ships between Black soldiers and white European women and rac-
ist beliefs about the carnal dangers of Black male sexuality led many
Americans and Europeans to believe that African Americans fathered
the majority of war babies.” As a result, authorities labeled the chil-
dren a “Black” problem and relegated responsibility for their care and
upbringing to the African American community, whose “Negro G1”
men left their children behind.”

In contrast to the American mestizos in the Philippines and Am-
erasians in Japan, the “Blackness” of the brown babies excused white
European mothers from their maternal obligations and masked the
reproductive responsibility of white American soldiers who fathered
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children in Europe. In what was now a common practice regarding
the mixed-race offspring of American men, U.S. leaders recognized
the brown babies as the children of African American men but de-
clined to grant them U.S. citizenship.”®

Thirty years later, Americans concerned about Amerasians in
Vietnam ignored the nation’s previous approach to the mixed-race,
American-fathered children born in Europe and Asia. Rather, advo-
cates lauded the French model of national responsibility toward its
mixed-race, French-fathered métis children. Like the American mes-
tizos in the Philippines, the métis challenged French colonial poli-
cies that sought to sustain a clear distinction between the “civilized”
French citizen colonizers and their uncivilized, native colonial subjects.”
Similarly, because the majority of métis were born out of wedlock,
per French law they did not automatically inherit French citizenship
unless their father claimed them. The result was a growing popula-
tion of fatherless “orphans” that French authorities worried would
grow up to resent France and become enemies of the empire. Conse-
quently, French colonial administrators viewed the métis as subversive
threats to French national identity and the colonial project. To allay
these perceived dangers, French colonial authorities uprooted those
orphaned métis deemed worthy of inclusion into the French empire
from the degrading influences of their indigenous environments and
families and placed them in French-run institutions where they be-
came “civilized” French citizens.® The transformation of the métis
from subjects into citizens relied on beliefs about the powerful “civ-
ilizing effects” of “French blood” and the insertion of race into the
1928 French nationality law.®!

Hence, by the time French forces faced defeat at Dien Bien Phu to
end the First Indochina War in 1954, race and blood rendered the métis
valuable members of the French empire. Empire therefore motivated
the relocation of twenty-five thousand Eurasian children to France af-
ter the war, and justified French financial support and French citizen-
ship.® Amerasian supporters and American humanitarians, hoping the
nation would finally take paternal responsibility, cited the French ap-
proach as a model, conveniently dismissing the imperial motives and
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racism behind French actions. American advocates insisted that the
United States must also transport its Amerasian children from Viet-
nam and welcome them to the United States as American children.®

Gender

Gendered assumptions were central to the pattern that led U.S. mil-
itary personnel to produce, abandon, and reject children abroad. In
addition to the sex-based distinction in U.S. immigration and citi-
zenship law and long-held assumptions of Asian racial inferiority and
deviance, Americans also imposed gendered notions of femininity
and sexuality and geographic concepts of conquest on Asian wom-
en. Asian women faced the double burden of a racialized and gen-
dered “Orientalization” that stereotyped them as compliant, demure,
and exotic.** The history of U.S. militarism in Asia is also a history
of U.S. military prostitution and the objectification of Asian wom-
en. When U.S. Commodore Matthew Perry opened Japan’s doors to
foreign trade in 1854, he introduced American men to the Japanese
geisha and the Asian prostitute, who shaped conceptions of Asian
women as simultaneously seductive and sinister. Nineteenth-century
encounters between American men and Asian women in the ports
of Japan coincided with an influx of Chinese immigrant women to
the United States, who were often associated with prostitution and
were viewed by Americans with distrust, especially in the American
West. The Chinese prostitute reinforced the image of the sinister Ori-
ental seductress and resulted in the 1875 Page Act barring the impor-
tation of Chinese women for immoral purposes.® In accord with the
expectations about colonized women of color during American im-
perialism and Asian immigration, U.S. soldiers in Japan, South Ko-
rea, and Vietnam believed in their own racial and cultural superiority
and anticipated Asian women as being readily sexually available. In
response to such racialized and gendered interpretations of imperial
power and play by American servicemen, a massive prostitution in-
dustry oriented to the military emerged that commodified the sexu-
al domination of Asian women by American men.*

During the Second World War, the siren voices of the mythical
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“Tokyo Rose” further exoticized the image of the “Orientalized Asian”
by allowing U.S. soldiers to simultaneously “transfer their racial fanta-
sies and hostilities.”” The emergence of military-endorsed prostitution
during the postwar U.S. occupation of Japan gave American service-
men the opportunity to act out their visceral fantasies on the bodies
of Asian women. Hence the Japanese geisha, followed by the Kore-
an comfort woman and later the Vietnamese bar girl, facilitated the
emergence of lucrative sex and service industries in Asia. Some mili-
tary leaders believed prostitution an unnecessary evil that interfered
with soldier effectiveness, while others saw it as a necessary compo-
nent of normalizing the lives of soldiers in very abnormal conditions.*
Whatever the opinions of individual leaders, however, the presence
of U.S.-regulated brothels contributed to the perception that the ma-
jority of Asian women were prostitutes. While obviously untrue, this
belief set the precedent for soldier behavior toward women in Asia,
including Vietnam.®

Ironically, the stereotype of Asian women as submissive, docile,
and sexually subservient to the needs of men also contributed to the
increasing numbers of American soldiers marrying Japanese women
after the Second World War. The Asian war bride, transformed from
paramour to paragon of virtue through a “domesticated Oriental-
ism,” became a common occurrence on U.S. military bases in Japan
and South Korea.” To quell the trend, U.S. military policy reinforced
U.S. immigration and citizenship laws to police soldier marriages and
prevent Asian women from immigrating to the United States. War
Department directives required military approval of all U.S. soldier
marriages. However, while authorities expressed concerns about over-
seas soldier marriages generally, the “miscegenous unions” proved “the
most distressing.”™! U.S. military leaders actively discouraged soldier
marriages with Asian women on the grounds that U.S. law excluded
Asian nationals as “aliens ineligible for citizenship.”? Different percep-
tions of German and Japanese women as potential wives—the latter
presumed inferior and sexually immoral—translated to an unequal
application of military fraternization and marriage policy and the re-
liance on prostitution in Asia.”* It is not surprising, therefore, that the
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majority of the 114,000 wives admitted to the United States under the
1945 War Brides Act were white, European, and English speaking. In
addition, the 1947 Alien Brides Act that allowed Asian wives to immi-
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grate to the United States as ““alien spouses’ otherwise considered ‘in-
admissible because of race’ included numerous provisions that made
immigration impossible for most couples.**

A decade later American perceptions of Asian women extended
into Vietnam, as did the efforts of U.S. leaders to restrict and regu-
late sexual and conjugal relations. The emergence of South Vietnam’s
“entertainment” industry, fully equipped with massage parlors and
brothels, coincided with the increasing numbers of U.S. servicemen in
the country between 1965 and 1973.” During the Vietnam War, thou-
sands of Vietnamese women flocked to U.S. military bases for employ-
ment as laundresses, maids, and cooks. Others came as “mama-sans,”
“hooch-girls,” and prostitutes to work in the brothels that sprouted
up on army bases with names inviting play and frivolity—Sin City,
Disneyland, and Boom Boom Parlors. Many were built under the di-
rective of military leaders—division commanders, two-star generals,
and colonels—to whom Washington had given “considerable discre-
tion” in regulating prostitution.”

Americans tended to view Vietnamese women through the same
anti-Asian lens that shaped a history of exclusionary and racist policies
and practices. U.S. military leaders emphasized the dangers posed by
Vietnamese women, whom they viewed as racially inferior and poten-
tial communist subversives. They were the seductive and sinister Viet-
namese prostitutes whose exotic Asian beauty and feminine docility
had been corrupted by communism, and who would seduce an Ameri-
can serviceman into her bedroom before viciously cutting his throat.”

Consequently, the obstacles for U.S. servicemen committed to mar-
rying their Vietnamese girlfriends despite assumptions of racial inferi-
ority and allegiance to communism were deliberately overwhelming.
In addition to the extensive security and background checks required
for potential Vietnamese spouses, military officials used paperwork,
red tape, and the high cost of immigration as obstacles to prevent
soldier marriages.” Emmanuel J. Holloman, a U.S. Army interpreter
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stationed in Vietnam from 1966 to 1971, believed that racism moti-
vated commanders to make the marriage process so challenging. Ac-
cording to Holloman, “A few blacks, but mostly whites, felt that the
Vietnamese weren’t equal to us. So they made it real difficult to marry
one.” Others, including some Asian American soldiers, echoed Hol-
loman’s claim. After requesting permission to marry his Vietnamese
girlfriend, the military superior of one Asian American soldier stat-

ed, “Man you don’t want to marry one of these ‘g s’ over there.
They’re not civilized, and if you take her back home with you, people
won’t be able to handle her cause she’s not civilized and you wouldn’t
be able to trust her once you get back to the States.” The commander

added, “once you get back, you’ll see all those blonds and stuff, and

you’ll look at your wife and she’ll be this old farmer chick—this g
—and you’ll want to get rid of her. You’ll be embarrassed when you
get back because she’s Vietnamese.”®

While discouraging soldiers from marrying Vietnamese women,
U.S. authorities continued to encourage servicemen to engage in sex-
ual relationships with them in order to boost soldier morale, provide
comfort, and reinforce the masculinity necessary to keep soldiers
fighting like men." Although such intimate encounters were often
strictly relationships of convenience for the soldier, some evolved into
consensual, long-standing, and loving relationships. Others took the
violent and racialized form of the war itself. The belief that the Viet-
namese were racially inferior and inhuman paired with the anticom-
munist sentiment that defined U.S. intervention in Vietnam to justify
the sexual assault of Vietnamese women. As journalist Susan Brown-
miller famously wrote, “When men are men, slugging it out among
themselves, conquering new land, subjugating new people, driving
toward victory, unquestionably there shall be some raping.” When
asked about the rape of Vietnamese women during the war, marine
Sergeant Scott Camil responded, “It wasn’t like they were humans. . ..
They were a g—— or a Commie and it was okay.”®

Although the Amerasian children produced during the Vietnam
War posed challenges for U.S. authorities, little had changed since
the nation faced similar questions of paternity and responsibility for
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the American mestizos in the Philippines. The military still support-
ed soldier sex in Asia while protecting U.S. soldiers against paternal
responsibility for their children. Some military leaders viewed the
responsibility of paternity as counterproductive to the maintenance
of a well-oiled fighting machine by depriving combat “of some of its
appeal.”* They feared that forcing American men to take responsi-
bility for their offspring would only encourage foreign women to se-
duce American men and have their babies in order to get a free ride
to the United States.' Subjecting soldiers to paternity suits, child
support payments, and the responsibilities of fathering could un-
dermine the war effort as it would “miss the existential and deeply
gendered point of mayhem.”* Hence, military leaders relied on the
sex-based distinction in U.S. immigration and citizenship law and
the Guyer precedent of matrilineal descent to defend soldier-fathers
from paternity claims and ensure that the U.S. military had no legal
responsibility to care or provide for the out-of-wedlock children of
American servicemen.

Even for those soldiers with legal unions and legitimate children,
military policies and practices sought to inhibit the legal formation of
transnational/racial families. It took U.S. serviceman Michael Schado
two years of red tape to secure a marriage certificate from the Ameri-
can Embassy to marry his Vietnamese fiancée in 1970. It was another
fifteen years before Schado could acquire an exit visa for his legitimat-
ed Amerasian child."” U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam Graham Martin
harbored a specific belief that regardless of relationship status, legal
union, or paternity, the Vietnamese were not and could not become
Americans. As the United States frantically withdrew from Vietnam
in April 1975, Martin made the evacuation of American citizens his
primary concern, excluding common-law Vietnamese wives and their
children as illegitimate dependents of U.S. servicemen.'®

Regardless of the specific scenario—prostitution, marriage, rape—-
U.S. leaders made conscious and deliberate calculations about the sex-
ual needs of male soldiers and “how Vietnamese women could best
meet those needs.” In each case, the decision-making process exposed
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the faulty rationale behind the sex-based distinction in U.S. law when
applied to military presence abroad.'®”

Discourse and Diplomacy

By the time the United States began to engage in Vietnam, U.S. lead-
ers were well versed in the racialized and gendered colonial discourse
of Asian inferiority that had shaped previous U.S. actions in Asia.!
Likewise, the nation still grappled with the place of mixed-race peo-
ple in America. Informed by the Orientalist and racialist discourse
that shaped American perceptions of Vietnam prior to U.S. interven-
tion, U.S. leaders extended their colonial ideology into Vietnam in
a deliberate effort to assert American superiority and power."' Dip-
lomatic historians have written extensively about the ways that U.S.
leaders incorporated race and racial assumptions into U.S. foreign
policy decisions and how the apparent global solidarity of nonwhite
populations concerned U.S. leaders ideologically committed to self-
determination but practically anxious about losing newly decolonized
nations to communism. 2

Thus despite their anticolonial rhetoric, U.S. leaders approached
Vietnam with clearly misguided colonial assumptions about the intel-
lectual, physical, and racial characteristics and capabilities of the Viet-
namese."” The Truman administration’s decision to support French
recolonization of Vietnam reverted to the racialized colonial argu-
ments of racial inferiority, intellectual capacity, and fitness for self-
government. U.S. leaders perceived the Vietnamese to be intellectually
incapable of government—*“attractive and even loveable,” but “essen-
tially childish.”* American ignorance was not solely race-based, as
America had very little prior interest in Vietnam and therefore few
reference points or personal knowledge about the capabilities of the
Vietnamese people. In fact, by the end of the French Indochina War
the majority of American intelligence about the country came from
French colonial authorities. Consequently, French colonial discourse
combined with America’s own racialized colonial experiences guid-
ed how U.S. leaders viewed the Vietnamese people, their ability for
self-government, and their capabilities for war."'s
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Despite, or likely because of, the misguided racialized and gendered
presumptions of U.S. leaders about the colonial character of the Viet-
namese and the paranoid efforts of four U.S. presidents, America did
eventually “lose” Vietnam. The defeat shattered the nation’s confi-
dence in its military superiority and exposed the reprehensible actions
of American soldiers in war, damaging America’s global humanitari-
an and moral credibility. In the process of losing the war, some posit
that America lost its identity, veiled by a collective amnesia regarding
the war and its consequences. As we will see, Amerasians became a
crucial part of the new war narrative of American victimization, no-
ble soldiers, and a humanitarian victory.

Conclusion

The Amerasian story is well situated within a history of race, gender,
and war in the United States. Long before a young Massachusetts
senator named John F. Kennedy stressed that Vietnam was “our off-
spring, we cannot abandon it, we cannot ignore its needs,” U.S. sol-
diers stationed abroad had already produced, abandoned, and ignored
numerous populations of mixed-race children in Europe and Asia.!s
Although some American men did willingly and lovingly legitimate
and parent their half-American sons and daughters, in most instanc-
es, and specifically in cases of clear racial difference, they shirked their
paternal responsibility. U.S. leaders, worried that fatherhood and for-
eign families would limit the resolve of U.S. soldiers and undermine
the effectiveness of America’s fighting forces, encouraged such behav-
ior. U.S. laws also protected soldiers from parental responsibility in
the interest of national security. The sex-based distinction in U.S. law
made it legal to deny the children fathered by U.S. soldiers abroad pa-
ternal legitimacy. Additionally, while the militarized conditions that
created Amerasian children in Vietnam mirrored those in other coun-
tries, America’s military defeat there compounded issues of citizen-
ship and illegitimacy. The dynamics of the Vietnam War, combined
with a history of exclusionary policies and practices toward mixed-
race persons and people of Asian descent in America, shifted the dis-
course regarding citizenship and responsibility. Ultimately leaders,
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laws, and war helped cast the majority of Amerasians in Vietnam as
a population ineligible for U.S. citizenship."”

The process of othering mixed-race persons and people of Asian
descent remains a persistent problem in America. The complexities of
race and belonging for mixed-race persons reveals the ways in which
citizenship is tied to whiteness and how the perception of Asians in the
United States as “unassimilable foreigners” or “alien citizens” shaped
U.S. immigration and citizenship laws, which in turn reinforced and
perpetuated those same conceptions. The contradictory approach of
policymakers who knew Amerasians were the offspring of American
men but failed to grant them citizenship is evidence of how citizen-
ship is wielded in an effort to protect and promote the privileges of
power."® In this case, such privileges are inherently gendered as well,
embedded in the license of American men to produce a population
of others without the responsibility to parent or protect them. As
America went to war in Vietnam, however, the future of abandoned,
half-American children and the implications for U.S. foreign policy
during the Cold War worried humanitarians, who pressed Congress
to reconsider the nation’s paternal responsibility.



| Chapter Two

Saving Cold War Children

Born in Hillsboro, West Virginia, in 1892 to Presbyterian missionar-
ies, humanitarian and author Pearl S. Buck spent most of her forma-
tive years in Zhenjiang, China. There the blond-haired, blue-eyed
American girl quickly learned the meaning and dangers of mixing
race, faith, and foreignness with war. China left an indelible mark
on Buck, who embraced the nation and its culture so much that she
mastered the Chinese language before her native English tongue and
preferred the Chinese translation of her name, Sai Zhenzhu, to its
American original. She also studied the Confucian way. “If America
was for dreaming about,” Buck later explained of her early life, “the
world in which I lived was Asia.™

Even after returning to the United States in 1910 at the formidable
age of eighteen, determined to reassimilate into her home country and
culture, Buck’s feelings of alienation forced her to constantly negoti-
ate the cultural, racial, and national divides that placed her nationality
and her lived reality at odds. According to one family member, Buck
“never felt like she belonged,” and “didn’t feel like she was an Ameri-
can.... It handicapped her terribly.” As a writer, Buck viewed herself
as a human conduit to a cross-cultural global community that united
the East and the West and sought to reconcile her internal struggles
with nationality and belonging through her novels.?



50

SAVING COLD WAR CHILDREN

In her 1930 novel East Wind West Wind, Buck first coined the term
“Amerasian” to describe the halfAmerican, half-Asian children that
began to surface in China, “a new group of human beings, a group that
Asians do not know how to deal with, illegitimate as well as mixed in
race.” Unlike many of her American contemporaries during the peri-
od who viewed racial mixing as a national threat, Buck insisted it was
necessary and positive. Miscegenation, she believed, produced a racial-
ly hybrid and superior population innately disposed to cross-cultural
collaboration.’ Mixed-blood children, she claimed, were “smarter and
better looking than full-bloods of either parent’s race. Most certainly
they are tougher.” Buck viewed Amerasians specifically through the
lens of her own transnational experience, as the perfect hybrid blend
of race and nation inherently able to traverse the international and
racial divides. Buck saw herself as a bridge between the East and the
West, and Amerasians as key to a more inclusive and globalized world.”

Buck’s own experience living on the margins of race and nation
as a white American girl in China during periods of conflict made
her sympathetic to the Amerasian condition and the dual exclusion
they faced—denied both an American identity by their Asian mater-
nity and an Asian identity by their American paternity.® Hence Buck
committed to providing Amerasians a place to belong by encourag-
ing American families to recognize their parental responsibilities to
Amerasians and adopt them.” “There is nothing more important, for
our nation right now,” Buck claimed, “than for our government and
people to respond to these helpless babies and say, ‘we recognize our
responsibilities.”°

In 1949 Buck established Welcome House, a permanent foster home
for mixed race children that eventually evolved into the Pearl S. Buck
Foundation (PSBF), an international adoption, assistance, and support
agency specializing in seeking placement for the tens of thousands
“otherwise unadoptable” Amerasians born from the Second World
War." During the Vietnam War, the PsBF joined other international
adoption agencies and humanitarian organizations including the Holt
Adoption Agency, International Social Services, and Save the Chil-
dren in addressing the needs of Vietnamese and Amerasian children
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affected by the war."? In 1967, the first year of international adoptions
between the United States and South Vietnam, the PSBF successful-
ly placed thirteen South Vietnamese children in American homes."
That same year Buck implemented Father’s Anonymous, a program
designed to collect child support contributions to assist the Amera-
sian children in Japan, South Korea, and Vietnam. Concerned Amer-
icans could donate monies anonymously for the care, education, and
welfare of Amerasians. In its short duration the program yielded only
151 responses, the majority from the wives and mothers of U.S. mili-
tary personnel and one from a future inductee whose family offered
to “pay now and sin later.”™

Even amidst her efforts to convince Americans to adopt Amerasian
children, Buck understood that in terms of actually solving the Am-
erasian problem, adoption had its limits. As long as U.S. troops con-
tinued to father Amerasians abroad and the U.S. government failed to
accept responsibility for them, adoption “could never be more than a
‘selective medication,” and certainly not a ‘universal remedy.””s Buck
did not believe that removing all Amerasians from Vietnam was the
answer either, especially for those Amerasians who wanted to stay
with their Vietnamese mothers and relatives and who would face tre-
mendous emotional and psychological problems if forced to leave.*
Although adoption and assistance might offer some relief to certain
Amerasians, Buck understood that the United States had to address
the fundamental issues of paternal illegitimacy and national identi-
ty. Even though Amerasians did have Vietnamese citizenship, absent
their American father they became an inferior and marginalized pop-
ulation in Vietnam. “Every child of an American cannot set up his
own family registry in the Asian country in which he is born, nor am
I sure that this would solve the problem if he could. . .. The boys,”
Buck explained “would still have no family backing and a girl with
only her own family registry is still a prostitute.””

The answer, Buck insisted, was for the United States to assert its na-
tional paternal responsibility for Amerasians by recognizing them as
American children and legitimating them through U.S. citizenship.
Formalizing kinship ties with Amerasians would erase questions of
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paternal responsibility, make adoption and immigration easier, and
provide Amerasians a national identity, self-worth, and opportunity.®
During the Vietnam War, Buck attempted to make this case politi-
cal. She employed an inclusionary discourse that downplayed Amer-
asians’ racial hybridity, and instead emphasized their blood ties to the
United States through their American paternity, to urge U.S. policy-
makers to take responsibility. “Do we, their fathers’ people, not owe
them something?” Buck asked.”

Between 1971 and 1975 a bipartisan group of U.S. policymakers and
humanitarians responded to Buck’s charge. Believing the nation to
hold a specific paternal responsibility for the “American” children aban-
doned in Vietnam, they advocated for more liberal adoption and cit-
izenship laws, to bring Amerasians home to the land of their fathers.
To garner political support for more flexible legislation, proponents
used a discourse of race, nation, and family to ascribe American ra-
cial categories to Amerasians and grant them U.S. citizenship. Clas-
sifying Amerasians as white or Black American children would help
convince Americans of their duty to save them from Vietnam. Op-
ponents, however, including African American leaders, viewed such
efforts to racialize Amerasians into Americans as disingenuous and
emphasized the “other” side of the Amerasian mixture. They insisted
that race did not make Amerasians American but rather confirmed
that they were Asian and were therefore neither American children
nor an American responsibility. The spirited political debates about
Amerasians’ race, their paternity, and questions of American respon-
sibility for them presented a paradox for policymakers, who proved
unable to reconcile Amerasian hybridity with U.S. law.

Forming Families and Foreign Policy

The PsBF’s commitment to the adoption of mixed-race children was
part of a global humanitarian concern that emerged out of the tremen-
dous numbers of people displaced, persecuted, and orphaned during
the Second World War. Historian Michael Barnett argues that after
World War II the world got serious about saving lives.? As Americans
embraced humanitarianism as part of their nation’s exceptional global
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responsibility to rescue and provide refuge for the world’s persecuted
and oppressed, humanitarian organizations sent their resources across
national borders to aid and assist those unable to help themselves.*!
To reinforce the nation’s moral duty, assuage concerns about aiding
the “wrong kind” of people, and justify the sending of food and aid
to former enemies, U.S. leaders focused specifically on “saving” chil-
dren. On December 22, 1945, President Harry Truman declared his
hope that the majority of displaced persons and refugees allowed en-
trance into the United States “will be orphaned children.”? Indeed,
over the next two decades numerous U.S. immigration and adoption
policies and programs welcomed displaced children and orphans from
Europe and Asia into the United States, including a growing popula-
tion of half-American offspring of American servicemen.?

During the Cold War, the battle for global ideological domination
wed humanitarianism and family to U.S. foreign policy.?* Leaders po-
liticized aid for saving children as the key to promoting the benefits of
democracy abroad, pairing images of suffering (often nonwhite and
foreign) children with the nation’s Cold War duty to rescue them.”
Notions of happy American childhoods and nuclear, white, Western
families juxtaposed with harsh images of parentless and abandoned
“children fleeing from Communism,” convinced many Americans to
embrace transborder child-saving acts of sponsorship and adoption
as a moral responsibility and a civic duty.? Adoption specifically pro-
vided white Christian families the opportunity to save young bodies
and souls by converting foreign children into god-loving, democrat-
ic American citizens.” As objects of rescue and redemption in need
of parental protection and care, the Cold War’s most vulnerable vic-
tims became the ultimate symbols of communism’s incompetence by
representing communism’s failure to protect its children and Amer-
ica’s exceptional ability to parent them.?

The emergence of transnational adoption agencies that specialized
in Asian and Amerasian children, like the PsBF and the Holt Adop-
tion Agency, further tied American families to U.S.-Asia relations.
They stressed that American families could facilitate positive geopo-
litical relations between the United States and Asia, prevent further
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losses of Asian nations to communism, and alleviate the threat of anti-
Americanism abroad by adopting Amerasians and instilling in them
pro-American and prodemocracy sentiment. Such “patriotic prona-
talism” linked citizenship and national security with parenthood and
family and encouraged Americans to help contain communism by
adopting Asian children.” “Hybrid Asian and American families cre-
ated through adoption,” Buck wrote in a 1952 article in the Saturday
Review, “could eventually facilitate better political relations between
the U.S. and Asia.™®

Middlebrow intellectuals and Hollywood’s celebrity elite found the
adoption of exotic Asian and Amerasian children and the formation
of multiracial and multicultural families especially appealing. They
embraced the opportunity to contribute to racial progress and viewed
transracial and transnational adoption as politically just, and sudden-
ly these adoptions were in vogue.” Songwriter Oscar Hammerstein
111, The King and I star Yul Brenner, and Pulitzer Prize-winning au-
thor James Michener all adopted (and Michener later returned) Am-
erasian children from Welcome House.*” In 1972 actress Elizabeth
Taylor and her husband Richard Burton also expressed their interest
in adopting an Amerasian. “Though this may be a romantic whim,”
Burton wrote to Pearl Buck, “We would like . . . an ‘Amer-Asian’ for
we feel that the terrible dichotomy between East and West could be
resolved in small in our own household.”

But as Cold War tensions continued to send American troops abroad
to combat communism, the emphasis on adopting foreign babies shift-
ed to concerns about the growing numbers of hybrid “American” ba-
bies born abroad and what might happen should the United States
continue to abandon and ignore them. During the Vietnam War, fears
that orphaned and stateless half-American children might become
purveyors of anti-Americanism were spread to encourage Americans
to adopt.** In August 1967, Oregon Republican congressman John R.
Dellenback warned the Oregon state legislature that Amerasians “were
a special kind of orphan,” stateless and “without country,” and hence
“condemned to anger and bitterness.” That same year, a New York
Times story about a sixteen-year-old Japanese Amerasian who raped and
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strangled three women seemed to prove Dellenback’s point. According
to the report, psychologists recognized the crime as the “youngster’s
violent revenge” for the social slights, discrimination, and abuse he
suffered in Japan because of his American paternity and illegitimacy.
At his indictment, the Japanese national press service Kyodo explained,
“The scars of war remain in the form of mixed-blood children, alien-
ated from society.” Pearl Buck agreed, and in 1971 she explained to
the Washington Post that while Amerasian adoption remained a moral
responsibility and civic duty, in the midst of the Vietnam War it had
also become critical for national security. “These children who have
no country are going to be a menace. They’re angry. They’re very an-
gry. And our men have been abroad so long that some children are
now 20 years old. 'm afraid there’s a danger the Amerasians will go
over to the Communists.””

As adoption agencies during the Vietnam War tapped into Amer-
ican fears and patriotism, humanitarian organizations appealed to
the parental instincts of Americans concerned about the fate of aban-
doned “American” children in Vietnam in promotional materials for
child sponsorship, assistance, and aid. Pamphlets for the Save the
Children agency depicted images of crying Vietnamese and Amera-
sian orphans in cages with the heart-wrenching captions: “At Least
500,000 Vietnam War Orphans,” “80% of Babies & Toddlers are Dy-
ing,
rials also politicized their humanitarianism by asserting the nation’s

” <«

150,000 are Sons & Daughters of US Servicemen.”* Some mate-

paternal responsibility to save Amerasians in Vietnam and demand-
ing the U.S. grant them citizenship: “Support legislation to confirm
these children’s U.S. citizenship and bring them home for permanent
foster care in the U.S.”

Individual advocates, including Buck, also began pressing for Amer-
ican citizenship, recalling France’s response to its Eurasian offspring
during the First Indochina War. By granting the métis French citizen-
ship, they argued, France correctly rescued its children from the ob-
scurity of a marginalized and stateless existence and ensured they had
a homeland.® France had apparently set the proper precedent for deal-
ing with mixed-race children in Vietnam.* Commending France for its
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example of national paternal responsibility, advocates wondered, “Why
haven’t we recognized our children?”? By 1971, the efforts of adoption
agencies and humanitarians to save Amerasians from Vietnam for the
purposes of family, national security, and responsibility finally caught
the attention of U.S. policymakers, who saw Amerasians as another
humiliation from what seemed to be an endless war in Southeast Asia.

Nixon’s Resistance, 1971-1973

In the final year of Richard Nixon’s first term as president, what ap-
peared to be a growing and embarrassing humanitarian problem for
the United States amid a failing war effort in Vietnam spurred an in-
ternational response and created demands that the U.S. government
do something about its orphaned children. In July 1971, internation-
al childcare agencies met with U.S. government officials, including
Rep. Patsy Takemoto Mink (p-H1), Sen. Edward “Ted” Kennedy (D-
MA), and representatives from the U.S. Army and Air Force, to dis-
cuss the Amerasian issue. According to the Washington Post those in
attendance concluded that Amerasians were an American problem
and that “the U.S. has a responsibility for American-fathered children
and all children victimized by the Vietnam War.”® Yet Nixon’s atten-
tion remained firmly focused on the growing domestic and political
discontent with the Vietnam War. Consumed with his own para-
noia and declining popularity amid an ill-fated decision to expand
the war into Cambodia, Nixon had little interest in the Amerasians.
Central to Nixon’s aversion to even acknowledging the issue was his
belief that the abandoned children of U.S. soldiers would simply add
another black mark to America’s questionable war record and invite
meddlesome scrutiny of the behavior of U.S. soldiers in Vietnam.*
During Nixon’s presidency media coverage of the war sometimes
exposed the bad behavior of U.S. soldiers, causing irreparable dam-
age to the reputation of the military at home and abroad. The Amer-
ican public learned the details of Charlie Company’s March 16, 1968,
massacre of 504 Vietnamese civilians in the hamlet of My Lai in Jan-
uary 1972 when Seymour Hersh, a reporter for the New Yorker, pub-
lished his exposé on the My Lai cover-up. Hersh’s interviews with U.S.
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soldiers who described similar events in which American Gis slaugh-
tered Vietnamese of all ages shocked many Americans, who were al-
ready losing trust in the war effort and in U.S. leaders. Army Private
Terry Reid admitted to Hersh, “Sometimes I thought it was just my
platoon, my company, that was committing atrocious acts. . . . But
what we were doing was being done all over.” Such stories further in-
cited antiwar activists, who repeatedly condemned such atrocities and
the immorality of U.S. soldiers.* Americans who once believed that
morality, virtue, and freedom guided the nation’s military were now,
reportedly, hurling accusations of “baby killer” at returning soldiers
to shame them for their part in Vietnam.*

The acknowledgment that U.S. troops were making babies with
Vietnamese women and then abandoning them seemed yet anoth-
er troubling example of U.S. soldier immorality. American mothers,
according to Don Luce, the head of International Voluntary Service
in Vietnam, “would be upset to know their sons were sleeping with
Vietnamese girls.”” Since there was no actual proof of paternity in the
majority of the Amerasian cases, it was simply easier for the adminis-
tration to deny than to acknowledge them. As Pearl Buck explained,
for many Americans “the very idea of American servicemen fathering
babies overseas is unthinkable, therefore the children do not exist.™

Hence, the Department of Defense (DoD) avoided implicating its
soldiers and instead wrote policies insisting it did not condone the
“irresponsible and immoral behavior” of American servicemen. In its
efforts to circumvent even the possibility of such disorderly behavior,
the poD claimed that it gave priority to “character guidance and oth-
er programs to provide servicemen an opportunity to channel their
off-duty activities into wholesome pursuits.” To address the issue of
loneliness that arose from family separation and placement in a for-
eign environment, the DOD pointed to the variety of virtuous activi-
ties, entertainment options, and strict rules that prevent such unsavory
acts. As in previous wars, one Korean War veteran explained, the gen-
eral belief was that “our men don’t do that (make babies), they play
volleyball for relaxation.”"

Instead of recognizing Amerasians as the children of American
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fathers and therefore an American concern, the oD denied all respon-
sibility. Officials asserted that emotion and compassion had inflated
the magnitude of the problem. In 1971, responding to international
condemnation surrounding embarrassing reports that U.S. soldiers
fathered and abandoned tens of thousands of half-American children,
Alexander Haig, a member of the president’s national security team,
countered that only fifty-four hundred “illegitimate children of racial-
ly mixed parentage” existed in Vietnam and that the majority were
not abandoned but lived with their mothers or other relatives. Fur-
thermore, Haig claimed that the approximately four hundred Am-
erasian orphans living in Vietnam were Vietnamese, not American,
and must be treated the same as all of Vietnam’s child war victims
and raised within the “framework of the Vietnamese society.” U.S.
efforts, according to the DOD, “should continue to focus on strength-
ening services for all families and children in Vietnam.™?

By denying any responsibility for Amerasians and failing to criti-
cize the actions of its soldiers abroad, the bob maintained that “the
care and welfare of these unfortunate children . . . had never been
and is not now considered an area of Government responsibility nor
an appropriate mission for the Department of Defense to assume.”
According to Washington Post reporter Tom Tiede, the United States
did not even officially recognize the existence of Amerasians. White
House aides wrote it off as a State Department matter, he claimed.
“And the State Department, through an official of the Agency of In-
ternational Development says: “‘We have no program for the children,
and none is contemplated.”*

This was not entirely true. Although the Nixon administration did
not have any clear plan to acknowledge or address the Amerasians, in-
creasing media attention and political pressure did force White House
staff to ponder a solution. On April 28, 1971, H. R. Haldeman, Nixon’s
chief of staff, expressed his growing concern about Amerasians to Nix-
on’s special counsel on foreign affairs and communications, John Sca-
li: “I'm sure that you’ve noticed the newest press attack with regard
to the ‘thousands’ of illegitimate children in Vietnam. . .. This is the
sort of thing that I hope you will be pointing out to us in the months
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ahead. Is there anything we should be doing with regard to this prob-
lem so that it is not blown up into a significant issue?™

Dismayed that neither the DoD nor the State Department had any
plans to care for or assist Amerasians, Scali sought a solution to the
problem.s His efforts, however, could not outpace the political criti-
cism from some members of Congress. lowa Democratic senator Har-
old Hughes inflamed public and political sentiment on the issue when
he told the United Press International that the United States had an
obligation to the thousands of, as UPI put it, “unwanted, unloved, and
often uncared for Vietnamese children fathered by US soldiers,” but
that the Pentagon, “refuses even to acknowledge the existence of the
children fathered by our soldiers.” Absent any recognition of the na-
tion’s paternal responsibilities, there was no plan, Hughes explained,
“to take care of the children when US troops are withdrawn.””

Stuck between a resistant Nixon administration and the growing
ire of a disgruntled Congress and disillusioned public, Scali reverted
to U.S. precedent and advocated for reviving the programs established
after the Korean War to address the Amerasians in South Korea—
private relief assistance through orphanages, international adoption
programs, and financial aid. The “Korea model,” according to Sca-
li, presented an excellent compromise. It allowed the United States
to take responsible humanitarian action toward Amerasians in Viet-
nam without having to address soldier behavior or admit culpabili-
ty.** However, some humanitarian organizations strongly disagreed
that the Korea model should be replicated in Vietnam. In 1965, Paul
Cherney, the general director of International Social Services, a non-
governmental organization focused on protecting children world-
wide, concurred with the government of South Vietnam and argued
that the Korea model’s focus on orphanages and adoption created
more problems than it solved. The primary objective, Cherney assert-
ed, must be the restoration of children and orphans to their families,
not their adoption into new ones. Building orphanages, he insinuat-
ed, simply encouraged parents to abandon their children in the belief
that they would have better care and education, while doing nothing
to address the actual problems of discrimination, illegitimacy, and
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abandonment. As one child welfare worker wrote, “let us not make
the same mistakes we made in Korea.”™

Nixon administration officials ignored such concerns and approved
the Korea model. They believed that the optics of saving children
would benefit the administration and improve military morale while
at the same time allowing the United States to avoid taking respon-
sibility. Photographs of U.S. troops building orphanages and stories
of American families embracing their adopted Vietnamese and Am-
erasian children could counter criticisms of troop immorality and
child abandonment.*

Despite its promise however, Scali knew it would be difficult to
make the Korea model work in Vietnam. In his report to Haldeman,
Scali admitted that while the Korea model appeared a palliative rem-
edy, the bilateral cooperation and collaboration that enabled success
in South Korea was absent in South Vietnam. Donald L. Ranard, the
director of Korean affairs at the State Department, agreed. In his re-
port on the Korean Amerasians, Ranard lauded South Korea’s will-
ingness to give the United States “permission to operate mixed-blood
orphanages and cooperation in emigration of mixed-blood children.”
According to Ranard, the key to success in Korea was the “willingness
of the Government and the Koreans themselves to perpetuate the em-
inently satisfactory relationship between American and Korean na-
tionals.” Only with the same set of favorable circumstances could the
United States achieve similar outcomes in Vietnam.*

However, that was not the case, as South Vietnam was increasing-
ly distrustful of its American ally, whose own people and soldiers
seemed to be losing faith in Nixon and the war. In June 1971, U.S. Ma-
rine colonel Robert D. Heinl described the deterioration of the U.S.
military in the Armed Forces Journal: “individual units avoiding or hav-
ing refused combat, murdering their officers and noncommissioned
officers, drug-ridden, and dispirited where not near-mutinous.”* Fur-
thermore, South Vietnam’s president Nguyen Van Thieu increasing-
ly understood Nixon’s policy of Vietnamization as code for the slow
American abandonment of South Vietnam and the war rather than
a winning war strategy. Their suspicions made the South Vietnamese
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very wary of U.S. intentions regarding Amerasians specifically and
resistant to sending any of their children to the United States. Many
feared that Americans would abuse or exploit Vietnamese and Am-
erasian children for political gain. Communist radio stations broad-
cast reports that America planned to sell the children “to plantation
owners and capitalists as child slaves.”* Ultimately, South Vietnam-
ese officials opposed the mass adoption or evacuation of Vietnamese
children they believed should be raised and cared for in Vietnam.*
The claim by South Vietnam that Amerasians were Vietnamese chil-
dren sparked discussions among humanitarian organizations and po-
litical advocates about the extent of U.S. responsibility, kinship, and
national identity. Seeing an opportunity to relinquish assertions that
the United States had a national paternal responsibility for Amera-
sians, the Nixon administration quickly embraced South Vietnam’s
position, explaining to the New York Times that U.S. officials did not
consider the Amerasians an American issue because they were not
American citizens.® In July 1971 William H. Sullivan, deputy assistant
secretary for East Asian and Pacific affairs, expressed the administra-
tion’s support for the integration of Amerasians into Vietnamese so-
ciety without any distinction from full-blooded Vietnamese children.
According to Sullivan, the United States agreed with South Vietnam
that Amerasians were Vietnamese children and wished to “avoid any
American action, such as special legislation or special treatment for
racially-mixed children.”* Some humanitarian organizations, includ-
ing International Social Services and Church World Service, reinforced
the administration’s position. Contracted by the U.S. government to
aid and assist the child victims of the Vietnam War, both organiza-
tions believed that despite their apparent American paternity, for the
purpose of family, Amerasians—the majority of whom, they noted,
were raised by their mothers or Vietnamese relatives—were Vietnam-
ese and should be treated as such. Furthermore, they argued that, per
U.S. law, Amerasians “are not Americans,” and are therefore ineligible
for U.S. citizenship.?” Categorizing Amerasians as Vietnamese rath-
er than American children strengthened the Nixon administration’s
resolve to ignore international pressure for the United States to take
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responsibility and to strictly adhere to U.S. nationality law. Absent pa-
ternal legitimacy, Amerasians were not American citizens and there-
fore not America’s responsibility.

Legislation

Seeking to force the Nixon administration to take national paternal
responsibility for the Amerasians, congressional representatives Patsy
Mink and Donald M. Fraser (D-mN) publicly criticized the U.S. gov-
ernment’s long history of ignoring the Amerasian problem. Rather
than lauding the French or pointing to the Korea model as an option
for success, they reminded Americans that the thousands of Amera-
sians in Japan and Korea who preceded those in Vietnam also grew
up ostracized in a society that swept them under the rug. “The U.S.
Government,” Fraser exclaimed, “had a hand on the broom.”* In May
1971 Mink and Fraser cosponsored HR 8462, the first major bill to ad-
dress the Amerasians of Vietnam. The bill proposed to issue special
immigrant visas for Amerasian orphans in Vietnam and remove “ex-
isting immigration barriers” to their “adoption or care by families in
the United States.”™ Mink appealed to the moral goodness of Ameri-
can exceptionalism, humanitarianism, and family, proclaiming that
America “must not abandon this moral responsibility” and must care
for and protect these poor, innocent children and provide them a
home. She described Amerasians as “the most defenseless victims”
of the war and insisted on America’s responsibility by asserting that
they “must grow up and live in a world we have created by our pres-
ence in Vietnam.””

Mink certainly had an empathetic constituency in her home state
of Hawaii, where a complex history of immigration, race, and race
mixture resonated with residents. After watching an NBC report on
Amerasians in 1971, one constituent wrote Mink, explaining, “My hus-
band and I were particularly struck by this newsreel because, coming
from Hawaii, we look upon hapa haole [mixed-race] children as being
especially precious.”" Even with such an emotional appeal, the bill
found little support among House leadership. House chairman Peter
Rodino (D-Nj) rejected the opportunity for the United States to fix
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its track record on the issue. Rodino denied numerous requests for a
hearing on the bill, stating, “Present law covers the situation.””? The
bill died in the Judiciary Committee.

Less than a year later, in April 1972, a bipartisan group of senators
who all served in the Second World War, Republican Mark Hatfield
(or) and Democrats Harrison Williams (NJ) and Harold Hughes (1),
presented sB 2497 to the Foreign Relations Committee. The bill pro-
posed to establish the Vietnam Children’s Care Agency. It authorized
the president to collaborate with the government of South Vietnam
to provide welfare assistance and adoption for all child victims of the
war, but specifically for the growing Amerasian population. Concerns
in the Democratically controlled Congress that investing more mon-
ey in South Vietnam even for humanitarian purposes might prolong
U.S. involvement in the war stalled the bill. It, too, never made it out
of committee.”

The withdrawal of U.S. troops from South Vietnam during the
spring of 1973, however, offered new hope for legislative efforts to aid
and assist Amerasians. As Americans celebrated the homecoming of
soldiers and prisoners of war, they began to grapple with the nation’s
culpability and the human toll of the war, including millions of South-
east Asian refugees, displaced persons, and child victims.* The failure
of the U.S. military to achieve peace or victory in Vietnam exposed
America as fallible, and shattered the faith that it was a force for good
in the world. Additionally, the war birthed a new skepticism toward
U.S. leaders, their claims, and the ethics of their motives. In 1971, 58
percent of Americans believed the war to be both immoral and a mis-
take, and by 1973 only a third of Americans trusted the government.”
The painful downfall of the Nixon presidency resulting from the Wa-
tergate scandal and the revelations of the extent of Nixon’s crimes
further disillusioned Americans. Saving Amerasians salved the con-
science of those looking for some sliver of redemption or hope that
the nation was still exceptional.

In June 1973, two months after the last major group of U.S. forc-
es left Vietnam, NBC released its one-hour prime time special, The
Sins of the Fathers.”* The program exposed American viewers, already
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inundated by disturbing media reports and images of the war’s child
victims, to the specific challenges now facing Amerasians in Vietnam.
The title was a damning acknowledgment of American paternal re-
sponsibility for the now twice-forsaken Amerasians. Reporter Robert
Northshield began the broadcast by explaining how American fa-
thers produced and then abandoned half-American children, whom
he described as “left behind—but doomed to live.” After initially im-
plicating U.S. soldiers, Northshield shifted the blame for Amerasians’
plight as poor and marginalized orphans to Vietnamese racism and
intolerance. Relieving viewers of any personal guilt, Northshield pan-
dered to notions of American benevolence and exceptionalism. Ac-
cording to Northshield, the departure of America’s “gentle warriors”
from Vietnam left Amerasians facing a “generosity gap,” not a pater-
nity gap. When Americans left Vietnam, Northshield stated, “they
took with them much of the compassion and caring these children
[Amerasians] ever knew.” American soldiers “cared but they had to
leave.”” Absentee fathers were not the problem, the report implied;
rather Amerasians suffered from a deficiency in American humanity.

The program meshed the visual power of film with assertions of
national paternal responsibility and the exceptionalism of American
benevolence to mobilize good-hearted Americans to rescue a popula-
tion no longer protected by U.S. soldiers. The New York Times described
how images of crying, distraught, and abandoned “American faced”
children in the program, “the astonishingly beautiful to the horribly
maimed,” triggered the empathy of American audiences, who now
imagined themselves as the children’s parental savior.”® Their “Amer-
ican faces” reminded viewers that Amerasians were not just children
damaged by the war but “American” children. They were the living
memories of the fallen soldiers Americans hoped to remember, born
from a war most wanted to forget.

The immediate response was emotional and intense. Concerned
viewers wrote their congressional representatives and local adoption
agencies in support of aiding and saving Amerasians from Vietnam.
For the Nixon administration, the program compounded the rising
pressure to solve the “people problems” created by the war and injected
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new energy into policymakers and humanitarian organizations intent
on forcing U.S. action. Once again political efforts ensued to make
it easier for American families to adopt Amerasians and grant them
U.S. citizenship. Rep. Patsy Mink led the charge.

Mink was no stranger to struggle. The first Nisei woman to grad-
uate from the University of Chicago law school and the first Asian
American woman to serve in Congress, Mink carried the scars of dis-
crimination, marginalization, and exclusion. By 1973 and in her ninth
of what would be a twenty-four-year congressional career, Mink had
proven an ardent supporter of the antiwar movement and liberal caus-
es. She held a tireless commitment to improving the lives of immi-
grants, racial minorities, women, and children through policy. The
“plight of orphans in Vietnam fathered by U.S. servicemen” was of
particular concern to her. Mink surmised that her home state of Ha-
waii was uniquely qualified to parent and protect all the Vietnam War
orphans and, specifically, Amerasians, whose mixtures “could easily
blend into the State’s polyglot society.”” She strongly believed that race
and illegitimacy marked the Amerasians for exclusion from Vietnam-
ese society. According to Mink, “a child who is racially mixed and is
orphaned and is to grow up in overcrowded institutions will be faced
with virtually insurmountable odds.” She also insisted that the Unit-
ed States must assert its national paternal responsibility through im-
migration and adoption to parent and protect Amerasians who, she
believed, were U.S. citizens. Mink argued that since Amerasians have
“one parent who is an American and one parent who is Vietnamese,”
they should be able to enter the country “as if they were citizens of
the United States.”!

In March 1973 Mink requested congressional support for HR 3159,
legislation “for the relief of certain orphans in Vietnam” through an
expedited adoption process and special immigrant visas. In promot-
ing the bill, Mink revived her previous arguments for the failed HR
8462 and again argued that Congress must remove every potential
barrier to American families adopting Amerasian orphans and bring-
ing them to the United States.® This time, however, Mink referenced
The Sins of the Fathers and the images of half-American children in
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the program to stress the importance of family ties and remind pol-
icymakers of the “plight of the orphans.” She also alluded to North-
shield’s description of America’s “generosity gap” and the exceptional
and moral obligation of the nation to rescue its child victims of war.
Finally, Mink pointed to the urgency of time in saving “Vietnam’s dy-
ing orphans” from the dire situation left by the U.S. withdrawal and
the long and cumbersome adoption process.*

Mink’s concerns were well founded. Although South Vietnam’s
Ministry of Social Welfare reopened adoption and assistance services,
including ones geared specifically toward Amerasians, time proved
the most daunting challenge.®* A 1973 congressional study found that
the mortality rate was the most urgent problem facing Vietnamese
orphans, while the Pearl S. Buck Foundation reported that the ma-
jority of Vietnamese infants released for adoption died before the pa-
perwork was complete. Most of them, the study found, perished in
“squalid, poorly equipped, understaffed, and overcrowded” orphanag-
es.”s U.S. news outlets blamed the deaths on the South Vietnam gov-
ernment. In May 1973 Newsweek criticized the Republic of Vietnam for
dedicating a measly 1 percent of the national budget to the care and
welfare of “its crippled, diseased, or orphaned children.” The twenty-
five thousand mixed-blood babies, the article claimed, suffered the
most.* South Vietnam’s minister for veteran affairs, General Pham
Van Dong, defended his country’s limited financial commitment to
its orphans by blaming the war and, less explicitly, the United States.
The country’s poor economic situation was, Dong claimed, a result
of the war, and orphaned children “are spenders at a time when we
need productive returns on our investment.””

Even while defending its treatment of orphans, South Vietnam of-
ficials vehemently denied claims that Amerasians faced harsher treat-
ment or discrimination and continued to insist publicly that they were
cared for and accepted into Vietnamese society. Intent on discover-
ing the truth about the orphanages and Amerasians, Mink traveled to
South Vietnam in August 1973 and quickly discovered the fallacy of
Dong’s claims and the burden that illegitimacy placed on Amerasian
orphans. “More than half of the sickest, most neglected, close-to-death
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children in the reception centers I visited were inter-racial babies,”
Mink reported. Following her discussions with Vietnamese govern-
ment and social welfare officials and as a result of what she saw, Mink
concluded that neither Black- nor white-fathered Amerasians “would
be accepted into Vietnamese society.” Upon her return, Mink insist-
ed that the Nixon administration address Amerasians separately from
other Vietnamese orphans, and immediately amended her bill to grant
adopted Amerasians U.S. citizenship.

Citizenship was a critical part of Mink’s bill since Amerasians ap-
proved for adoption immediately lost their Vietnamese citizenship.
Under U.S. law, these same children remained ineligible for U.S. citi-
zenship for a two-year period in which they were essentially stateless.
Recognizing the potentially dangerous implications of statelessness
for a population already facing other forms of exclusion, Mink argued
that granting immediate U.S. citizenship was crucial in order to elim-
inate any issues of identity or nationality and any potential residency
or status problems.** According to Mink, not only would citizenship
motivate American families to adopt Amerasians “as a personal way
to help alleviate war-caused suffering,” but their paternity demanded
it.¥ In her appeal for public support, Mink reminded Americans that
Amerasians were American children and that Americans must save
them before addressing the other “people problems” from the war. She
argued, “If we are unwilling to even help our own, how can we even
think of help for all orphans?” South Vietnamese officials agreed. In
1973, two years after insisting that Amerasians were Vietnamese chil-
dren and thus a Vietnamese responsibility, South Vietnam changed
its mind. The United States, they argued, “should grant immediate
citizenship so that the child is not left in some kind of legal limbo.”"

Even with South Vietnam’s revised stance, the Nixon administra-
tion remained unmoved in its opposition to Mink’s bill. The Depart-
ment of State and Department of Health, Education, and Welfare
specifically questioned the intent and practicality of implementing
such policies. Both departments pointed to the potential problems as-
sociated with mass adoption and immigration, reminding Congress of
the poor optics associated with “Americanizing” the adoption process.
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Amerasians, they continued to insist, were Vietnamese children and
a Vietnamese problem. Furthermore, they argued that the Vietnam-
ese people would not appreciate another U.S. “attempt to solve Viet-
namese problems” by imposing American programs and solutions;
nor would they welcome Americans favoring one group of Vietnam-
ese children over others. Deeming Amerasians a “special” population
would only prove detrimental for them in Vietnam, where race and
illegitimacy already marked them as different.”

There were other concerns as well. Opponents remained uncon-
vinced that Americans had actually fathered all Amerasians and ex-
pressed deep concerns about evidentiary proof of paternity. “We will
have to offer some means of identifying them,” one concerned con-
gressional colleague wrote Mink. While skin color, features, and hair
made it easier to identify “some of the black Vietnamese-American
children,” there was no clear way to identify others.” The Nixon ad-
ministration agreed. “Paternity would present many legal problems,”
including finding the father and legitimating those children whose
fathers did not claim them.** Mink had prepared for such compli-
cations and made preliminary efforts to investigate all possible evi-
dentiary sources, including genetic and biological testing. She even
researched current existing scientific methods for measuring blood.
Heather Sigworth, the Director of the Children’s Legal Status Proj-
ect, expressed her surprise to Mink that the physical anthropologists
and hematologist she consulted on the issue “knew of no way that
Caucasian-Vietnamese or Negroid-Vietnamese mixed genetic heritage
could be established with measurable reliability.”™ The hematologist,
Sigworth explained, “was quite sure that blood-typing would be of
no assistance,” while the anthropologist knew of no tests that could
measure the amounts of different kinds of blood.** Although well in-
tentioned, Mink’s reversion to “blood quantum” was highly problem-
atic, as it resurrected the outdated and racist assumption that people
have different kinds of blood and that blood determines nationality.

Still, Mink knew that absent any evidentiary proof of paternity, au-
thorities were limited to supporting documentation—mother’s affi-
davit, the testimonies of neighbors and orphanage workers, and the
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child’s appearance. However, the Nixon administration deemed the
reliance on such prima facie evidence insufficient and continued to
support only legislation that assisted all Vietnamese orphans “with-
out ethnic distinction” or any need to establish paternity. Ignoring
South Vietnam’s recent shift on the issues of adoption and citizen-
ship, the Nixon administration supported the Republic of Vietnam’s
initial stance that “children born in Viet-Nam of Vietnamese moth-
ers are Vietnamese citizens regardless of their paternity or legitima-
cy.”” Once again, Mink’s bill died in committee.

Mink, however, had hit a nerve. Political pressure for adoption and
citizenship for Amerasians intensified, as did the media coverage and
humanitarian calls to save Amerasians. In May 1973 the U.S. Agen-
cy for International Development (USAID) requested that the govern-
ment modify immigration and nationality law to grant Amerasians
in Vietnam U.S. citizenship both as a national recognition of pater-
nal responsibility and to ease and expedite the adoption process.” In
June a group of Mink’s congressional colleagues, Republicans How-
ard Robison (NY) and William Steiger (w1) (both World War II veter-
ans) and John Anderson (1L), proved Amerasian immigration was a
bipartisan concern when they presented a second bill, HR 8381. The
bill proposed to confer U.S. citizenship on Amerasians for the purpose
of adoption. According to Steiger, “by bestowing U.S. citizenship on
these children, we will clearly indicate to the South Vietnamese that
we are willing to accept our responsibilities and that we want to pro-
vide them [Amerasians] all the care, rights, and privileges that we grant
all American citizens.” Despite the persistent and bipartisan effort,
the House Judiciary Committee, chaired by decorated World War II
veteran Peter Rodino, declared that citizenship for Amerasians “was
out of the question” and refused to pass the bill out of committee.'*

Still, the growing bipartisan awareness by policymakers worried
about the postwar consequences for the people of Vietnam contin-
ued even after U.S. troops withdrew. One of the most outspoken ad-
vocates of American humanitarian aid for Vietnam refugees and war
victims, Sen. Ted Kennedy, urged the Nixon administration to re-
member that even after the war, America’s primary responsibility in
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Indochina would be “to the people who live there.”" In 1973, Kennedy
proposed three amendments to the Foreign Assistance Authorization
Act authorizing $5 million to assist and adopt the South Vietnamese
children disadvantaged by the war. In his effort to gain political sup-
port, Kennedy reminded Congress that both Saigon and Washington
had long neglected the Vietnam War refugees, orphans, those crip-
pled and maimed by the war, and the Amerasian children, whom he
deemed “a special concern.”> Kennedy believed the United States
must shoulder the humanitarian burden it helped create in South-
east Asia and he criticized the administration’s failures. Specifically,
Kennedy condemned the State Department for undermining the “le-
gitimate efforts” of some American officials to meet the humanitari-
an needs of children.”® It was time for Americans, he said, “to pause
and open our eyes to the plight of the children in Indochina.” In or-
der to heal “the wounds of war,” the United States must address the
issues facing Amerasians.'™ Although the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee issued a report recommending further consideration of
Kennedy’s bill, no additional action ever occurred.

Black Amerasians

Tensions over race, identity, and responsibility undergirded the po-
litical debates and public discussion over adopting and assisting Am-
erasians. American and Vietnamese officials clashed over whether
Amerasians were American or Vietnamese and who was ultimately
responsible for their condition and subsequent care. Vietnamese au-
thorities simultaneously resisted America’s child-saving methods, in-
sisting the country that created the war could not claim to rescue its
victims, and demanded the United States assert its responsibility to
aid and assist all of Vietnam’s children affected by the war. Disagree-
ments over rescue and responsibility also framed much of the discord
among adoption advocates and organizations, including the PSBF.
Agencies disagreed over the consequences of American paternity and
whether adoption or aid was the better solution.

Just as American advocates and humanitarians emphasized that Am-
erasians’ “American looks” marked them as targets for racial injustice
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in Vietnam, many Vietnamese agreed that race and blood made Am-
erasians a problem. In a reversal of America’s own historical under-
standing of blood quantum and racial contamination, it was widely
accepted in Vietnam that Amerasians’ “American blood” caused a
moral degeneracy that turned them into cultural misfits incapable
of adhering to the norms of Vietnamese society. In her psychological
study of the psychosocial and adaptational issues facing Amerasians
in Vietnam, Joyce Anis discovered that many Amerasians internal-
ized the stigma attached by Vietnamese family members and peers
of being wild, criminal, homeless, and bad. According to one Am-
erasian, “a lot of older people think that Amerasian kids are hard to
raise because they have a mixture of blood . . . they pretty much cat-
egorize us as bad kids.”%

Although Amerasians often described the prejudice they faced in
Vietnam as a result of their American features and “American blood,”
race proved an even bigger factor. American social service and adop-
tion experts agreed that the estimated fifteen thousand Black Am-
erasians living in Vietnam faced a dire situation.' As in the United
States, Vietnam had a deeply rooted history of racial and class hier-
archy that characterized whiteness as good, beautiful, and evidence
of wealth, and blackness as bad, ugly, and a marker of peasantry and
poverty."”” French colonialism and the more recent engagement with
France’s African colonial troops during the First Indochina War fur-
ther aligned notions of race and beauty with European standards.
Hence the white skin and European features of the white-fathered
Eurasian were more desirable than the darker skin tones and African
physical characteristics of the Black métis.!*

The Vietnam War compounded existing anti-Black racism by in-
troducing American racial tensions and stereotypes of African Amer-
icans as poor, uneducated, and criminal to Vietnam. In his interviews
with Amerasians from Vietnam, child psychiatrist and Vietnam Vet
eran Robert McKelvey discovered that because whiteness equated to
physical attractiveness in Vietnamese society and blackness did not,
Black Amerasians faced intense discrimination and “more than their
share of difficulties.”® As with the Eurasians, race privileged white
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Amerasians, who were often valued for their beauty, while disadvan-
taging Black Amerasians, considered physically unattractive.'® Addi-
tionally, while many non-Black Amerasians grew into their American
features—nose shape, hair color, height—and were often able to ob-
scure them through childhood, Black Amerasians could not escape
their skin.

This was particularly problematic for orphans. According to Thich
Nhat Thien, head of a Buddhist social-welfare center in Saigon, “the
black children are a big problem . .. but white children are very easy
to care for because Vietnamese women are happy to have them.”"!
The willingness of Vietnamese mothers to parent their white Amera-
sian children further revealed the insidious ways that race penetrated
Vietnamese society. Dark skin—undeniable evidence of a Vietnamese
mother’s sexual immorality and her sexual relationship with a Black
man—brought shame to the Vietnamese family, ruined her reputa-
tion, and marked her as a prostitute."> Hoping to hide or discard their
shame, mothers abandoned their Black Amerasian children at hos-
pitals, orphanages, or to the streets at a ratio of seven-to-three over
white Amerasians. In 1971 Black Amerasians composed an estimated
10 percent of all Amerasians in Vietnam but accounted for 52 percent
of those in orphanages."* According to Sister Frangoise, head of the
Caritas Orphanage in Saigon, the Vietnamese viewed such abandon-
ment as “good for the family but sad for the child.”*

Black Amerasians raised by their mothers or extended family mem-
bers often experienced childhoods hidden away, shunned and ridiculed
by parents, neighbors, and classmates. School appeared to be a par-
ticularly challenging environment as Vietnamese peers teased Amer-
asian classmates about race, paternity, illegitimacy, and the negative
assumptions now associated with their mothers. On average, Black
Amerasians were more likely to have been in fights than white Amera-
sians, and 33 percent of Black Amerasians had no schooling in Vietnam
compared to only 13 percent of white." The Vietnamese grandfather
of Black Amerasian Thong described the relentless abuse his grand-
son faced from classmates, who passed his house after school shout-
ing, “The black American! The black American!” Thong’s grandfather
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“wished his daughter had fallen in love with a white soldier instead
of a black one” because “there would be no trouble sending a white
Amerasian child to the local school.”* Twenty-six-year-old Black Am-
erasian Luong Hung and two others describe their own feelings of
race in Vietnam:

I feel ashamed that my mother was with a black man, and now I have
to carry that.

When I go to store and they saw me come, some the people [sic] they
throwing things at me . . . they say I am black, or something.

I don’t know how they would treat someone who has lighter skin, but
for me having dark skin, they did not like. Those who have dark skin
they think are ugly—we don’t look good with dark skin.!”

By 1971 U.S. officials stationed in Vietnam largely accepted that race
was a problem for Amerasians and the U.S. Embassy noted that the
“black child may have a more difficult time growing up in Vietnam
than other children.”"* Recognizing that race compounded the stig-
mas of illegitimacy and foreign paternity for Black Amerasians and
ensured them a difficult existence in Vietnam, social welfare and hu-
manitarian organizations like International Social Services (1ss) ar-
gued that, unlike the general Amerasian population, which must be
treated the same as all Vietnamese children, saving Black Amerasians
required their immigration to the United States.

In February 1972 Gloria Emerson’s article, “Part Vietnamese, Part
Black and Orphan,” appeared in the New York Times and brought the
problematic existence of the Black Amerasians in Vietnam to the at-
tention of the American public. Appealing to the racial sensibilities
of a post—Civil Rights America and emphasizing the power of fami-
ly, Emerson suggested that “any child who grows up without a fami-
ly, which is the focus of Vietnamese life, and is also black, confronts
obstacles that a Westerner cannot easily imagine.”" Assumptions of
a shared transnational racial kinship between Black Amerasians and
African Americans prompted some to place responsibility for Black
Amerasians on the African American community. According to Wells
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Klein, the general director of the 1ss, absent a Black community in
Vietnam and lacking any other references to this part of their identity,
Black Amerasians will “grow up and live in relative social isolation.”
Bringing them to the United States was the only answer.!?°

Vietnamese officials also viewed Black Amerasians as an undesir-
able population and admitted that racial difference stigmatized them
as racially inferior foreigners and prevented them from assimilating
into Vietnamese society.’?' The family members of many Black Amer-
asians supported such claims. Vo Thi Nen, the grandmother and care-
taker of a Black Amerasian grandson, explained that her grandchild
was “too different from the other children in our community. I think
he would be better off in the United States.”?* Considering Ameri-
ca’s racial history in which whiteness often defined what it meant to
be an American, there is irony in the assumption that a transnation-
al racial kinship linked Black Amerasians to African Americans and
made them American. African Americans, advocates insisted, must
take responsibility for “their” Black children.

Some African American community leaders agreed that because
the Black Amerasians were racially Black, African Americans had a
responsibility to parent and protect them. In 1971 Juanita Williams,
wife of civil rights leader Hosea Williams of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (scLc), visited South Vietnam to address trou-
bling reports of racial discrimination, drug abuse, and drug addiction
among African American soldiers.'”* While Hosea Williams visited ba-
secamps, military prisons, and firebases, the wives of American dip-
lomats and bureaucrats stationed in Vietnam gave Juanita a tour of
local orphanages. Initially uninterested because she “thought it was
just another one of those orphanage type things,” Juanita soon became
concerned by the numerous mixed-race children she saw there.” In
a 1972 interview, Williams described her concerns that Black Amer-
asian children faced racism and discrimination in Vietnam: “There
were so many mixed black babies in these orphanages and then we re-
ally got concerned . . . the Vietnamese people are very prejudiced. . ..
and when a baby was born black, they wouldn’t want these babies . . .
they would ostracize these babies.”
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As the first lady of one of America’s strongest civil rights organiza-
tions, Williams believed that she had the power to help these “black
babies,” and committed scLc to building an orphanage in Vietnam
specifically for Black Amerasians and to finding African American fam-
ilies to adopt them. Despite her efforts, very little support emerged
from the Black community. The Black press largely ignored the issue,
except for Era Bell Thompson’s 1972 article in Ebony Magazine, “The
Plight of Black Babies in South Vietnam.”” Thompson detailed the
racial discrimination facing the children, while insinuating that the
real problem was that Vietnamese women were taking advantage of
Black men by getting pregnant for the purpose of military money and
immigration rights.”” The lack of coverage in the Black press reflected
a general lack of interest among African Americans, who were more
concerned with the disproportionate number of Black men dying in
Vietnam, economic inequality, and protecting the civil rights gains
of the previous decades.” Many African Americans also resented the
assertions by humanitarian leaders like 155’ Klein that they were re-
sponsible for Black Amerasians when other groups of Americans were
not accountable for their abandoned children. Specifically, African
Americans rejected the accusation that America’s badly behaving sol-
diers were Black, and the accompanying insinuations of Black male
promiscuity, rape, and child abandonment. By December 1972, lack-
ing the support of the Black community and coverage by the Black
press, scLC officially terminated the program, having failed to adopt
out even a single Black Amerasian child.’

Disparities within the adoption system framed African American
neglect of the Amerasian cause. Constant reporting in mainstream
newspapers like the New York Times and the Washington Post about
the challenges facing Vietnamese orphans and the need for Ameri-
can families to adopt fueled a perception within the Black communi-
ty that the U.S. government cared more about foreign children than
it did about Black and brown American kids."”! Social service work-
ers also worried that increasing interest among American families in
adopting foreign children might subvert resources for the forty thou-
sand “hard to place” Black, Native, Puerto Rican, and handicapped
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American children currently in the foster care system.? Black so-
cial workers were particularly outspoken about the dangers of inter-
racial adoption for Black children. In 1972 the National Association
of Black Social Workers (NABSW) released a formal statement oppos-
ing interracial adoption on the grounds that preserving Black iden-
tity and culture were best accomplished when a Black child is raised
within a Black family.'*

Even while the African American community generally resisted
presumptions of racial kinship and responsibility for Black Amera-
sians, many Black adoption and social welfare agencies expressed dis-
comfort with white American families adopting Black Amerasians.!**
Espousing the same assumptions of transnational racial kinship that
their white counterparts used to demand racial responsibility by the
Black community, Black adoption and social workers argued that
this “discrete group of American-fathered black children” was racial-
ly Black, and therefore must be placed with Black families. The Child
Welfare League of America supported the position that despite their
Asian mothers and the good intentions of white adoptive families,
Black Amerasians “are labeled ‘Black’ as soon as they land in the Unit-
ed States.” Thus “only a Black family can teach such children how to
cope with the complexities involved in Black-White relationships in
the United States,” foster Black consciousness and pride, and promote
a feeling of group identity."*’

To promote intraracial adoption the NABSw and Black adoption
agencies established adoption assistance programs to recruit and as-
sist Black families to adopt Black children and provide aid to Black
Amerasians in Vietnam. In response to the demands of Black agen-
cies, on October 3, 1973, USAID and the Department of Health, Ed-
ucation, and Welfare formed the Interagency Vietnamese Adoption
Committee (IVAC), a sixteen-member consortium of adoption agencies
including Holt International, Church World Service, Afro-American
Family and Community Services, and the Black Child Development
Institute, dedicated to the care and placement of Black Amerasian
orphans with African American families."*¢ A belief in transnation-
al racial kinship guided the 1vac’s focus on family, home, and racial
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identity as it aimed to provide the Black Amerasian “with loving par-
ents (or parent) who can give him the ethnic identity which is more
related to his own.”’

Apart from the efforts of Black adoption and social service agencies,
Black political leaders in Washington Dc and the newly founded Con-
gressional Black Caucus (cBC) mirrored the general sentiment within
the Black community on the Amerasian issue. Formed in 1971, the cBc
sought to hold the Nixon administration accountable to the needs of
America’s minority communities, including investigating racism in
the U.S. military, increasing aid to Africa, addressing America’s eco-
nomic inequality, and ending the war in Vietnam. Its National Black
Political Agenda, released in March 1972, focused on addressing the
needs of Blacks in America and Africa, supporting Black troops, and
denouncing “Black participation in wars which suppress revolution-
ary struggles in the Third World.”** Members of the cBc did in fact
believe they held a global racial responsibility to their transnational
racial kin, but defined that kinship in diasporic terms. While African
ancestry and Atlantic migration linked African Americans to Black
South Africans fighting apartheid and Black Haitians fleeing perse-
cution, Black Amerasians had no such claim. They were children of
the Pacific, not the Atlantic, and therefore excluded from the diaspo-
ra and the cBC’s agenda.

Ending the war in Vietnam was of particular concern for the cBc,
whose members viewed the war as unnecessarily and disproportion-
ately taking both the lives of black men and the resources they be-
lieved could help African Americans. In May 1972 a frustrated Rep.
John Conyers Jr. (D-MI1) condemned the continuation of the war and
situated it in racial and economic terms: “There has been no Viet-
namization program for the American poor who have not been given
the training and assistance to fight their own battles. They have been
left as they were—deprived, powerless, and trapped. It is not neces-
sary to go to Asia to see the victims of Vietnam. One need only walk
through the streets of any slum or ghetto in any city of the land.”*
Members were also committed to racial equality and justice for Black
soldiers and veterans as they returned from war. In response to the
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Nixon administration’s failure to address racism in the U.S. military,
cBc Chairman Charles C. Diggs Jr. declared that the cec would op-
pose additional funding for soldiers “in countries where the human
dignity of black soldiers has been violated.”* Seeking to avoid any
negative publicity regarding Black servicemen, cBCc members also re-
jected assertions that African Americans were racially responsible for
Black Amerasians. They too viewed accusations of paternity and child
abandonment as condescending and hypocritical and questioned why
white communities were not asked to shoulder the same burden. The
ceC remained silent on the issue.

Ultimately, attempts to foster a transnational racial kinship be-
tween Black Amerasians and African Americans to alleviate the Amer-
asians’ specific racialized suffering failed to spur the African American
community to action. Despite assumptions that race made Black Am-
erasians African Americans, Black community and political leaders
recognized the inequity of demanding African American paternal
responsibility at the same time that white soldier-fathers escaped any
similar expectations. As the war in Vietnam finally came to an end,
race continued to complicate how Americans understood Amera-
sians and guided how policymakers legislated for them. In the final
moments and immediate aftermath of the war, they rushed to rescue
the now twice-abandoned “American” children from Vietnam, only
to reracialize and thus renationalize them later as Vietnamese, eras-
ing their American faces and absorbing them into the larger popula-
tion of refugees fleeing Vietnam.

Operation Babylift

Patsy Mink watched as the paranoia, drama, and downfall of the Nixon
administration in 1974 consumed the attention of the American pub-
lic and drained the life out of her legislative efforts to adopt and grant
Amerasians citizenship. As the North Vietnamese forces advanced
quickly on South Vietnam in early 1975, first attacking the central high-
lands, then turning north to Pleiku, Hue, and Da Nang before head-
ing south to Saigon, another legislative opportunity emerged. Tired
of the war, Americans stood silent as their allies fell, resigned to the
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realities of South Vietnam’s defeat and America’s failure. Hoping to
salvage some semblance of victory from the war, U.S. policymakers
turned their attention from adopting Vietnamese children to rescu-
ing the U.S. citizens in Vietnam and approved $300 million to evacu-
ate Americans for humanitarian purposes.*

At the same time, numerous reports from humanitarian organiza-
tions generated concern about the fate of Vietnam’s orphaned children
and specifically Amerasians, believed to be a primary target for com-
munist vengeance.'? Reports that Amerasians faced murder, steriliza-
tion, and even slavery because of their American paternity sounded
the alarm of a government-executed Amerasian bloodbath. In South
Vietnam locals gossiped that if the Communists found Amerasians,
they would slit open their bellies, pull out the livers, and eat them.™*
In the city of Ban Me Thout rumors surfaced that the Vietcong killed
younger Amerasians and enslaved older ones.™*

To elude such a fate many mothers and family members of Amera-
sians rid themselves of “evidence” that they had collaborated with the
American enemy by discarding their Amerasian children. The PSBF
reported that in the days preceding the Communist victory, Vietnam-
ese mothers, consumed with fear about the future, began “throwing
their kids over the walls of orphanages” in the hopes that the Unit
ed States would save them.!* Historian Trin Yarborough writes, the
day that Saigon fell a “dozen of abandoned children, some as young
as two years old, with half-Vietnamese, half-American faces . . . had
been pushed frantically into the streets or left at orphanages by ter-
rified Vietnamese mothers or their family members convinced the
Communists would murder anyone ever connected to the American
enemy.”* By abandoning their children and destroying any evidence,
including birth certificates, photographs, and paperwork showing that
their Amerasian child or its American father had ever existed, moth-
ers effectively erased any documented proof of American paternity
and claim to legitimacy.!¥

Sensing the urgency of the situation, political advocates quickly
revived legislation to expedite the adoption process to bring the Am-
erasians to the United States and award them citizenship. On March

79



80

SAVING COLD WAR CHILDREN

18, 1975, Rep. Paul Tsongas (D-MA) introduced HR 5187, “a bill to con-
fer U.S. citizenship on certain Vietnamese children and to provide for
the adoption of such children by American families.” Citizenship was
necessary, according to Tsongas, to speed up the adoption process but,
more importantly, because “the United States bears a special responsi-
bility to these children.”** Granting Amerasians citizenship would en-
sure their evacuation from Vietnam along with all other U.S. citizens.

While Tsongas’s bill lingered in the Judiciary Committee, photo-
graphs and graphic stories of abandoned and terrified Vietnamese and
Amerasian orphans filled the pages of humanitarian promotional mate-
rials and U.S. newspapers. The images of Amerasians and their “Amer-
ican faces” specifically garnered public support for U.S. rescue efforts,
and Pres. Gerald Ford knew he had to respond. Ford had already prov-
en himself sympathetic to the Amerasian cause. In 1973, while serving
as Nixon’s vice president, he praised the way France handled its Eur-
asians as the “most humane and generous” approach.' As president,
Ford also understood the moral, humanitarian, and political oppor-
tunity that saving orphaned children from Vietnam presented for the
country to “salvage something from the horror of the war.”** Rescu-
ing half-American children from the clutches of communism might
bring redemption to a nation haunted by the ghosts of its fifty-eight
thousand fallen soldiers and its abandonment of its South Vietnam
ally. Ford also understood that he could no longer continue to main-
tain the position of his predecessor that Amerasians were Vietnamese
children and a Vietnamese problem. Images of child war victims were
bad enough, but the faces of Amerasians simply could not be ignored.

On April 3, Ford announced Operation Babylift—an emergency
evacuation of two thousand Vietnamese and Amerasian orphans for
adoption by American families.”* While the Babylift appeared to be
avictory for Amerasian advocates and political proponents like Mink
and Tsongas, the celebration proved short-lived. Images of the trag-
ic crash of one of the Babylift military rescue planes, which killed
seventy-eight Vietnamese and Amerasian orphans as it left Saigon,
quickly consumed horrified Americans, some of them anxious fam-
ilies awaiting their adopted Babylift children. Sheila Weidenfeld, the
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press secretary for First Lady Betty Ford, described the crash as “the
ultimate disaster in a country of endless disasters—a cruel attack on
the most innocent victims of war, and when they were so close to safe-
ty and comfort and familial love.”?

Although saddened by the crash, the Ford administration took
advantage of the tragedy and the Babylift generally, which curious-
ly airlifted children away from their homeland at the end of the war,
to gain public support for the evacuation efforts in Vietnam.'* In the
days before the Babylift began, U.S. Ambassador Graham Martin as-
sured Dr. Phan Quang Dan, South Vietnam’s deputy prime minister
for social welfare, that the “evacuation of thousands of war victims
will help to sway American public opinion in South Vietnam’s favor.
When the children arrive in the United States, the press, television,
and radio will give ample publicity to the matter and the impact will
be enormous.”* Years after the war, former c1a officer Frank Snepp
recounted how the Ford administration had “hoped that the specta-
cle of hundreds of Vietnamese babies being taken under the Ameri-
can wing would generate sympathy for the South Vietnamese cause
around the world” and pressure Congress to send aid to the flailing
Thieu regime in its final days.'ss

Although the desired support for South Vietnam failed to materi-
alize from the Babylift, the sentiment surrounding it and the plane
crash did spur the Amerasian advocates in Congress to, once again,
act. On April 7 Republican senator Bob Packwood (oR) introduced
SB 1368, a sister bill to Tsongas’s HR 5187, the legislative culmination
of the previous failed policy efforts of Mink, Steiger, and Robison.'s¢
Unlike their predecessors, these bills took clear and full national pa-
ternal responsibility for the Amerasians, formally recognizing that
“thousands of children were fathered in Vietnam by United States cit-
izens” during the war and that America had a “special responsibility”
to care for and adopt these “citizens of the United States.”” In pro-
moting the bill to his Senate colleagues, Packwood called upon their
parental instincts and the nation’s obligation to protect Amerasians.
“We have a responsibility,” Packwood explained, “to do what we can
for the Amerasian children. They are young and defenseless and most
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would not be there were it not for the lengthy American presence in
South Vietnam.”* Despite the apparent opportunity presented by the
Communist victory for swift action, both bills met the fate of their
predecessors and never advanced out of the Judiciary Committee.
Hence, while the Babylift elicited strong emotions from U.S. pol-
icymakers and inspired Americans to adopt the orphans, including
First Lady Betty Ford, who professed that the “photographs of cry-
it failed to
obtain the foreign policy outcome President Ford desired. In South

2%

ing orphans in Vietnam made her ‘want to adopt them,

Vietnam, the evacuation of Vietnamese babies appeared to be yet an-
other example of American exploitation in which U.S. interests su-
perseded any concerns for the Vietnamese people. While watching
one of the Babylift planes depart for the United States, one Vietnam-
ese army officer expressed his disgust with his former ally, “It is nice
to see you Americans taking home souvenirs of our country as you
leave—china elephants and orphans.”* U.S. policymakers like Sen.
Edward Kennedy also questioned the rationale of the U.S. approach.'s°
Although the Babylift may have given Americans short-term relief
from the war, Kennedy argued, it was unfeasible “to think about all
Americans adopting 850,000 orphans or half orphans.” Rather than
bringing all of Vietnam’s war orphans to the United States, he contin-
ued, America must aid the orphans in Vietnam.'! Although Kenne-
dy’s words largely fell on deaf ears, his stance reflected an important
shift among policymakers regarding humanitarian aid and refugees
that would have important implications for Amerasians.

The African American Response

As Operation Babylift galvanized many Americans to adopt Vietnam-
ese and Amerasian orphans, African Americans remained largely un-
moved. In 1975 Ebony magazine reported that the federal government’s
role in Operation Babylift upset African Americans concerned that
such efforts and the allocation of resources to save foreign Vietnam-
ese children only served to exacerbate the “browning of child welfare”
in America.” In the months after the war, increasing interest in for-
eign adoptions combined with declining numbers of white American
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babies available for adoption created a “white baby famine” that ap-
peared detrimental to the crisis levels of Black, brown, and mixed-
race American orphans already awaiting families.®® Furthermore, the
preference of white families to adopt any foreign child regardless of
age or special needs over Black and brown domestic children contin-
ued to prove problematic. One week after Operation Babylift, Ursula
Gallagher of the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare
questioned why American families that traditionally wanted to adopt
healthy white infants were now willing to take “older, handicapped
Vietnamese children” instead.”* Vernon E. Jordan Jr., president of
the National Urban League voiced his disgust with both the infatu-
ation with foreign adoption and the Babylift, which he claimed was
a myth “sold as an example of American generosity and concern for
homeless waifs who might suffer untold harm if the North Vietnam-
ese take over the South.” According to Jordan, “the real tragedy here
is that while Americans rush to bring over homeless kids from Sai-
gon, they have yet to evidence any interest in orphans here at home.”
Doubts about America’s obsession with foreign adoptees appeared
justified after the predicted “blood bath” of Amerasians never oc-
curred, and when reports emerged that some of the “rescued” Baby-
lift orphans were in fact, not orphans at all.'¢ However, as Americans
grappled to assimilate the nation’s humiliating military defeat, the hu-
manitarian efforts to save Vietnamese and Amerasian children from
communism became part of a bigger and deliberate effort to redefine
the American experience in Vietnam. Unable to glorify American mil-
itary heroism or triumph after the war, the focus on saving orphaned
children from the dangerous clutches of an “uncaring” Vietnamese
communist government enabled U.S. leaders to begin to reconstitute
the nation’s military defeat in Vietnam as a humanitarian victory.'
Yet Congress remained resistant to passing specific Amerasian leg-
islation that members believed may expose the country to further
criticism and embarrassment. Ignoring the bipartisan opportunity
presented by Mink, Tsongas, Steiger, and Robison to take national pa-
ternal responsibility for the children fathered by U.S. soldiers, most
U.S. policymakers prioritized their political futures and continued to
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conflate the conditions specific to Amerasians with all of Vietnam’s
child war victims. According to psychologist Robert McKelvey, U.S.
politicians were unwilling to act on behalf of Amerasians as a result
of North Vietnam’s victory in the war. They feared that bringing Am-
erasians to the United States might appear “to be aiding and abetting
the enemy” and could result in political repercussions.'®® As a result,
congressional leaders showed little appetite for any formal recogni-
tion of American paternity, citizenship, or identity for Amerasians
and thus failed to pass any legislation on their behalf.

Legislative impotence on this issue spoke volumes about the limits
of American humanitarianism: the humanitarian impulse lost to the
priority of protecting U.S. soldiers from paternal obligations and U.S.
borders from unnecessary infiltration. An acknowledgement of pater-
nity would surely have brought additional calls for U.S. citizenship,
forcing policymakers to consider making an exception to nationali-
ty law and making Amerasians immediately eligible for immigration
to the United States as the “sons and daughters of U.S. citizens.” Al-
though citizenship could resolve many of the issues Amerasians faced,
it would require the U.S. government to address the discrimination,
poor living conditions, and alleged persecution of Amerasians still
in Vietnam and to act abroad on their behalf. Having little desire to
open up those doors, U.S. policymakers followed the precedent set in
previous wars and adhered to U.S. nationality law, formally acknowl-
edging neither U.S. paternity nor citizenship. Ironically, ignoring their
American paternity and deeming the Amerasians Vietnamese chil-
dren allowed the United States to burnish its reputation for disinter-
ested humanitarianism.

Conclusion

Between 1971 and 1975 Rep. Patsy Mink and her colleagues, along
with a number of humanitarian organizations and Amerasian advo-
cates, used an inclusionary discourse to pressure the United States
to accept its national paternal responsibility by bringing the Am-
erasians to America and awarding them U.S. citizenship. Their ef-
forts forced U.S. leaders to consider the nation’s humanitarian and
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paternal responsibility to “save” the Amerasians in Vietnam. But un-
able to come to terms with Amerasians’ racial and national mixture,
policymakers, humanitarians, and leaders of the African American
community simply ignored it. They continued to conflate race and
nation to deem Amerasians fully American or Vietnamese at differ-
ent points in the war. The failure to acknowledge the complexities of
hybridity placed the Amerasians’ American paternity and their Asian
maternity in conflict.

Over the next decade, paternal deniability became increasingly dif-
ficult. As U.S. leaders sought to heal the wounds of the war and revive
American exceptionalism through moral and humanitarian acts tar-
geting the enormous number of Southeast Asian refugees pouring out
of Vietnam, Amerasians faded to the background. By the time U.S.
media outlets began to report again on Amerasians, the “American-
faced” children were older and their physical “American” features
more clearly formed. Many could now describe the exclusion they
faced from Vietnamese society and assert their own agency in their
desire to “come home.” From 1975 to 1980 U.S. policymakers would
walk an increasingly fine line along which they acknowledged the
nation’s paternal responsibility for Amerasians as American children
while denying them U.S. citizenship.
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| Chapter Three

Becoming Refugees

Elected to Congress in 1970, Rep. Stewart McKinney (R-cT) quickly es-
tablished himself as a champion of social justice and social welfare pro-
grams. The wealthiest member of Congress at the time, the Ivy League
graduate, Air Force veteran, and self-proclaimed “liberal Republican”
won reelection eight times in his overwhelmingly Democratic fourth
district. During his political career he quickly earned a reputation as
a humanitarian and an advocate for society’s forgotten and invisible
populations.! On entering office, McKinney acted out of a sense of mor-
al obligation to help both the child victims and refugees of the Viet-
nam War through adoption and humanitarian aid. In 1973 McKinney
wrote one troubled constituent, “I share your deep concern over the
tragedy of the orphaned and abandoned children left in the wake of
the Vietnam War.” In 1975 he told another that “to ignore our [United
States’] moral obligation to the refugees would further discredit us.”

Like many of his congressional colleagues, including Patsy Mink,
McKinney expressed specific concerns about Amerasians, whose pater-
nity he believed made them Americans and America’s responsibility.
Pointing to the social ostracism that they “will undoubtedly face” in
Vietnam because of their illegitimacy and racial mixture, McKinney
called for changes to U.S. immigration law to allow “the offspring of
our servicemen” to come to the United States.?
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America’s eventual defeat in Vietnam muted McKinney’s calls to
save the Amerasian children. As Saigon fell In April 1975, U.S. officials
hastily prepared to evacuate Americans and one hundred and thirty
thousand “at risk” Vietnamese and Cambodians. Not surprisingly, a
sense of guilt and concern emerged across the country for “the plight
of ‘those we left behind.”* The powerful images and sounds of fright-
ened, injured, and desperate people fleeing their homes and the sad sto-
ries of displacement and anguish of those the United States had once
vowed to protect jarred Americans and further disrupted the convic-
tions of some that the nation was an exceptional and moral force for
good in the world.* As Americans wondered and worried about what
the U.S. military defeat and the abandonment of allies meant for the
nation’s future, a need to do something, including saving fleeing refu-
gees, took hold. One New York Times editorial insisted “the U.S. could
not shed its moral responsibility for thousands of Vietnamese who had
trusted the U.S. in the past.” Hoping to redeem the soul of the coun-
try by rescuing refugees, U.S. leaders sought to distance the nation
from its role in the war, bury the sentiment of American wrongdo-
ing, and in the words of U.S. Secretary of State and National Securi-
ty Advisor Henry Kissinger, “put Vietnam behind us.”

Redemption, however, required revising the war narrative so that
it absolved the nation of its immorality and inhumanity in Vietnam
and reminded Americans of their history of heroism and humanitar-
ianism. Stewart McKinney agreed, but stressed the necessity to take
responsibility for the consequences of the war. “We must now work,”
McKinney wrote to one worried Connecticut voter, “to recapture our
old image of ourselves as we bind our national wounds and rebuild
that war-devastated country.”™

The new narrative was a powerful yet ahistorical account of Ameri-
ca “winning” in Vietnam through selfless and moral acts of assistance
and aid to the victims of communism. In “the gendered language of
paternalism,” America now claimed victory in Vietnam through the
“rescue and liberation” of refugees.’ By reframing U.S. intervention as
an act of moral and benevolent guidance and recasting U.S. soldiers
as kindhearted “gentle warriors” sent to save the Vietnamese people,
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not kill them, leaders hoped to rebuild the trust of the American peo-
ple and reclaim the nation’s exceptionalism.”® Furthermore, focusing
the nation’s efforts on saving the refugees, rather than its role in mak-
ing them, would place the country on the “right side” of history."

For McKinney, taking responsibility for Amerasians was a critical
piece in rebuilding the nation’s image. He rejected the concerns of his
colleagues that Amerasians were bitter reminders of American immo-
rality and failure in the war and who were thus eager to ignore their
American paternity and group them within the larger population of
Southeast Asian refugees. Rather, McKinney believed that “saving”
Amerasians from Vietnam—recognizing their American paternity
and bringing them “home” to the United States—was clear and pow-
erful evidence that the nation was good, moral, and humane. But the
refugee exodus created a humanitarian crisis in Southeast Asia that
undermined attempts to recognize Amerasians as a special popula-
tion of American children deserving of adoption, immigration, and
citizenship. Reports of the suffering now facing all Southeast Asian
refugees made Amerasians’ American paternity and the subsequent
abandonment and discrimination that once rallied a bipartisan group
of U.S. policymakers and humanitarians to their cause less notable.
As Southeast Asian refugees to be saved rather than American chil-
dren to be claimed, Amerasians were not, as previous Amerasian ad-
vocates had tried to suggest, one of us, but a mere subset of them. As
such, Amerasians did not need an act of national paternal responsi-
bility; however, they did still need American heroes to rescue them.
Grouped among the persecuted victims of communism, Amerasians
reinforced both the new narrative of America’s humanitarian victory
in Vietnam and the Cold War conflict that again posited a democratic
America against a communist Vietnam. Thus as the more general ref-
ugee challenge pushed questions of paternity, immigration, and citi-
zenship aside, U.S. policymakers integrated Amerasians into broader
discussions about U.S. responsibility to aid, admit, and resettle South-
east Asian refugees.

Between 1975 and 1980, the United States faced the global and domes-
tic repercussions of the nation’s military loss and subsequent refugee
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exodus from Southeast Asia. While U.S. leaders sought to secure a hu-
manitarian victory in Vietnam through the rescue of Southeast Asian
refugees, some policymakers, including McKinney, continued to ad-
vocate for saving Amerasians specifically and rejected efforts to ab-
solve the nation of paternal accountability by integrating them into
the larger refugee issue. Tensions between those who believed Am-
erasians to be American and those who saw them as Asian refugees
triggered questions over the merits of American paternity, race, and
responsibility that translated into an uneven application of U.S. im-
migration and citizenship laws for Amerasians.

Rescuing Refugees

On May 1, 1975, one month after welcoming the first group of Oper-
ation Babylift evacuees at San Francisco International Airport, Pres-
ident Ford terminated the U.S. rescue operation in South Vietnam.
Despite Ford’s insistence that America had a moral obligation to save
its former allies, U.S. forces left behind millions of “high risk” Viet
namese supporters, collaborators, and government officials along with
tens of thousands of Amerasians.”? In his final efforts to evacuate the
remaining American personnel and as many “deserving” South Viet-
namese as possible, U.S. Ambassador Graham Martin worried that
the trepidation of many Americans fathers over deserting their Viet-
namese dependents and Amerasian children might hinder his mis-
sion.”” On April 29, a frustrated Martin asked U.S. National Security
Advisor Brent Scowcroft, “Perhaps you can tell me how to make some
of these Americans abandon their half-Vietnamese children, or how
the President would look if he ordered this?”*

Graham was right to be concerned. The American public would
likely not have responded kindly to images of American men aban-
doning their children in Vietnam at the same time that the nation
was forsaking its ally. Yet Graham’s question of how to balance the ur-
gent need to get U.S. citizens and certain Vietnamese out of Vietnam
with the optics of separating American men from their Amerasian
children revealed a larger conflict between national interests and hu-
manitarian concerns that shifted how U.S. policymakers understood
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Amerasians in the postwar era.'s Martin’s reference to Amerasians as
“half-Vietnamese children” is also notable, considering that previous
debates among policymakers and humanitarians tended to emphasize
their American side. While issues of paternity, race, and responsibility
largely shaped discussions during the war over whether Amerasians
were American or Vietnamese, after the war national status became
the crucial determinant.

The Ford administration perceived the refugee crisis that followed
the evacuation in both humanitarian and political terms."* Ford believed
that the United States had a moral imperative and an ideological obli-
gation to rescue and resettle the Southeast Asian refugees before they
fell victim to communism. However, he also understood that these ref-
ugees were valuable assets in America’s continuing Cold War conflict.
Their flight from communism validated decades of Cold War rhetoric
about the dangers of communism and the greatness of democracy. On
April 3 Ford proclaimed, “I believe that the will of the South Vietnam-
ese people to fight for their freedom is best evidenced by the fact that
they are fleeing from the North Vietnamese . . . they want freedom.””

Furthermore, the exodus reinforced the postwar humanitarian vic-
tory narrative that U.S. leaders were now trying to tell. By placing the
refugee plight in Cold War terms and insisting that all those fleeing be
designated only as refugees, the United States could recast the war as
a humanitarian victory. The designation of “refugee” was particularly
important for two reasons. First, it affirmed that those leaving South-
east Asia did so in fear of reprisal from communist regimes. Second, it
helped garner the necessary response from the international commu-
nity and the United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees (UN-
HCR) to share the burden of addressing this “great human tragedy.”
Hence, the eventual admission and resettlement of 130,000 Southeast
Asian refugees through the Indochina Refugee Migration and Refu-
gee Assistance Act in the months after the war was, in many ways, a
selective and “calculated kindness” by the administration.” Further-
more, by linking the refugee crisis to the Communist victory in the
war, and stressing the urgency of rescue, the Ford administration con-
tributed to a new postwar narrative that affirmed the benevolent and
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necessary nature of U.S. intervention in Vietnam. Saving the refugees
could therefore further U.S. foreign policy objectives, as the postwar
narrative required a villainous Vietnam and a victimized America,
an America committed to standing strong against the evils of com-
munism and rescuing its remaining victims.*

To further distract their constituents from concerns that refugees
would exacerbate an already stressed economy, U.S. policymakers
framed the Vietnamese refugees within the growing push to protect
human rights. Although the nation’s humanitarian history of “res-
cue and liberation” was a familiar trope, human rights activism was a
newer manifestation of American benevolence.” Emerging from the
transnational nature of the 1960s rights revolutions that linked domes-
tic inequalities with global injustice, human rights activists believed
U.S. foreign policy stood at odds with American values. Specifically,
they condemned America’s disregard for human rights violations in
the name of Cold War allegiances as undermining any claim the na-
tion had to moral superiority.?

Hence, activists sought to align U.S. foreign policy with Ameri-
ca’s stated democratic values. In 1973 Rep. Donald Fraser (D-MN) led
a “congressional revolution” on human rights, introducing a wave of
legislation that made human rights a formal priority in foreign policy.
Fraser believed the United States had a global duty to protect the uni-
versal rights of all people and that “consideration for human rights in
foreign policy, is both morally imperative and practically necessary.”
After the Vietnam War, human rights became a way to mitigate the
legacy of the war, shifting attention and blame from America’s own
immoralities and inhumanities to the evils abroad. By situating Amer-
ican efforts to save the Southeast Asian refugees within the global
movement to eradicate human rights abuses and evildoers, the na-
tion could reclaim the moral high ground it lost in the Vietnam War
and “redefine America to Americans.”*

“Good Refugees”

Still, even after expressing overwhelming support for Operation Babylift
and the evacuation of U.S. allies from South Vietnam, the American
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people appeared uncertain of what to do about the refugees. While
support for rescuing them was strong, the majority of Americans had
no interest in bringing them to the United States. In May 1975, a Gal-
lup poll revealed that 54 percent of Americans opposed admitting Viet-
namese refugees to the United States. Congress was equally resistant
as members worried about integrating refugees from Southeast Asia
into a society bitter over the war and increasingly strained by a strug-
gling economy. Sen. Joseph Biden (D-DE) accused the Ford adminis-
tration of inadequately informing Congress of the number of refugees
coming to America. Senate Minority Whip Robert Byrd (D-wv) insist-
ed the administration screen the “undesirables”—“barmaids, prosti-
tutes, and criminals”—out of the resettlement process. According to
Byrd, “there is no political support for it in the country.”

Despite such resistance, Ford continued to push Congress to sup-
port the resettlement of Vietnamese refugees. He insisted, “The vast
majority of Americans today want these people to have another op-
portunity to escape the probability of death.” To galvanize support
for finishing the job of resettling the rescued refugees now filling
U.S. reception centers, the Ford administration reminded Americans
of their moral responsibility to these “good refugees,” 60 percent of
whom were children and who, Ford claimed, “ought to be given an
opportunity.” As the victims of communism, Ford argued, the Viet
namese refugees were no different than the seven hundred thousand
Hungarian and Cuban refugees already resettled in the United States,
refugees he described as being “good citizens.””

Even as the president appealed to America’s moral responsibility to
save the refugees, Cold War politics and U.S. foreign policy drove his
concern.” The “good refugee” indebted to the good American savior
was a critical part of the rescue and liberation narrative and necessary
to a U.S. humanitarian victory in Vietnam.” U.S. leaders reminded
Americans that unlike the Third World refugees from Cuba and Hai-
ti, the Vietnamese refugees arrived in family units, with education,
skills, and English language competency, along with an expectation to
repay the American “gift of freedom” with hard work and gratitude.*

Once again, African American leaders had concerns. They were
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particularly critical of the attention being given to the Vietnamese ref-
ugees and their characterization as “good refugees.” The post-World
War Il reracialization of Asians in America from the unassimilable, un-
skilled, undesirable, and racially inferior “bad” immigrants into the
upwardly mobile and politically nonthreatening “model minority”
came at the expense of African Americans.” Part of what historian
Ellen Wu describes as “the post-Exclusion inclusion” of Asian Ameri-
cans in American society juxtaposed the social and economic success
of the model minority Asian against the poverty and struggle of Afri-
can Americans, to depict the heights to which minority populations
could rise with hard work and strong cultural values.”> While Amer-
icans viewed certain racial minorities, immigrants, and refugees as
competition for jobs and housing and pariahs subsisting on America’s
social welfare system, they lauded the “model minority” as evidence
that while race did not hinder achievement, it was an indicator of it.*
Hence, when syndicated newspaper columnist Joseph Alsop point-
ed to the “staggering achievements” of model minority Asian Amer-
icans and the alleged failures of bad minority African Americans in
the Washington Post, he attributed the difference to race.’* Despite the
alleged racial inadequacies of African Americans, however, a dispro-
portionate number of Black men served, sacrificed, and died in Viet-
nam, a war that diverted attention and money away from the Civil
Rights movement and the fight for racial equality.” Yet when African
American veterans returned home battered and bruised from battle,
they still suffered under the presumption that they were bad minori-
ties and that people of Asian descent were good.

The racial differentiation embedded in the minority myths exacer-
bated longstanding tensions between Black and Asian communities in
America over resources and rights. Hence, African American leaders
pushed back against the Ford administration’s efforts to secure fund-
ing for the resettlement of Southeast Asian refugees, pointing explic-
itly to its disparate effects on the Black community and to the nation’s
racially uneven approach to refugee policy. On May 8, 1975, the Con-
gressional Black Caucus expressed empathy with the refugee plight
while citing concerns about spending more money on Vietnamese
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refugees instead of on American citizens struggling to survive the
economic crisis. Congressman Ronald V. Dellums (D-ca), an advo-
cate for peace and disarmament during the war and a member of the
House Armed Services Committee, went further: “We lost the war
in Vietnam, and now we bring thousands of its victims to a nation
which has deserted its war on poverty, permits rapid expansion of its
unemployment ranks, does little to correct inequitable distribution of
power and wealth, and taxes unevenly and regressively its citizens.”

Black leaders were especially worried that the resettlement of Viet-
namese refugees would unfairly burden African American communi-
ties and further distract attention from critical civil rights legislation.
According to the cBc, refugees needed housing at a time when thir-
teen million Americans were housing deprived, including one-third
of Black families. They also required education in a period in which
eight to ten million Americans were unemployed and the unemploy-
ment rate for Black youth sat an incredible 40 percent, double that of
all American youth. At the same time the Ford administration seeks
to aid and assist Vietnamese refugees, the cBC explained, it has failed
to pass housing and employment legislation for Americans.”

In the last days of the final evacuation of Saigon, African American
columnist and political conservative William Walker implored Black
Americans to consider the effects of adding two hundred thousand
refugees to the millions of Americans already unemployed and poor-
ly housed. “History tells us that every time this nation opens its gates
to hordes from any foreign country, they get preferential treatment
over us. So, no matter how the pot melts, we always remain on the
bottom. . . . Are the obligations to Negroes less sacred and conscio-
nable than the implied if not questionable obligation to the Vietnam-
ese?” Despite the assurances of House leader Tip O’Neill (D-ma) that
Southeast Asian refugees were not a threat to Black employment be-
cause “there are so many jobs that are available,” the cBc announced
that without the Ford administration’s commitment to expand social
aid to America’s “domestic refugees,” including minorities, the poor,
and others made jobless by the recession,” its members would not sup-
port the refugee relief bill. On May 9, 1975, both Black members of
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the House Judiciary Committee—]John Conyers (D-m1) and Barbara
Jordan (D-TX)—voted against the bill.”

For many cBC members, the uneven approach of the United States
to racially different refugee populations reinforced the disparate ways
that race shaped how U.S. leaders understood human rights and dic-
tated U.S. refugee policy. In September 1975, the attempted suicide
of William Isidore, a Haitian refugee being held in a U.S. detention
center in Florida, brought national attention to a newer, less numer-
ous, and darker-skinned refugee population. After fleeing the violent
persecution of Haitian leader “Papa Doc” Duvalier and seeking asy-
lum in the United States, Immigration and Naturalization Services
(1ns) officials detained Isidore along with eighty other Haitians and
held them in a Florida jail for over two months. Even though Duva-
lier had an abysmal record on human rights, U.S. leaders dismissed
concerns because Duvalier was anticommunist and a friend.* Accord-
ing to U.S. officials, Duvalier’s regime was authoritarian, not totalitar-
ian, and therefore, unlike their Southeast Asian counterparts, Isidore
and the other Haitians had no fear of persecution.* Rather, it was eco-
nomic opportunity that drove the Haitians to U.S. shores, and thus
they were not refugees in the true sense of the word but “economic
migrants” and therefore not eligible for asylum.

At the same time INs officials denied the asylum claims of over fif-
teen hundred Haitian refugees, the United States accepted seventeen
thousand Vietnamese and two hundred thousand Cuban refugees
into the country.” For many, evidence of racial bias was apparent.
While the guilt of war coupled with the model minority myth and
assumptions about the “good refugee” helped disrupt a history of ra-
cialized and exclusionary immigration policies against Asians and
justify the resettlement of Vietnamese refugees, the “bad minority”
label attached to dark-skinned populations only hurt the efforts of
those fleeing Haiti. In condemning the seemingly biased approach to
refugee policy by U.S. officials, Father Antoine Adrian and Dr. Paul
Lehmann, Chairman of the American Committee for Protection of
Foreign Born, explained, “The racial overtones of the treatment ac-
corded black Haitian refugees stands in tragic contrast to the generous
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United States government provisions for Cuban refugees who are, ex-
cept for a few, white and skilled.”

Adoption proved another area of discontent for cBC members,
who noted that despite wartime efforts to force African Americans
to take responsibility for “their” Black Amerasian children, after the
war agencies discriminated against African American families want-
ing to adopt. Two weeks after Operation Babylift commenced, three
Black social service agencies—Afro-American Family and Commu-
nity Services, the Black Child Development Institute, and Homes
for Black Children—accused Babylift organizers of deliberately ig-
noring eligible Black families interested in adopting Black Amera-
sians. In fact, only five of the over three hundred Black Amerasians
evacuated through the Babylift were referred to the forty Black fam-
ilies awaiting children.* Alfred B. Herbert Jr. of the Black Child De-
velopment Institute condemned the situation as another example of
an unevenly applied policy. The placement of part-black Vietnamese
children with white families, Herbert asserted, was a “gross neglect
of resources within the black community.™ The Interagency Viet-
nam Adoption Committee also criticized adoption agencies for by-
passing Black families, many of whom had been waiting for two years
to adopt an American child, and for failing to grasp the importance
of race for Black Amerasians. According to IVAC executive secretary
Evelyn Eggleston, adoption by Black families was the best chance for
Black Amerasians. She claimed they had a right to come to the Unit-
ed States because their fathers were American, and they needed the
necessary tools to survive racism in America and achieve a healthy
ethnic identity. “The children appear more like American Blacks than
Orientals,” Eggleston explained, and “our history of acceptance of the
mixed child better prepares us to deal with a child who will be clas-
sified as Black once in this country.”

Still, 1vac’s complaints and the concerns of African American lead-
ers over discriminatory priorities had little effect. U.S. refugee poli-
cy remained racially uneven and concerns about interracial adoption
persisted, while discussions about Black Amerasians largely disap-
peared from the debate. After ending its program in Vietnam, IVAC
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refocused its efforts on adopting African American children, who
composed over 60 percent of those awaiting adoption in America into
Black families.¥” As Americans turned their attention to the upcom-
ing 1976 presidential election, Black leaders found their concerns fur-
ther neglected as another group of Americans needing rescue from
Vietnam took center stage.

POW/MIA

In the months after the war, Americans turned their attention from
rescuing Southeast Asian refugees from communism to saving Amer-
icans believed held captive in Vietnam or still missing from the war.
What would become an American obsession with prisoners of war
and an uncompromising demand for a full accounting of those still
missing in action in Vietnam subverted the futile and short-lived at-
tempt by the United States and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
(DRV) to normalize relations. Early on, DRV officials recognized the
value of the American Pow/M1A issue for future diplomatic talks. As
they captured Saigon in April 1975, Communist leaders prepared to
offer the United States an accounting of American M1As and even re-
turned three sets of American remains in exchange for the over three
billion dollars of reconstruction aid promised by President Nixon.*
However, after Premier Pham Van Dong described U.S. aid as com-
pensation for the U.S. “criminal war of aggression” in Vietnam, there
was little chance for normalization.® Still smarting from the embar-
rassment of defeat in the war, U.S. leaders had no interest in further
humiliation afterwards. Henry Kissinger proved particularly petty in
his punitive postwar approach. Rather than conceding to Vietnam’s
demands or negotiating over American POW/MIAs, the State Depart-
ment “issued a stiff denunciation” of Dong’s statement and imposed
harsh sanctions on Vietnam that included a damaging trade embar-
go accompanied by international isolation. Absent a full accounting
of American Mi1As, the Ford administration declared, there would be
no diplomacy.®

Hanoi made efforts to meet U.S. demands. In November 1975, be-
lieving they could quell tensions further disrupting an already weak
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Vietnamese economy, officials repatriated the remains of twenty-three
Americans and released the “last prisoners of war”—the “Ban Me Thout
Twelve”—a group of mostly American civilians captured in the final
offensive.’' Rather than compelling U.S. cooperation, however, these
acts validated the claims of U.S. leaders and the increasingly power-
ful National League of Families of American Prisoners and Missing
in Southeast Asia that Vietnam continued to imprison and torture
American soldiers and hide the remains of the missing.” Ironically,
and despite the attention given the issue by U.S. leaders, the Vietnam
War produced a lower number of American M1As than any previous
U.S. war, about 4 percent.”® However, the Pow/MIA issue proved polit-
ically potent for U.S. policymakers and an American public eager to
embrace its own victimization and to again see Vietnam as its enemy.

The 1976 presidential election further elevated the issue on the po-
litical stage. The same year the Socialist Republic of Vietnam finally
reunified that nation under the Communist flag, California governor
and Republican challenger Ronald Reagan criticized President Ford
for being weak on Vietnam and the M1A issue in particular. Reagan
demanded a full accounting of American M1as in Southeast Asia and
promised that, unlike his predecessor, he would obtain that account-
ing in the first week of his presidency.* To combat Reagan’s stinging
critique, Ford also embraced the demand for a full accounting, end-
ing any hope for negotiations with Vietnam. By the time Ford lost his
reelection bid to Georgia peanut farmer Jimmy Carter, the POwW/M1A
issue was paramount in the political calculations of policymakers ea-
ger to turn their attention from rescuing refugees to saving Ameri-
cans from Vietnam.

Victims of War

By 1977 what historian Edwin Martini describes as “the American War
on Vietnam” took its toll. For two years the United States had pun-
ished Vietnam for its war victory through harsh economic sanctions
and political isolation that crippled the nation’s economy and sent
many Vietnamese searching for safety and stability in neighboring
countries.” Severe weather, food shortages, and border disagreements
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with China and Cambodia compounded the effects and created more
refugees. Concerned by the exodus now straining their resources and
borders, U.S. allies in Asia turned to newly elected president Jimmy
Carter to resolve the situation. As a presidential candidate Carter was
optimistic that he could heal the nation of its “Vietnam War scars”
through humanitarianism, normalization, and an appeal to human
rights.* But as president he found that the M1a/POW issue hindered
his efforts. Despite the fact that a New York Times/cBs poll showed
that 66 percent of Americans supported sending humanitarian aid
to Vietnam, U.S. policymakers, insistent that Vietnam must provide
a full accounting of American M1As before any further negotiations
over aid or normalization, were simply unwilling to help.”

Ironically, it was America’s obsession with saving its captive and miss-
ing soldiers from Vietnam that reintroduced the Amerasian issue to
the American public. Journalists, eager to break stories on American
POw/MIAs, found “American-faced” children wandering the streets of
Ho Chi Minh City instead. By 1978 the growing flight of refugees from
Vietnam by land and by boat brought more media attention and inter-
national coverage to the issue.” That same year “Rosie,” a Vietnamese
woman and mother of an Amerasian child, garnered the interest of
the American public when she began proposing to foreign journalists
that the U.S. government follow in the tradition of the French govern-
ment and begin airlifting its children home.” Once again, the grip-
ping pictures and stories of Amerasians complicated the redemption
of a nation now vying for the memory of the war and staking claims
to its own victimization. Once viewed as a population that Americans
could save from communism, first as potential American children avail-
able for adoption and assimilation and then as persecuted refugees, by
1977 the existence of Amerasians impeded the healing process. Their
“American faces” having visibly matured by now into more “Ameri-
can” features, Amerasians no longer reminded Americans of Vietnam’s
cruelty but rather of America’s immorality.

Beginning in 1977 films like The Deer Hunter and Apocalypse Now
joined novels, memoirs, and television shows in bringing Vietnam
“home” into American cultural memory. By focusing on the American
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experience in Vietnam and replacing Vietnamese victims of the war—
children burned by napalm and villagers executed at My Lai—with
traumatized American soldiers, fractured communities, and sinister
Vietnamese figures, popular culture relieved Americans of their col-
lective guilt for the war and reiterated that they were the war’s ulti-
mate victims.*

At the same time, popular television shows also publicized the
plight of Amerasians to a mass American audience. On December 31,
1979, the popular television show M*a*s*H aired the episode, “Yes-
sir, That’s Our Baby,” in which the staff of the fictional 4077th find
an abandoned Amerasian baby. Although the show was based on
the Korean War and thus the mother was Korean and the baby half-
Korean, the premise of the episode clearly referred to more recent
events in Vietnam. The show immediately evoked notions of trans-
national kinship between the American servicemen and the baby.
Unlike the abandoning mother, whom the doctors describe in the ra-
cialized terms of the “sneaky Asian” as “too cagey, slipping in and out
without nobody seeing her,” the child is immediately pronounced a

” <

“good baby,” “strong, beautiful,” and able to bring out the maternal
instincts of “Auntie” Margaret.*

The episode had two clear messages. First, by recounting the nu-
merous, often unfounded reports of the persecution and murder of
Amerasians after the Vietnam War, the show emphasized that because
of their mixed race, Amerasians faced lives of misery and discrimina-
tion in their homelands, where Amerasian boys were “emasculated”
and girls “slaughtered.” Second, in a rare and powerful rebuke of the
cumulative failure of culpability, the episode depicted that neither the
mother of the Amerasian, the local community, nor the U.S. military
wanted to take responsibility for the baby.®

The show also exposed the hypocrisy of American inaction with
regard to the issue. In a heated interaction in which a U.S. military
official declared that the child was “not an army matter” and that the
army was not responsible for “what happens when a soldier gets lone-
ly,” an angry Hawkeye responded, “Not an army matter? You jack-
ass! Where do you think that child came from? You've got people in
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American soldier suits running around out there making babies and
then making tracks. Don’t you think it’s about time it became an
army matter?™ Later in the episode, as a South Korean government
official explained to Hawkeye and Colonel Sherman Potter that while
France, Great Britain, and the Netherlands had taken responsibility
for their military babies, offering them support and citizenship, “the
United States, where all men are created equal refuses to do this.”*

In the end the 4,077th did what U.S. troops had always done with
their out of wedlock children born abroad, it reabandoned the baby
to a local monastery, concerned about its future but unable or unwill-
ing to be responsible. The Pearl S. Buck Foundation acted as a consul-
tant on the episode and some of the criticism of U.S. military inaction
seemed to derive directly from PSBF promotional materials. Although
the episode was uncharacteristically grim for the popular television
show, it brought public attention to Amerasians by broadcasting the
issue into the living rooms of American viewers.

The Filiation of Fiallo v. Bell

Ultimately, neither Rosie’s pleas nor the Mm*a*s*H episode spurred
the massive airlifts for which many had hoped. Instead, amidst ris-
ing alarm over a renewed public interest in America’s war babies, the
Department of Defense released its most current policy regarding G1
babies, directive 1344.3. The policy simply restated the official U.S. pol-
icy in place since the Second World War: in cases of paternity claims
against American and allied personnel, “no individual in the military
service will be required or requested to admit paternity.” The bop
considered complaints by foreign mothers against a member of the
military for child support to be unfounded unless legitimated by the
judgment of a court of record in the United States.* The policy had
proven an effective barrier against paternity claims by foreign wom-
en, protecting American servicemen from any responsibility for fa-
thering “foreign” children and excluding those children from any
claim to U.S. citizenship.¢

In 1977 the U.S. Supreme Court reaffirmed the pop’s policy
when it issued the Fiallo v. Bell ruling.* The decision upheld the 1952
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Immigration and Naturalization Act and the sex-based distinction em-
bedded in U.S. immigration law for jus sanguinis citizenship claims.®
According to the 1952 law, unwed American mothers automatically
transmitted birthright U.S. citizenship and therefore immigration
preferences to children born abroad with foreign fathers while un-
wed fathers did not.” In Fiallo v. Bell, three unmarried American fa-
thers and their children challenged the sex-based distinction in U.S.,
law arguing that it violated both equal protection and due process by
excluding unwed fathers from the definition of parent and their chil-
dren born outside of marriage from the definition of ch:ld.

In its ruling upholding the sex-based distinction, the Court point-
ed to the intention of U.S. immigration law. According to the Court,
the law clearly reflected the specific concern of the U.S. Congress to
protect the relationship between the child and its natural mother.”
A similar consideration of the relationship between child and father
was more difficult, the majority argued, because of the perceived ab-
sence of family ties and the “lurking problems” of proving paternity.”
Consequently, the law reflected “an intentional choice not to provide
preferential immigration status by virtue of the relationship between
an illegitimate child and its natural father.”” Citing Congress’s plena-
ry power to regulate immigration, the Court argued that the sex-based
distinction was rational and no different than any other requirements
for citizenship such as age or residency.

Because the opinion of the Court was that Congress had the pow-
er to prefer unwed mothers over unwed fathers and that the sex-based
distinction was a political question, not a judicial one, each of the
three claims in Fiallo was denied.” Cleophus Warner, a naturalized
U.S. citizen, had petitioned for his son Serge, born out of wedlock to
a foreign mother in the French West Indies. The other two families
included Trevor and Earl Wilson, permanent resident aliens of the
United States who petitioned the court to have their father Arthur, a
citizen of Jamaica, immigrate. Finally, Ramon Martin Fiallo Jr.,a U.S.
citizen by birth and the out-of-wedlock son of Ramon Fiallo-Sone, a
citizen of the Dominican Republic, had petitioned for immigration
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preference for his father as the parent of a U.S. citizen. Each of the
claims failed on the basis of proving paternity.”

In addition to tragically affecting the plaintiffs, the ruling in Fial-
lo v. Bell created problems for Amerasians in Vietnam. By upholding
the sex-based distinction in immigration law implicit in the U.S. cit-
izenship ruling, the court ensured that the majority of the sons and
daughters of American men living in Vietnam after the war had no
claim to American paternity, U.S. citizenship, or preferential immi-
gration status. More importantly, when placed in the context of the
large U.S. military presence abroad, the ruling continued to protect
American servicemen from parental accountability following liaisons
with foreign women.”®

The Orderly Departure Program

The historical idealization of America as a nation of immigrants and
a beacon of hope has largely shaped the nation’s refugee policy com-
mitted to saving the world’s displaced, persecuted, or threatened.”
The repeal of the national origins quota system by the 1965 Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Act was still rather new to Americans in the
period after the war in Vietnam, as were the increasing numbers of
Asian and Latin American immigrants and refugees. For policymak-
ers and a public still recovering from the nation’s military failure in
Vietnam, the refugees from Southeast Asia were especially troubling.
In the six months after the Communists took South Vietnam in April
1975, 125,000 Vietnamese refugees entered the United States. By 1979
America welcomed fourteen thousand Southeast Asian refugees each
month.”® The “land people” and “boat people” from Southeast Asia
composed the “largest nonwhite, non-Western, non-English speak-
ing group of people ever to enter the country at one time.””

While educated, English-speaking, skilled, urban, middle-class fam-
ilies composed most of the initial postwar wave of Vietnamese refu-
gees resettled across the United States, the second wave brought a very
different demographic and elicited a different response from Amer-
icans.*® One year after Fiallo v. Bell, Vietnam “began hemorrhaging
boat people as its inhabitants risked the dangers and violence of the
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seas.” The massive outflow of refugees turned international human-
itarian attention both to the dire situation in Vietnam and also to the
difficulties facing first-asylum countries in Southeast Asia expected to
absorb the large refugee populations.*

The United States responded by increasing its number of Indochi-
na refugee admissions from twenty-five to fifty-three thousand per
year and extending the Indochinese Refugee Assistance Act. Howev-
er, many Americans resisted the expansion of refugee quotas. Not only
did this refugee wave include increasing numbers of ethnic Chinese,
Cambodians, and Laotians, it was also largely filled by poor, unedu-
cated, unskilled, single men, women, and children. Unlike the first
group, the new refugees required government assistance upon their
arrival, making them competitors for housing, jobs, and welfare with
lower- and working-class Americans.* As one worried American saw
it, “All money and jobs must be for Americans while we still have a
country. The Vietnamese must go elsewhere.”*

Yet some policymakers saw the refugee crisis as an opportunity to
resurrect American exceptionalism through humanitarian and mor-
al acts and redeem the nation’s failures in Vietnam. Supporters of
U.S. refugee policy stressed the symbolism of achieving some success
in Vietnam, even if it was humanitarian rather than military. In 1979
Congressman Henry A. Waxman (D-ca) referenced an article in the
Los Angeles Times explaining that the humanitarian efforts of the Unit-
ed States on behalf of the Vietnamese refugees was an opportunity
for all Americans, particularly the young, to regain the pride that ex-
isted prior to the Vietnam War. According to Waxman, “the saving
of Vietnamese and Cambodian lives can help reverse some of the ter-
rible consequences of that war.”

In the Senate, Strom Thurmond (R-sc) reminded his congressio-
nal colleagues of America’s history of humanitarian greatness by de-
claring that, as the “flow of refugees from Southeast Asia has become
a torrent of suffering, death, and human disaster,” America “has been
at the forefront” of the global response and that “this was and is prop-
er.” Sen. Samuel Ichiye Hayakawa (R-cA) made the American re-
sponse personal: “We ourselves are boat people. Every American owes
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something to those fragile wooden vessels.”” Vice President Walter
Mondale also called upon congressional leaders to follow in America’s
tradition of global humanitarian leadership, eliciting the tragic mem-
ories of the world’s failure in 1938 to save the ill-fated Jews of Germany
and Austria from Adolf Hitler’s wrath. The world, he exclaimed, did
not listen, but America would remember now and lead in Indochina,
fulfilling its role as the “Mother of Exiles,” welcoming the Indochi-
nese refugees, whose talents and energies would enrich the nation.*

While Thurmond, Hayakawa, and Mondale conjured up Ameri-
ca’s image of global humanitarianism and its immigration narrative,
opponents once again questioned the role of race in refugee policy.
They argued that because the newcomers included legal and illegal
immigrants and refugees from Asia, Latin America, and the Carib-
bean who were racially, culturally, and linguistically different from
most Americans, they exposed the vulnerability of and posed a nation-
al threat to America’s borders.® Likewise, African American leaders
continued to condemn the racial undertones of U.S. policies commit-
ted to aiding the “boat people” of Southeast Asia while simultaneous-
ly discriminating against the “black boat people” fleeing Haiti.” The
resettlement process that placed Southeast Asian refugees in predom-
inately Black and low-income communities during a depressed U.S.
economy further exacerbated the existing racial tensions. In Charlotte,
North Carolina, Black residents expressed their frustrations with the
350 Southeast Asian refugees living in their neighborhoods. Black res-
idents, including a number of Vietnam veterans, accused the refugees
of taking jobs, housing, educational resources, and governmental as-
sistance from American community members in need. Charlotte res-
ident Ronnie Durham spoke for many African Americans when he
noted that Black people were consistently denied the social services
and assistance so generously given to the Southeast Asian refugees.
Durham exclaimed: “You got white people come out and pick them
up and give them things and take them here and take them there. . ..
that bothers you. You don’t see them doing it for black people. . . . Our
people are struggling and these people come over and everything’s so
easy for them. I don’t think it’s right.”"



BECOMING REFUGEES

Other residents expressed sympathy for the refugees and agreed
that the United States had a responsibility to help, but argued that as-
sistance should not come at the expense of Black Americans and that
the refugees should be placed in white communities where there was
less economic stress and more opportunity. Reverend James Frieson,
president of the Baptist Ministers Conference, suggested a more in-
sidious racial agenda at work. Frieson argued, “We feel, if America
has a secret to make these people self-sufficient, perhaps that ought
to be turned around to help black people.” He continued, “if black
folks can’t pass the education competency tests, how can they teach
these refugees to speak English and get jobs and function in three or
four months? If they got some kind of secret, let’s help everybody.™”

Washington Post journalist William Raspberry also questioned Amer-
ica’s motives. Raspberry criticized America’s commitment to causes
outside its borders at the same time American citizens faced tremen-
dous domestic and economic challenges. America’s humanitarian agen-
da in Southeast Asia, Raspberry posited, was the direct result of guilt
from the Vietnam War that should be directed toward alleviating
economic inequality at home.” Rep. Clarence D. Long (D-MD), chair-
man of the House Subcommittee on Foreign Operations and Related
Agencies, shared Raspberry’s sentiment. “I think Americans are get-
ting awfully tired of the cost of this Vietnam War,” exclaimed Long,
“It is the most expensive war we ever lost.”* The resulting tension did
little to make the newcomers feel welcome in their new homeland.
After surviving her journey from Saigon by boat, twenty-four-year-
old Khanh Dung complained, “We can’t get along too well with our
neighbors. We don’t talk to them and they don’t talk to us. I think
they don’t like us.””

American opposition to refugee resettlement was not confined to
African American communities or even to those Americans struggling
under the effects of a strained economy. Americans with personal con-
nections to the Vietnam War also found it difficult to dissociate these
new immigrants and refugees from the enemy. Many still associated
Asians with the “g——” the Vietcong, and an alien and foreign threat.”
Jack Fortner, an official with the Immigration and Naturalization
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Services, falsely claimed as fact that “many young, male, Vietnamese
refugees are former Vietcong.™” Unlike their “model minority” counter-
parts, the perceived foreignness of the second wave of Southeast Asian
refugees, their association with the Vietnam War, and their immediate
dependence on American social welfare services awakened colonialist
stereotypes of Asia, Asians, and Asian Americans as foreign and dan-
gerous. This time, Americans feared the dreaded “yellow peril” threat-
ened to destroy America by economically sucking the nation dry.”

In California, Senator Hayakawa sought to counter the fears of res-
idents who believed that the refugees were going to drain the state
of its resources. In a state where over 30 percent of refugees were re-
settled by 1979, Hayakawa framed the refugee debate in racialized
and Cold War terms.” Hayakawa, the Canadian-born son of Japa-
nese immigrants and a naturalized U.S. citizen, called for expanded
immigration laws to meet the needs of Southeast Asian refugees, re-
minding Americans that Asians were “good,” ambitious immigrants
who did not abuse welfare. Asians, Hayakawa explained, “are readily
accepted by most communities as they have made a good record for
themselves. . . . They are hard-working and self-sufficient.” Further-
more, providing them assistance was the “charitable and humane”
way to attain a moral victory from the Vietnam War and to expose
Vietnam’s communist government as “the totalitarian, racist tyran-
ny that it is.”® Hayakawa proved to be an interesting and controver-
sial figure whose policy positions often appeared at odds with his own
background. Although a vocal proponent of liberal refugee and immi-
gration policies, Hayakawa also advocated for total assimilation and
demanded that newcomers “forego the national, ethnic, and cultural
identities of their homelands and become American.” Still, Hayaka-
wa believed the United States had a moral and democratic obligation
to rescue and resettle Southeast Asian refugees and he showed spe-
cific concern for children. He was adamant that the federal govern-
ment provide the necessary resources to aid, assist, and educate the
refugees, including teaching them job skills and the English language
to ensure they did not become financial burdens and could fully as-
similate into America.'*
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While Hayakawa focused on meeting the needs of all Southeast
Asian refugees, his congressional colleague in the House, Stewart
McKinney, turned his attention solely to the Amerasians. Worried
that the refugee problem distracted from the needs of the Ameri-
can children still languishing in Vietnam, on April 4, 1979, McKin-
ney introduced HR 3439, the United States—Asian Immigration Act.
Built on the foundation of previous legislation that sought to pro-
vide Amerasians immigration and citizenship rights, McKinney’s bill
proposed to give paternal legitimacy to Amerasians and allow them
to immigrate to the United States as the “sons and daughters of U.S.
citizens.”* He believed that grouping Amerasians with all other ref-
ugees only worsened their plight and ensured that very few Amera-
sians would even have the chance to immigrate to America. As he
saw it, the U.S. immigration system deliberately denied Amerasians’
claims to American paternity and excluded them from immigrating
to the United States under the category reserved for family reunifica-
tion, thus forcing them to apply through the nonpreference catego-
ry.* Amerasians who qualified for permanent immigrant visas did
so not in preference class (1), unmarried sons and daughters of Unit-
ed States citizens, or preference class (4), married sons and daughters
of U.S. citizens, but under the lowest preference class (8), other qual-
ified immigrants.” According to McKinney, the othering of Amer-
asians in U.S. immigration policy was an inadequate solution to the
increasingly dire Amerasian situation. Because the nonpreference cat-
egory attracted a number of applications that exceed the total quota
limit, “the children of American citizens have little or no chance of
entering the United States.”*

McKinney therefore sought to challenge the intent of U.S. immi-
gration law. Believing Amerasians to be just as much American as they
were Asian, his bill proposed to amend the admissions provisions of
the Immigration and Nationality Act to provide Amerasians preferen-
tial treatment. In promoting the bill, McKinney appealed to American
humanitarianism, the inclusionary character of American democrat-
ic ideology, and American paternal responsibility. He emphasized the
importance of nongovernmental humanitarian organizations like the
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PSBF in securing “a better future for these sons and daughters of U.S.
citizens” by providing Amerasians opportunities to live in the “more
tolerant culture” of the United States.'” According to McKinney, Am-
erasians’ American paternity prevented their assimilation into Asian
society, as most of their countrymen considered them to “exist outside
the mainstream of that society.”* As second-class citizens, McKinney
continued, Amerasians faced limited opportunities for education or
employment and, therefore, a bleak future.

In the post—civil rights era, American policymakers were all too
familiar with the challenges that second-class citizenship posed to an
American ideology that espoused equality. Perhaps this was McKin-
ney’s justification for concluding this reference with a call for Amer-
ican humanitarian and paternal responsibility for these children of
American citizens. It is because of the U.S. presence in Asia, McKin-
ney asserted, that Amerasians exist, and due to U.S. immigration law
that categorizes them as “other” applicants, that they continue to live
in dire circumstances.'”’

In his passionate support for the bill, McKinney invoked the no-
tion of family unification and reunification. After all, McKinney rea-
soned, as the children of American men, Amerasians were American
citizens. However, U.S. law only granted American citizenship to the
legitimate children of U.S. fathers born abroad and that required a
recognized marital union or documented acknowledgment of pater-
nity."° Since most Amerasians did not know their American fathers
outside of, perhaps, a first name, photograph, or place of birth, ob-
taining an acknowledgment of paternity proved almost impossible.
While accounting methods for Amerasians were largely unreliable,
in 1979 the PSBF reported that in Vietnam alone, an estimated ten
thousand Amerasians existed with no way to identify or locate their
American father." In many instances, the American father did not
even know that he had fathered a child or denied such allegations.!?

To address the weaknesses of U.S. law and Department of De-
fense directive 1344.3, which released U.S. servicemen from any pa-
ternal responsibility, McKinney’s bill adopted the French approach
and placed the United States in the role of national surrogate father.
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The problem, McKinney argued, was not the Amerasian whose fa-
ther already had or wanted to legitimate his child. Rather, this bill
addressed the needs of the rest of the Amerasians, who in most cas-
es never knew their American fathers or had no way to find them.
Regardless of the specific circumstances, current U.S. policy ensured
that biological American fathers had no formal responsibility to chil-
dren they did not claim. McKinney hoped his bill would alleviate the
harms that resulted.

Much like the Nixon administration, the Carter administration
had little interest in Amerasians apart from the larger refugee issue.
In fact, by the time McKinney proposed his Amerasian legislation to
Congress, the administration was struggling to balance the domestic
opposition to refugee resettlement with its Cold War commitment
to humanitarianism and human rights. In May 1978, Vice President
Mondale described the refugee situation as the world’s “most pressing
and tragic human rights problems” and declared, “I believe there is
no more profound test of our government’s commitment to human
rights than the way we deal with these people.”* Six months later,
over 375,000 refugees from Vietnam populated the refugee camps in
neighboring Southeast Asian countries and tens of thousands more
refuge-seekers were arriving on the shores of Malaysia, Indonesia, the
Philippines, and Hong Kong." Frustrated with the overwhelming num-
bers of refugees seeking settlement, leaders in first-asylum countries
wondered why Vietnam’s Communist army could defeat the United
States but proved unable to stop a “mere fleet of refugee boats” from
departing its shores."’ The United States was also concerned. The tens
of thousands of boat-people fatalities and Vietnam’s reported perse-
cution and expulsion of its ethnic Chinese minorities troubled the
Carter administration and caused Secretary of State Cyrus Vance to
condemn the Vietnamese government as a human rights abuser.!

In order to address the refugee outflow and to stop the thousands
of drowning deaths at sea, the United Nations High Commission-
er for Refugees (UNHCR) established a memorandum of understand-
ing with the government of Vietnam in 1979 by creating the Orderly
Departure Program (opp). The opp hoped to provide a safe, orderly,
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predictable, and legal means for people to leave Vietnam."” The agree-
ment, which Sen. Ted Kennedy praised as the proper humanitarian
response to the “urgent plight of the ‘boat people’ floundering through-
out Southeast Asia,” allowed immigrants and refugees from Vietnam,
including Amerasians, to depart for family reunification and human-
itarian reasons." Qualifying Vietnamese citizens were designated ei-
ther as immigrants or as one of three categories of refugees: (1) family
members of United States citizens, (2) former employees of the U.S.
government, or (3) other persons closely associated or identified with
the U.S. presence in Vietnam before 1975."” The issue of family reuni-
fication was critical for UNHCR, which considered reunification to be
one if its basic functions. Seeking to rectify its humanitarian image,
the United States also prioritized reunification, specifically targeting
those left behind during the war: friends, allies, and Amerasians.'?°

Ironically, however, neither the UNHCR nor the Carter adminis-
tration actually valued reuniting Amerasians with their American
fathers. While the opp identified Amerasians in Vietnam as the chil-
dren of American fathers, it failed to include them in category (1) of
the program, family members of U.S. citizens. Rather, Amerasians
qualified for the oDP only in category (3), “other persons” associat-
ed or identified with the U.S. presence in Vietnam. Including Am-
erasians in category (3) did enable those Amerasians who could not
prove their paternity to leave Vietnam. However, few in this catego-
ry were able to immigrate, due to the limited spaces available and the
preference for those listed under categories (1) and (2). And the dis-
tinction between refugee and relative in the oDP reinforced the no-
tion that Amerasians were not one of “us”—American children or
even relatives of U.S. citizens—they were instead, one of “them”—
“other” Asian refugees.

For U.S. policymakers who felt a sense of responsibility or guilt to
act on behalf of Amerasians but who were still unable to accept them
as American children, the opp provided the perfect compromise. Its
inclusionary language recognized Amerasians’ American paternity
and their persecution by the Vietnamese Communist regime while
excluding them from the privileges of that paternity by continuing to
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classify them as “others.” The contradictory approach of inclusionary
discourse and exclusionary policy in the oDp reflects the complicat-
ed relationship that U.S. policymakers would maintain with the Am-
erasians of Vietnam over the next decade and that would dictate all
future Amerasian immigration policies. The transnational and tran-
sracial makeup of Amerasians continued to confuse U.S. policymak-
ers conflicted about who was responsible for Amerasians and where
they actually belonged. U.S. leaders unable to reconcile the Amerasian
mixture of race and nation committed to a contradictory approach
that acknowledged Amerasians as the children of American fathers
but did not recognize them as real American citizens.

These contradictions were also apparent in the political discus-
sions over McKinney’s United States—Asian Immigration Act. By Oc-
tober 1979 the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare,
the Department of State, and the Department of Justice reviewed and
opposed McKinney’s bill. The State and Justice departments were par-
ticularly critical in their comments, denying that the immigration of
Amerasians to the United States as the children of U.S. citizens qual-
ified for the status of family unification.” Such opposition exposed a
disconnect among some U.S. leaders who, on one hand, agreed with
the assumed American paternity of Amerasians and acknowledged
the discrimination and abuse Amerasians faced in Vietnam as a re-
sult of it, but insisted that this in itself did not make them American
children. U.S. immigration and nationality law supported the appar-
ent contradiction. Opposing policymakers simply pointed to both the
sex-based distinction in the law that defined Amerasians as illegiti-
mate and the critical inability of Amerasians to provide evidentiary
proof of American paternity. They disregarded any visible evidence
of biological filiation with American fathers and maintained that no
legal distinction between Amerasians and other Vietnamese children
in postwar Vietnam existed—Amerasians were Asian children, not
American—and therefore had no claim to U.S. citizenship.

Unwilling or perhaps unable to acknowledge how such rationale
for excluding Amerasians perpetuated a history of racialized exclusion
against mixed-race persons and people of Asian descent, the Carter
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administration based the majority of its criticism of McKinney’s bill
on two specific issues—the determination of American paternity and
the potential economic burden on American taxpayers. In each case,
McKinney struck back. Regarding paternity, the bill proposed the
creation of a review board to determine paternity claims using non-
traditional documentation, including government documents, photo-
graphs, letters, and/or proof of past financial support from the assumed
American father. To address fears that Amerasians would become eco-
nomic burdens, the bill required an American financial sponsor for
each Amerasian applicant. This stipulation, McKinney claimed, would
prevent Amerasians from becoming public charges.”? But the Carter
administration remained steadfast in its rejection of the bill. Rather
than viewing it as an opportunity to address the half-American chil-
dren born in Asia or to give credence to McKinney’s insistence of U.S.
responsibility, the administration dismissed the bill as a measure that
would unnecessarily increase the workload for 1Ns officials and place
an economic burden on American taxpayers.’? It maintained that the
oDP was the best solution to address all Southeast Asian refugees.

The administration’s position incited McKinney’s ire and he accused
the administration of using bureaucratic rather than humanitarian
eyes in its blatant rejection of the bill.”* It was a clear contradiction
of America’s fundamental inclusionary core, which underlay the na-
tion’s narrative of open shores and shelter for the plight of the less for-
tunate. Overlooking such an important piece of the American fabric
was especially problematic in this case, according to McKinney, be-
cause the Amerasian situation was “a problem caused by the citizens
of our Nation.”

The psBF also criticized the administration for its inaction on the
Amerasians. Between 1979 and 1981, executive director John Shade
sent numerous requests to President Carter inviting him to visit the
Buck House in Perkasie, Pennsylvania, and to live up to his reputation
as a humanitarian and a Christian by becoming the first president to
publicly acknowledge the Amerasian issue.”? Citing a busy schedule,
Carter did not accept Shade’s invitations. Shade also requested that
the DOD show the M*a™s*H episode to all new U.S. military arrivals
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to Asian posts, informing American soldiers of the potential conse-
quences of their actions. This request, too, never materialized. By Oc-
tober 1980, HR 3439 was dead.'”

The 1980 Refugee Act

Although the Carter administration fell short on the Amerasian is-
sue, they resurrected U.S. world leadership on refugee resettlement.
On March 17, 1980, in response to the overwhelming numbers of ref-
ugees coming to the United States and a year of political squabbling
over admissions numbers, quotas, and money, Congress passed the
1980 Refugee Act. As the first piece of U.S. legislation to address refu-
gees as distinct from other immigrants, this act formally recognized
that while immigrants left their homes willingly, refugees did not.”?*
Thirty-nine years after the United Nations defined refugees as anyone
“unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a
well-founded fear of being persecuted,” not just those fleeing commu-
nist regimes, the United States aligned itself with international law
and formalized the refugee admissions process. The 1980 Refugee Act
increased annual refugee admissions to fifty thousand, empowered
the president to exceed that limit in emergencies, included claims for
asylum, and established the Office of Refugee Resettlement in the De-
partment of Health and Human Services.'”” However, the act had little
effect on Amerasians, whose claims of persecution as a result of pater-
nity and illegitimacy failed to elicit any special consideration. They
continued to be grouped among all other Southeast Asian refugees.

Becoming American

As former California governor Ronald Reagan celebrated his victory
in the 1980 presidential election, increasing media coverage about the
half-American children in Vietnam inspired policymakers to take a
closer look. In his New York Times article “The Plight of the Children
Abandoned in Vietnam,” journalist Bill Kurtis reminded the Amer-
ican public that when America left Vietnam in 1975, it also left thou-
sands of American children behind. These “living reminders of the
war” now wandered the streets of Saigon, homeless, parentless, and
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hopeless.** After half a decade of insisting Amerasians were just anoth-
er population of Southeast Asian refugees, Kurtis’s work conjured up
notions of kinship and family. One American wrote President Reagan
in response to Kurtis’s article imploring the president to bring these
American children home: “We have a tremendous obligation in con-
science to these particular children, who are of our race and blood.”
Another American challenged Reagan’s inaction: “This is a moral is-
sue and your help is needed. Where do you stand?”'*

The emotion and sympathy evoked by the article proved complicat-
ed in an era defined by increasing social and economic conservatism
and anticommunist nationalism. The six to eight million immigrants
and 166,000 refugees living in the United States by 1980 strained the
U.S. economy at a time when there were seven million unemployed
Americans and an unemployment rate hovering at 7.1 percent.'> For
many Americans the nation’s immigration problem appeared to be
out of control, and demands for a more restrictive immigration pol-
icy clashed with the nation’s Cold War humanitarian ideal—to save
the world’s poor and persecuted from communist countries.

The challenge for the newly elected president was to honor the
American tradition of providing a beacon of hope to the world’s op-
pressed, hopeless, and poor while meeting the demands of the con-
servative political environment and his own Republican Party.'* The
arrival one year earlier of 125,000 Cuban refugees fleeing commu-
nism and thousands of Haitians fleeing persecution further compli-
cated Reagan’s charge. By the time he took office, what to do with
the tens of thousands of unsettled Cuban marielitos and Haitian ref-
ugees confined to U.S. prisons and military bases forced Reagan to
reconsider the porousness of U.S. borders, the expanded refugee ad-
missions from the 1980 Refugee Act, and the “changing face” of le-
gal immigration.* President Reagan addressed this challenge in his
1981 statement on U.S. Immigration and Refugee Policy by evoking
the “myth of universalism” that portrayed the nation as inclusive and
tolerant of outsiders: “We shall continue America’s tradition as a land
that welcomes peoples from other countries. . . . At the same time, we
must ensure adequate legal authority . . . to enable us, when sudden
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influxes of foreigners occur, to decide to whom we grant the status
of refugee or asylee.”*

Conclusion

As the nation entered a new era with new presidential leadership,
small yet significant steps of progress emerged in support for specific
Amerasian legislation. Although McKinney’s HR 3439 failed to pass in
Congress, the discussions it elicited over paternity, race, and respon-
sibility kept the Amerasians alive in the minds of U.S. policymakers
and humanitarians. While previous presidential administrations had
failed to accept them as an American responsibility, the Reagan ad-
ministration would do just that, emphasizing the nation’s efforts to
take paternal responsibility for its children by finally passing the 1982
Amerasian Immigration Act. Nevertheless, the Amerasian mixture
continued to confound U.S. lawmakers, resulting in a contradictory
policy. Even as they agreed to formally recognize Amerasians’ Amer-
ican paternity, they disagreed about what that meant and whether
Amerasians were in fact, American.
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Blood Politics

As the newly elected president Ronald Reagan entered the White
House in January 1981, Rep. Stewart McKinney brought the plight of
Amerasians once again to the House floor with the Amerasian Im-
migration Act (A1a).! Similar to its predecessor legislation, which had
floundered several years before, the A1A amended U.S. immigration
law to provide the tens of thousands of Amerasians in Southeast Asia
preferential immigration status, classifying them as the “children of
United States Citizens.” In order to qualify for the A1A, Amerasians
had to show proof of American paternity, obtain an American spon-
sor with guaranteed legal custody and financial responsibility for five
years, and separate from their Vietnamese family members, including
their mothers, who had to relinquish their parental rights.?

In his speech, McKinney urged House members to reconsider in-
cluding half-American children among the larger group of Southeast
Asian refugees. He again implored Congress to take responsibility
for its abandoned children in Vietnam and grant them citizenship,
and reminded members of the actions of other Western countries re-
garding their mixed-race war babies. As had many before him, McK-
inney pointed to the French, British, and Dutch, who had granted
“no-fault” citizenship to their Eurasian children while criticizing the
United States for ignoring its “bastard sons and daughters.” By virtue
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of parentage, McKinney reasoned, Amerasians who were being per-
secuted in Vietnam because of their American paternity should have
the right to immigrate and claim U.S. citizenship. “There is no argu-
ment,” McKinney explained “including all the ones expounded upon
by the administration, for this Nation to deny what has always been
its policy, that a child born of an American parent is an American
child—either parent, father, or mother.”

It was this understanding of the issue coupled with a hopeful inter-
pretation of U.S. citizenship law that motivated McKinney to frame
the A1A as an inclusionary policy that recognized Amerasians’ Amer-
ican paternity and welcomed them “home.” However, while the A1a
offered a pathway to naturalized citizenship through immigration, its
failure to grant Amerasians birthright U.S. citizenship reflected the
continued inability or unwillingness of U.S. policymakers to recon-
cile the Amerasian mixture of race and nation with the sex-based dis-
tinction in U.S. citizenship law. During the political process to pass
the A1A the same political and humanitarian actors who previously
advocated for changes to U.S. adoption, citizenship, and immigration
laws, including McKinney and the PsBF, expanded their base to incor-
porate a diverse array of advocates, including church leaders, mem-
bers of the media, and Vietnam veterans. Together, they took a more
aggressive approach in advocating that Amerasians were American
children. While continuing to condemn the sex-based distinction in
U.S. immigration law, they intensified their discourse regarding pa-
ternity and race to ascribe an American identity to Amerasians. Pro-
ponents specifically emphasized the race-making power of American
paternity to convince Americans that Amerasians were “our children”
in Vietnam.*

During the congressional debates over the a1a, disagreements about
paternity, race, and national responsibility for Amerasians put mem-
bers of Congress and the Reagan administration at odds. Those who
supported the A1A advocated for the recognition of Amerasians as
American children, American citizens, and an American responsibil-
ity. Their position reflected a historical appreciation for how the U.S.
presence in Asia had induced Asian immigration to the United States
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and a sense that citizenship is the true mark of belonging. Advocates
demanded that the U.S. government take responsibility for the con-
sequences of a war it had initiated. They also criticized the gendered
nature of U.S. citizenship law, targeting the sex-based distinction that
denied Amerasians citizenship.

In contrast, those in opposition to the AIA insisted that although
Amerasians were a tragic humanitarian consequence of the war, with-
out an identified American father to legitimate them they were not
American children and had no claim to U.S. citizenship. Their ob-
jections were also rooted in a longer history in the United States of
excluding Asians from immigration and citizenship and sought to
distance the nation from any culpability.” To justify their position,
opponents pointed to U.S. law, which they noted only granted citi-
zenship to persons born abroad whose U.S. citizen fathers claimed
them. Of course, this was the very point of the A1a. By defining Am-
erasians as persons “fathered by U.S. citizens,” the bill effectively as-
serted a claim of American paternity, legitimacy, and responsibility
for them. At the same time the A1A reinforced the position of its crit-
ics by creating a specific immigration category for Amerasians, thus
implying that Amerasians were “aliens, not citizens.”

Concerns about citizenship and responsibility loomed large for
Rep. McKinney and Amerasian supporters and advocates like Fa-
thers Alfred Keane and Alfred Carroll, both of whom worked with
Amerasians in South Korea. In his 1980 testimony before Congress,
Father Keane, a Maryknoll missionary who served as head of the St.
Vincent’s Home for Amerasian Children in South Korea, depicted
the injustices experienced by Amerasians in that country.” Without
Korean or American citizenship, Amerasians, he claimed, were state-
less. As the children of U.S. citizens, Father Keane explained, U.S. law
should grant Amerasians U.S. citizenship, which would facilitate an
American identity."

Thus the political process to pass the A1a into law put questions of
paternity, legitimacy, and responsibility on full display. As lawmakers
considered whether Amerasians were American children or Asian for-
eigners, they framed the debate within a discourse of blood politics."
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Immigrants and Refugees

President Reagan entered the White House with a clear conservative
domestic and Cold War foreign policy agenda. After blaming his pre-
decessors for “weakening” America, he committed his administration
to rebuilding the nation’s trust in its leaders, restoring America’s mili-
tary dominance, defeating communism, and healing the country after
the Vietnam War.” Reagan believed the U.S. defeat in Vietnam had
crippled the nation and he made the restoration of American pride
and patriotism a central focus of his presidential administration. His
aggressive anticommunist, anti-Soviet foreign policy resulted in the
largest peacetime increase in defense spending in history and a re-
newed focus on, and respect for, American military veterans.
Diverging from his predecessor’s humanitarian narrative that based
the nation’s greatness on its ability to save Southeast Asian refugees
from communism, Reagan focused his attention on reviving Ameri-
can exceptionalism through the redemption of U.S. soldiers and the
U.S. military. In 1981 he became the first U.S. president to mention
Vietnam in his inaugural address, situating the war effort within a
longer tradition of heroic military endeavors and wrapping “all Amer-
ican wars, and all the American soldiers who had died in those wars,
in a single flag of patriotism and sacrifice.”” Rather than ignoring
what was still a painful memory, Reagan commended Vietnam vet-
erans for their service and offered public praise for men and women
he described as honorable heroes and a war he identified as a “noble
cause.”™ Americans responded fervently to the new nationalism and
absorbed Reagan’s message through his words, commercial products,
and popular culture. Seeing an opportunity for profit, corporate exec-
utives placed a price tag on ideas and symbols that had once inspired
mass protest and dissent.” Chrysler incorporated patriotic images of
American flags and cowboys and an appropriately titled theme song,
“The Pride is Back,” into its advertising. Hollywood also contributed
full-screen patriotic imagery and military messaging with films like
Rambo: First Blood (1982), Missing in Action (1984), and Top Gun (1986),
each depicting the heroism and strength of U.S. soldiers involved in
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the Vietnam conflict.'e Reagan wanted more Americans to feel pride
in their service members and their country so he used rhetoric and
policies to perpetuate the notion of a strong nation with superior mil-
itary capabilities and noble soldiers.

However, racism and nativism also infiltrated this “rebirth of Amer-
ica and Americanism,” which historian Christian Appy describes as
“relentlessly upbeat” and optimistic.”” At the same time eager Ameri-
cans embraced the new nationalism and commenced what was now
a Cold War conflict with Vietnam, concerns about illegal immigra-
tion from developing countries compounded the difficulty of facing
the nation’s humanitarian responsibility toward Southeast Asian ref-
ugees. The growing overall presence of Black and brown newcomers
who were seen as taking American jobs, abusing welfare, and com-
mitting crimes led many Americans to believe the nation had lost
control of its borders. As a result, some citizens demanded a more re-
strictive immigration policy and a more selective method that would
save only certain kinds of refugees from communism. Writing about
these issues during the 1980s, political scientist Elizabeth Hull noted,
“Americans are beset with anxieties, for which aliens now, as in the
past, provide convenient scapegoats.”®

The growing anti-immigration sentiment proved especially prob-
lematic for refugees from Southeast Asia. By 1980 immigration re-
strictionists pointed to the waning public enthusiasm for those still
fleeing the region and the heavy financial burdens that resettlement
services imposed on taxpaying Americans and local governments.”
Some, including Rep. Frank J. Sensenbrenner (r-w1), wondered if the
aid could be sustained. “At a time when our unemployment rate is go-
ing up, when we are spending about $1 billion per year for refugee re-
settlement costs, the people of the United States are warm, they are
hospitable, but there is also a limit to how much we can afford at a
time of rampant inflation and deficit budgets.” Others, like Joseph
Sureck, the 1Ns district director in Hong Kong, argued that five years
after the war those coming to America were no longer refugees flee-
ing a “well-founded fear” of persecution as defined by the 1980 Refu-
gee Act, but rather “economic migrants” motivated by opportunity.”!
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Restrictionists like Sureck advocated replacing the nation’s open-door
policy with a “screen door” meant to police entrance into the country.?

At the same time, immigration proponents were making their case.
In 1981 the Select Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy
(scIrp) released its report on current U.S immigration law and prac-
tice, with recommendations for reform.* The commission reflected
the broad range of societal interests of its diverse membership, which
included lawmakers, business executives, labor leaders, and represen-
tatives from different ethnic groups. Although the report, U.S. Immi-
gration Policy and the National Interest, found illegal immigration to
be a serious problem, it concluded that legal immigration, including
refugee resettlement, was economically and socially beneficial to the
country. SCIRP suggested that, in spite of popular assumptions, mi-
grants and refugees from Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean
were particularly valuable, as they assimilated easily, worked hard,
and contributed to society. Legally admitting these groups on the ba-
sis of family reunification, job skills, and refugee status was, therefore,
in the national interest. Still, the American people seemed unmoved
by the findings. sCIRP chair and president of Notre Dame University
Father Theodore Hesburgh acknowledged the failure of the report to
change public opinion. “As a general rule,” Hesburgh observed, “the
American public . . . has been negative toward the admission of im-
migrants and refugees to the United States. . . . It is the most human
thing in the world to fear strangers.”*

However, the intent of the commission had always been politi-
cal and it did manage to motivate Congress toward immigration re-
form by addressing both the benefits of legal immigration and also
the consequences of illegal immigration. Decoupling legal and ille-
gal streams of migration allowed President Reagan to align his polit-
ical stance with his personal views shaped by his time in California,
where migrant labor drove much of the economy and informed a free-
market conservatism that leaned toward open borders to meet the la-
bor needs of big business. Reagan believed that immigrants benefited
the nation and also understood that reducing the number of Indochi-
nese refugees undermined his Cold War commitment to save those
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escaping communism and his vilification of communist Vietnam.>
A number of administration hard-liners, including Secretary of State
Alexander Haig and uN Ambassador Jeanne Kirkpatrick, agreed that
a generous refugee admissions policy strengthened the nation’s anti-
communist and anti-Vietnam stance.?

Regardless of the Reagan administration’s or SCIRP’s position on
immigrants and refugees, many Americans tended to embrace an un-
derstanding of America’s open-door policy that stressed the impor-
tance of assimilation and becoming Americanzzed. Unless immigrants
“want to learn to be Americans,” twenty-one-year-old Cindy Lane de-
clared to the Wall Street Journal, “they shouldn’t be here.”” Lane’s sen-
timent was common during the period, as questions of assimilation
and integration suffused the debates over immigrants and refugees.
It also reflected the nation’s efforts to grapple with what it meant to
be an American and what it meant to become one. These questions
now pervaded the congressional debates over the A1a and the nation’s
paternal responsibility for Amerasians.

The Debate

On November 17, 1981, members of the House of Representatives Sub-
committee on Immigration, Refugees, and International Law began
discussing two bills that addressed the immigration rights of illegiti-
mate children fathered by U.S. citizens abroad: HR 3405, introduced
by Rep. Barney Frank (D-mA), and the A1a. Frank’s bill challenged
the sex-based distinction in existing U.S. immigration law by seeking
to require illegitimate children born to foreign mothers abroad “to
acquire or transmit certain immigration benefits by reason of its re-
lationship with its natural father.”” The A1a also challenged the sex-
based distinction in U.S. law by providing those Amerasians without
paternal legitimation admission to America as “children of United
States Citizens.™

Among those in attendance were two of the A1A’s most ardent sup-
porters, Pat Schroeder (D-co), the first female congressional represen-
tative from Colorado, and the outspoken Frank. Elected to Congress in
1980 after an eight-year stint in the Massachusetts legislature, Frank, a
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New Jersey native and Harvard Law graduate, was a constant champi-
on of civil rights. In 1987, he would become the first openly gay mem-
ber of Congress. Frank strongly criticized the sex-based distinction in
U.S. citizenship law in which American mothers, but not fathers, au-
tomatically transmitted citizenship to their children. In practice, the
unequal and gendered application of the law assumes a role of paren-
tal responsibility and legal filiation between child and mother and an
absence of both between child and father. Frank believed this to be a
grave injustice. The law, he argued, ensured that American men, and
in the case of Amerasians, U.S. servicemen, faced no legal obligation
for the children they fathered with foreign girlfriends or lovers, and
their children had no legal grounds for citizenship. The parental re-
lationships, Frank argued, should receive equal treatment; therefore
the citizenship of its natural father should give any child the right to
all immigration benefits.”

Schroeder also took issue with the sex-based distinction and the
practice of paternal irresponsibility within the U.S. military. Raised in
a military family, she won election to the House of Representatives in
1972 as an anti-Vietnam War, pro-women’s rights candidate. One of
only fourteen women in the House, Schroeder was quickly versed in
challenging male-dominated institutions like Congress and the U.S.
military. She once told a congressional colleague who questioned her
ability to mother and govern that “I have a brain and a uterus and
I use both.” As the first woman on the Armed Services Committee,
Schroeder was active on military issues and dedicated her efforts to
improving and protecting the lives of military spouses and families.
She viewed the policies on Amerasians as the perfect example of an
irresponsible U.S. military that too often sacrificed the rights of wom-
en and families in war.”

Supporters of both bills joined Frank and Schroeder in criticiz-
ing the sex-based distinction in U.S. law, condemning how the law
contributed to military paternal irresponsibility. However, those in
opposition had their own concerns about tarnishing the redeemed
reputations of America’s “noble warriors,” while needlessly implicat-
ing individual U.S. soldiers, who had most likely moved on with their
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lives, as fathers.” Although there was no official political stance from
any specific U.S. veterans organization, large numbers of individual
Vietnam veterans feared passage of the bill and its legal implications
for fatherhood and child support. According to Greg Kane of the Viet-
nam Veterans of America, many veterans were petrified that “some
Amerasian kid” would knock on their door when they had their “fam-
ily all around them.” Proponents disregarded such concerns, insist-
ing that the A1a had no power to identify individual fathers or reunite
them with their Amerasian children.

More concerning for political opponents, however, was the fear
that such legislation would open a back door to fraud and more ille-
gal immigration. Government agencies, including the Immigration
and Naturalization Service, spoke out against the A1A expressing con-
cerns with changing U.S. laws. In response to Father Keane’s specific
request for U.S. citizenship for Amerasians, Leonel J. Castillo, a for-
mer INS commissioner, explained that three basic principles struc-
tured current immigration law—family unification, labor needs, and
political asylum. Since the U.S. government did not recognize Amer-
asians as American children, Amerasians, according to Castillo, “did
not fit into any of these principles.”

In its opposition to the A1a and in defense of its position that
Amerasians were not American children or a U.S. responsibility, the
Reagan administration, as had the Carter administration, pointed to
evidentiary problems inherent in verifying paternity for Amerasians
who lacked the documentation to prove paternity by blood.* Disre-
garding the reasons for the lack of evidence of paternity and dismiss-
ing suggestions of U.S. culpability because of its role in the war, the
administration argued that requirement of proof of paternity was ra-
tional and “based on a valid governmental interest in limiting fraud-
ulent alien entry into the United States on the basis of questionable
blood relationships.” Thus Frank’s bill concerned policymakers who
worried that it encouraged “unacceptable” foreigners to sneak into
the country illegally by exploiting American men as fake fathers or
persuading unrelated American male citizens to claim paternity. The
State and Justice departments also opposed the A1a. They pointed to

127



128 BLOOD POLITICS

the possibility of fraud inherent in the bill, the lack of probative evi-
dence, and the reality that there was no “natural father asserting pa-
ternity.”” The administration feared that because no father existed,
or at least there was no evidence to prove that one did, there was no
way in the AIA to legitimize any claim to paternity or prove an Am-
erasian was American.

The administration’s resistance to claiming Amerasians as Ameri-
can children is notable considering that their plight aligned nicely with
Reagan’s “selective embrace of refugees” fleeing communism and his
conservative ideas of family.”® But while Amerasians were exactly the
kind of refugees that fit into the administration’s anti-Communist for-
eign policy agenda, Reagan’s commitment to redeeming the actions
of the U.S. military and the reputations of American soldiers of the
Vietnam War made their family statuses more challenging.” While
Reagan espoused strong families as the key to American success, to
many Americans Amerasians stood as a continuing reminder of the
country’s failure in Vietnam: evidence of the immorality of U.S. sol-
diers, the nation’s abandonment of its allies, and the Communist vic-
tory. Hence, while the Reagan administration could have supported
the reunification of Amerasian children with their fathers by encour-
aging American men to take their paternal roles seriously, it was more
concerned with protecting their privacy and reputations.*

Both Frank and Schroeder quickly criticized the administration’s
hypocrisy toward family and responsibility and its assertion that the
A1A opened a back door to illegal immigration. Not only did both
members of Congress believe Amerasians to be American children,
the 14 included them in the previously established immigrant and
refugee admissions numbers under the United Nations” Orderly De-
parture Program, ensuring that they were not an additional burden
on the U.S. immigration system. Furthermore, Schroeder condemned
the irresponsibility of the administration, which she claimed endorsed
the proliferation of military babies.* Still, the administration remained
adamant in its position that without scientific evidence there could be
no proof that the fathers of Amerasians were in fact American. There-
fore, it argued, both bills simply encouraged illegal immigration.*
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The insistence that only scientific evidence could prove paternity
and determine nationality seemed odd to many A1A supporters, es-
pecially in light of the physical and undeniable proof visible on the
very bodies of the population in question. Disregarding the reality
that not all Amerasians had clearly defined “American” looks, pro-
ponents continued to assert that by merely examining the features of
Amerasians anyone could easily read their paternity and thus their
claim to citizenship. In fact, it was what Amerasians looked like that
initially captured the sympathy of American humanitarians and pol-
icymakers. In addition to the numerous photographs that appeared
in reputable media sources, including the New York Times, the Reagan
administration’s acknowledgment of the large U.S. military presence
in Vietnam during the war and its own recognition that Amerasians
faced discrimination due to their American paternity seemed to un-
dermine its argument.®

Clearly troubled by the administration’s position, Schroeder remind-
ed Congress that no such problem of proof existed in Asia, where the
ability to identify Amerasians as American had resulted in their sub-
jection to tremendous discrimination.* Testimony from John Shade,
Father Keane, and former State Department and Americans for In-
ternational Aid employees affirmed Schroeder’s claim. “There is no
problem in identifying the Amerasians; for example their hair, eyes,
color of skin, facial features and other characteristics are evident,” re-
tired State Department employee Henry Sandri explained.® Frank
and Schroeder believed it to be nonsensical for the Reagan adminis-
tration to acknowledge that the discrimination Amerasians suffered
in their birth countries was a direct result of their American looks
while simultaneously denying their American paternity.

Frank aggressively challenged the requirement of scientific evidence,
asserting that the heart of the problem for the Reagan administration
was one of race, racism, and race mixture. Its real concern, according
to Frank, was not that the children fathered by European or Australian
men would sneak into the country illegally, but that the children of
Asian mothers would.* In other words, Frank surmised that the Rea-
gan administration, while agreeing that the physical characteristics
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of Amerasians made them American, simultaneously deemed them
Asian and therefore non-American.”

Yet race and race-mixture were also problematic for Frank and
Schroeder. While both criticized the Reagan administration for its
apparent racialization of Amerasians as Asian because of how they
looked, they employed the same racial rationale to deem them Ameri-
can. In each case, the administration and Congress conflated race and
nation. This was troubling because both sides depended upon subjec-
tive, preconceived, and racialized notions of what an American and
what a non-American actually looked like. In this case, the American
looked Black or white and the non-American looked Asian. Almost
a decade earlier Dr. James R. Dumpson, dean of the School of Social
Service at Fordham University and a member of the Edward Kenne-
dy Study Mission to South Vietnam, discussed the rationale behind
assumptions of race and nationality for Amerasians. Considering the
composition of the U.S. military forces in Vietnam during the war,
Dumpson argued it was logical to assume that white or Black Ameri-
cans fathered the majority of Amerasians.* However, Dumpson also
pointed to the limitations of American racial categories, explaining,
“I think we are so accustomed in our country to say white and black,
that we forget that we have other ethnic groups too. I am sure some of
those children [Amerasians] were fathered by Puerto Ricans or Asian
Americans. When we say black, we mean nonwhite.™

Despite the reality of the heterogeneity of the U.S. population and
the issues with grouping all nonwhite persons as Black and conflating
race and nationality, legislators focused their discussion of American-
ness on those Amerasians they deemed to be Black or white. They ex-
cluded Amerasians with Latin American or Asian American fathers
and those whose looks they found more difficult to identify.** Conse-
quently, the arguments of both Frank and Schroeder and the Reagan
administration shared a racial rationale rooted in the longer history
of racial relegation, exclusion, and othering of mixed-race persons in
America. Each side simultaneously used race as evidence of filiation
and difference.

As Representative Frank pressured legislators to produce a solution
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for the evidentiary problem, the Reagan administration, wanting to
deny Frank’s accusations of racism, introduced the blood test. Known
today as the DNA test, it was in its infancy in 1981. Nevertheless, the
administration claimed that by examining the antigens in the blood,
it could determine whether an individual was American.” Such a
blood test, it argued, would be useful in scientifically determining
the individual father, and in cases where there was no father avail-
able to test, the blood of the child could determine in which part of
the world the child originated.’> According to Cornelius Scully, the
director of the Office of Legislation, Regulations and Advisory Assis-
tance in the Bureau of Consular Affairs, the test could tell if “an in-
dividual who now lives in Seoul was fathered by an American rather
than by a Frenchman or rather than by a Moroccan, or rather than
by somebody else.”* The test, the administration posited, was so spe-
cific that it “may be able to differentiate between a Kentuckian and a
New Jersyite.”* Documents later submitted by the Center for Disease
and Control (cpc) quickly disproved the administration’s claims that
a blood test could determine whether or not someone was American.*
However, the nature of the assertion, the impending debate surround-
ing it, and the shocking failure of Frank or Schroeder to question the
validity of such a blood test reeked of an outdated and troubling ra-
cial ideology. The underlying assumption that people have different
kinds of blood and the assertion that blood can determine nation-
ality was extraordinarily misguided. Such claims, reminiscent of the
controversial notion of blood quantum, revived the arguments of
early twentieth-century eugenicists who warned against miscegena-
tion as leading to racial degeneration.’ Fundamentally, these discus-
sions reveal how thoroughly a racialized ideology continued to shape
the ways U.S. leaders understood and structured national identity.”

The Priest and the Missionary

As lawmakers debated the racial relevance of Amerasians and their
claims of paternity, a number of humanitarian actors pressured legis-
lators to accept a national paternal responsibility for the “American”
children abandoned in Vietnam. From his office at Gonzaga University
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in Spokane, Washington, Father Alfred Carroll, the head of the Kore-
an Amerasian Program, initiated a massive congressional letter writ-
ing campaign in effort to gain political support for the A1a.% Including
a passionate plea to President Reagan, Carroll appealed to notions of
nation and family. “I beg of you” Carroll implored, “to support this
legislation which will allow these youngsters the rights of their pa-
ternal heritage. These youngsters who . . . have the virtues to become
good Americans.” Carroll also wrote Rep. Walter Fauntroy (D-Dc) a
founding member and chairman of the Congressional Black Caucus.
To Fauntroy, Father Carroll conveyed a message of transnational racial
kinship, explaining the necessity of his support and that of the cBc for
Amerasians, who he claimed in “many cases were black children.”

In 2013, some thirty-four years later, the life and light in Father Car-
roll’s big brown eyes remained vibrant as he discussed the beloved
program he developed in 1975.° Carroll’s wide, mischievous smile
deceived the lines of age and wisdom that danced across his face and
the frail body that frustrated him with the unavoidable limitations
of its eighty-four-year-old frame. “Inspired by God” while watching
Saigon fall to the Communists in April 1975, Father Carroll initiated
the Vietnamese Program to provide Vietnamese refugees filling the
resettlement camps in Washington state with scholarships to Gonza-
ga University.*

In 1979 Father Carroll turned his attention and mission to Amer-
asians in South Korea after psychology professor and counselor Jo-
seph Moisan asked for his assistance in obtaining a scholarship for an
Amerasian student his family planned to host. According to Carroll,
Moisan explained that coming to America and attending school was
the only way this young Amerasian man “could be in contact with
his father’s heritage, learn English, [and] gain a superior education.”?
Father Carroll agreed to pray about Moisan’s request and the “misery
of Amerasians, the moral responsibility of Americans, and the need
to cooperate with the goodness of Mr. Moisan.”

By 1980 Father Carroll had become a champion of the Amerasian
cause. Partnering with Father Alfred Keane, he labored to bring other
Korean Amerasian “sons and daughters” of American citizens “home.”*
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Keane, by then the director of Amerasian affairs for Americans for
International Aid, was a leading figure in the push for transnational
adoption, believing it to be the best solution, especially for younger
Amerasians. Although he had lived in Asia since 1958, Father Keane’s
first introduction to Amerasians did not occur until Christmas Eve,
1970, when he noticed a group of children described by his parishio-
ners as the “outcasts,” warming themselves at a stove near the back
of his chapel. Moved by the problems facing the children because of
their “American faces,” Father Keane took up the cause of South Ko-
rea’s large Amerasian population.® In 1979 he lobbied relentlessly for
McKinney’s HR 3439, calling on over twenty-five congressmen to sup-
port the bill. Like Father Carroll, a fundamental belief in family, na-
tion, and faith drove Keane’s activism for Amerasians, who both priests
believed were American children and American citizens who should
have the “right to come home.”™¢ In fact, according to Father Carroll,
the initial efforts of both men focused on pressuring policymakers to
grant Amerasians U.S. citizenship. It made sense, he explained, that
the children of American citizen fathers would be American citizens.
However, the growing economic and social concerns over foreigners
coming to America during the Reagan era ensured that citizenship
was unlikely. Congress, Carroll explained, “wouldn’t have anything
to do with it.”

Five years after the Vietnam War, members of Congress contin-
ued to hear the discontent and, sometimes, racism in opposition to
Vietnamese immigrants and refugees. Illustrative of this sentiment
were the comments of one concerned couple from Greenwich, Con-
necticut, who wrote to their congressman Stewart McKinney that
the Vietnamese immigrants were not “of the same caliber of the im-
migrants of the early 1900’s [szc] who sought freedom and had pride
in themselves to work and provide for themselves. They sought no
financial aid—quite a comparison to what these immigrants are de-
manding today.”® More hostile complaints cited the tax burden and
unemployment that accompanied refugees and pointed to their con-
nection to the war. One angry American described his position to the
New York Times: “These people didn’t have the guts to fight for their
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own country. They are lazy, corrupt and cowardly . . . and they breed
like flies . . . we have too many Orientals now. We are losing our na-
tional character.” Father Carroll received numerous letters express-
ing similar sentiments compounded by economic angst and vitriol
toward Amerasians specifically. “Haven’t you heard of unemployment
in this country?” asked one anonymous writer. “Who is going to sup-
port these bastards?” Another threatened, “We are going to send every
Asian brat right back where they came from, and you with them . . .
we’re going to rid the country of foreign trash.””

Despite such resentment, Father Carroll and Father Keane contin-
ued to advocate U.S. citizenship for Amerasians. They understood that
the patrilineal culture of many Asian countries, including South Ko-
rea and Vietnam, necessitated paternal legitimacy, and that “in Asia,
the children belong to their father.”” For those Amerasians abandoned
by or unknown to their individual American father, the curse of il-
legitimacy meant the absence of identity through name, nationality,
ancestry, and family, all of which directly determined access to edu-
cation, marriage, and jobs.”? In daily life, illegitimacy made them vic-
tims of abuse, harassment, and exclusion; in Korea they were marked
as the ai-ee-no-koo, “person who belongs to no one,” and in Vietnam as
“half breed” or the “dust of life.””” In Vietnam the association of Am-
erasians with the war further complicated their existence. Although
Amerasians did have Vietnamese citizenship, Vietnam officials consid-
ered them the “children of the enemy” and insisted the United States
take its children home.”

Fathers Keane and Carroll agreed. They believed that U.S. leaders
could alleviate the consequences of illegitimacy for Amerasians by tak-
ing national paternal responsibility and granting them U.S. citizen-
ship.” “All we really need,” Keane explained, was for the “American
government to admit the truth. These are children of U.S. citizens,
their own flesh and blood. But if we get the government to say that,
what it means is that these children will have a category . . . by which
they would be able to immigrate to the United States.” In fact, Fa-
ther Keane spent much of 1980 and 1981 on Capitol Hill unsuccessful-
ly lobbying lawmakers to grant Amerasians citizenship. After having
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his efforts rejected by lawmakers uninterested in even discussing it,
however, Keane accepted that they were fighting a losing battle.” Frus-
trated with the failure of U.S. leaders to accept a collective paternal
responsibility and cognizant of the challenges facing a push for citi-
zenship, both men focused their efforts on the more attainable goal
of passing the A1A. At every chance, however, Keane and Carroll em-
phasized Amerasians’ Americanness and reminded policymakers that
Amerasians “are children of U.S. citizens.””® Their hope was to con-
vince legislators who viewed them as Asian children or foreign im-
migrants that they were in fact American.

The Flight Attendant and the Humanitarian

In the mid 1980s Christian motivational speaker Zig Ziglar described
Jodie Darragh as a typical middle-class mother and homemaker: smart,
pretty, compassionate, and energetic.” As a stewardess for Eastern Air-
lines during the 1970s, Darragh witnessed the miserable conditions
of the Amerasian children in Vietnam while volunteering to chap-
erone Vietnamese and Amerasian orphans to the United States for
adoption. As with Fathers Carroll and Keane, faith inspired Darragh
to act on behalf of the children and she believed that rescuing them
from the dire conditions in Vietnam was “God’s work.” In 1974 Dar-
ragh expressed her own desire to adopt a Vietnamese girl whose moth-
er had abandoned her to the An Lac orphanage in Saigon and whose
Vietnamese father refused to relinquish his child. “The father loves
his little girl,” explained Darragh, “still I wish we could buy her lit-
tle dresses.”! In 1975 she and her husband Richard “Dick” Darragh, a
ticket office manager for Eastern Airlines, founded Americans for In-
ternational Aid, an international volunteer agency based in Marietta,
Georgia. Through this organization volunteer flight attendants used
their free travel passes to fly “mercy missions” to escort children from
developing countries like Vietnam to adoption agencies, relief mis-
sions, hospitals, and American families awaiting the chance to adopt.®
During Operation Babylift, Darragh played a critical and controversial
role in the mass evacuation of Vietnamese and Amerasian orphans,
many of whom lawsuits would later reveal were not orphans at all.*’
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Still, Darragh believed that her actions were righteous as she and Dick
continued to dedicate their lives to “serving, and saving, children.”*

Arguably, Darragh’s most important role was uniting the efforts of
political and nonpolitical advocates on the Amerasian issue. In 1973
Darragh first brought the Amerasians to the attention of future sen-
ator and eventual cosponsor of the A1A Jeremiah Denton. Shortly af-
ter, Darragh met Father Keane, whom she appointed as the director
of Amerasian affairs for Americans for International Aid in 1978. In
1979 she allied her organization with the PSBF to support McKinney’s
United States—Asian Immigration Act, and in 1981 and 1982 Darragh
lobbied on behalf of the A1a and supported granting citizenship to
Amerasians. Amerasians, she insisted, “are humans who deserve all
the rights U.S. citizenship can afford them.” During the Reagan ad-
ministration, Darragh proved a reliable Amerasian proponent and a
fierce ally of Representative McKinney. She testified before Congress
in support of the A1a and all of its subsequent proposed revisions and
proved an effective and sympathetic spokesperson able to keep the is-
sue in the public eye.®*

From the PsBF headquarters in Perkasie, Pennsylvania, executive
director John Shade described the failure to grant Amerasians U.S.
citizenship as a “human rights violation” perpetrated by an irrespon-
sible U.S. military.*” During his tenure at the foundation, Shade con-
tributed an aggressive humanitarian voice in support of the a1a. He
characterized America’s previous failures to take responsibility for Am-
erasians through more reasonable adoption policies and the granting
of U.S. citizenship to be a bipartisan legislative failure of epic propor-
tions. In 1981 Shade publicly criticized the nation’s problematic his-
tory of producing mixed-race GI babies in Asia beginning with the
Filipino mestizos in 1898. Like many Amerasian supporters, he of-
ten compared the Americans unfavorably to the French in their han-
dling of the issue. Shade was also unapologetically critical of what he
termed “U.S. military birth control”—the nonfraternization policies
that overlooked brothels and the military practice of discouraging ser-
vicemen from marrying Asian women and quickly removing or re-
turning home those soldiers who desired to do so. “America,” Shade
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argued, “cannot continue fathering thousands upon thousands of
mixed-race children each year and abandoning them when they see
life.”* It was not, however, just the military that drew Shade’s wrath;
it was the way the military policies and practices worked in tandem
with the sex-based distinction in U.S. citizenship law. Together, Shade
argued, the laws allowed U.S. officials to ignore the half-American off-
spring fathered by U.S. servicemen, whom he described as “the flesh
of our flesh and the blood of our blood.”™

For Shade, the Amerasian issue incorporated three major concerns—
fatherlessness, race, and age. In accord with Fathers Keane and Car-
roll, Shade contended that the absence of the father was the key to
Amerasians’ plight since children without fathers in Asian societies
do not legally exist. Race compounded fatherlessness and illegitima-
cy as it often made Amerasians easy to identify, visibly disrupting the
largely homogenous Asian societies in which they lived. Amerasians,
Shade explained, “represent disorder in an otherwise ordered world.™®
In Vietnam, Shade claimed, “an uncomfortable memory of war” fur-
ther complicated the Amerasian existence. The Socialist Republic of
Vietnam does not recognize the children of its former enemy as cit-
izens, Shade claimed, and thus Amerasians exist as “non-persons,”
lacking even the basic provisions of life.”"

Although Shade believed that Amerasians were half-Americans
and “half-Americans are Americans,” he also noted that the rapidly
maturing population of Amerasians in Vietnam required urgent ac-
tion.”? At the same time that Amerasians grew into their “American”
features, making their paternity undeniable, age transformed Amera-
sians from innocent children into troublesome teenagers. Sympathet-
ic Americans committed to saving helpless children from Vietnam
ironically had little interest in rescuing young adults. The older they
became, the less adoptable Amerasians were and the more difficult it
would be for Americans to accept the notion that these children de-
served citizenship. As the New York Times reported in July 1982, “time
is running out for America to claim its children. They will always, in-
delibly, be American. They will not long remain children.”* Further-
more, Amerasians who had already reached adolescence could now
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recognize their own racial differences and the resulting discrimination
and social exclusion. The consequences of illegitimacy, Shade argued,
already gripped many Amerasians as they “understand their origins
and know that acceptance and integration within their Asian home
countries will be slow and hard coming.”™* In her study of Vietnamese
Amerasians, psychologist Joyce Anis found that most Amerasians be-
came aware of their mixed identities between six and fourteen years
of age. Many recognized their phenotypic differences of skin color,
facial features, and hair along with the absence of their biological fa-
thers through the harsh words and hard punches of family members
and classmates.” One Amerasian girl became aware that her eye shape,
hair color, and skin tone were different from her classmates only after
they began to tease her: “Maybe 7 or 8 years old they started calling
me half breed, you know, and then I realized oh I have a Vietnamese
mother and American soldier father. And my face was different, you
know, my nose was higher because over there most people have a flat-
ter nose, their eyes are smaller and I have bigger eyes.”

Understanding the harm caused by Amerasians’ awareness of their
Americanness, Shade remained adamant that U.S. policymakers grant
them citizenship. He believed it illogical that they even be in the same
discussions with immigrants and refugees considering they were the
children of American fathers. Because Amerasians are American, Shade
exclaimed in 1981, they ““have more right to be citizens of this coun-
try than Cubans and Haitians.”” In his testimony before Congress
regarding the proposed A1a in November 1981, Shade continued to
assert that Amerasians were American citizens. By recognizing them
as children of American fathers and on that basis expediting their
departure to the United States, the A1, Shade claimed, was “in line
with the traditional formal U.S. Government position that basic hu-
man rights are obligations owed by all governments to its citizens.™*
As with Fathers Carroll and Keane before him, Shade too found his
demands for citizenship largely ignored by U.S. policymakers unwill-
ing or unable to fully embrace Amerasians as Americans. Still, Shade’s
vocal dedication to the Amerasians on behalf of the PsBF would prove
central to the passage of the A1A.
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Rep. Stewart McKinney first met the Darraghs and Father Keane in
1978. They shared a personal sense of responsibility for a population
they understood to exist only as the result of U.S. foreign policy and
war. In his 1982 testimony before the Senate Judiciary Committee in
support of the A1A, McKinney expressed his frustration with the di-
rection of the debates, “I have a difficult time after all these years even
using the word ‘immigration’ in the same sentence with these [Amera-
sian] children. In essence, these are not immigrants. These are American
children.” McKinney’s Republican colleague in the Senate, Jeremiah
Denton (R-AL), a Vietnam veteran and former prisoner of war, cospon-
sored the A1a with McKinney. A native of Mobile, Alabama, Denton
attended the U.S. Naval Academy and earned a graduate degree from
George Washington University in 1964 before deploying to Vietnam.
In July 1965, after only one month of flying combat missions in the
Vietnam War, enemy forces shot down Denton’s plane and captured
him. Over the next seven years Denton’s North Vietnamese captors
starved, tortured, and beat him. On May 17, 1966, Denton managed
a small retribution after blinking the word T-0-R-T-U-R-E in Morse
code during a North Vietnamese propaganda interview to a horrified
American television audience. When asked about American war atroc-
ities in that same interview, a defiant Denton replied, “I don’t know
what is happening in Vietnam because the only news sources I have
are North Vietnamese. But whatever the position of my government
is, I believe in it, I support it, and I will support it as long as I live.”®

After almost a decade as a Pow, Denton finally found himself on a
flight home in 1973 as part of Operation Homecoming.' Serendipi-
tously, airline stewardess Jodie Darragh accompanied him."*? Perhaps
in the midst of friendly conversation Darragh described to Denton
her experiences transporting Vietnam War orphans to America and
she spoke specifically of Amerasians. Although Denton was primari-
ly concerned at that time with his own reintegration into American
society, over the next decade Darragh and Americans for Internation-
al Aid kept him informed about the Amerasians.™*
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After his election to the U.S. Senate in 1981, the devout Catholic,
right-wing conservative, and father of seven became the first Repub-
lican from Alabama elected to the U.S. Senate since Reconstruction.
Denton gained a reputation in Washington for his passionate com-
mitment to restoring morality to the nation with a specific focus on
children, teenage chastity, adoption, and the preservation of the nu-
clear family. The pro-life proponent committed much of his agenda
to preserving and protecting the lives of children. He was a strong
advocate for the Head Start programs and for promoting adoption
as an alternative to abortion among teenage mothers. In 1981 Ron-
ald Reagan signed Denton’s Adolescent Family Life Act into law, en-
couraging voluntary and confidential adoption options for pregnant
teenagers. That same year Denton held hearings as the chair of the
Subcommittee on Aging, Family, and Human Services on incentiv-
izing American families to adopt infants and special needs children,
including racial minorities.™

As senator, Denton also remembered the Amerasians. He spoke
again to his old acquaintance Darragh, who introduced him to Fa-
ther Keane, whose faith-based work and focus on family she knew
would spark Denton’s interest.'® As a war veteran, Denton knew that
the problem of illegitimately fathered children overseas was real. It
was an issue of morality, family, and faith. Like McKinney, Denton
vehemently believed in the nation’s moral responsibility and pater-
nal obligation to Amerasians. For these reasons he agreed to partner
with his House colleague to cosponsor the A1A. Amerasians, Denton
explained, “must not be abandoned by this Nation as they were aban-
doned by their fathers.” It was time, Denton strongly believed, for
America to “bring these children home.”"”

Although Denton’s commitment to Amerasians reflected a political
career dedicated to “caring about the born,” his biggest contribution
to the A1A was his support for the Reagan administration’s insistence
on amending the language of the bill regarding the fathers. Seven
months removed from the fiery exchanges in the House over “looks”
and “blood” and having had its evidentiary argument for blood tests
debunked, the Reagan administration refocused its resistance to the



BLOOD POLITICS

AIA on protecting veterans and the nation’s reputation from the im-
plications of paternity. Specifically, the administration opposed the
House version of the bill because it identified the presumed father as
an active member of the U.S. military. Denton suggested a more gen-
eral definition that would affect a broader population of Amerasians—
replacing the military requirement for paternity with the less specific
“U.S. citizen.”®

The esteemed member of the Veteran’s Affairs Committee clearly
spoke for many of his military brethren concerned with protecting the
individual identities of American servicemen and the image of the U.S.
military and Vietnam veterans in particular as he reminded the Sen-
ate that the fathers of many Amerasians were nonmilitary and non-
governmental personnel.'”” Denton’s claims certainly aligned with the
beliefs of the administration, whose main concern, according to U.S.
ambassador and assistant secretary for consular affairs Diego Asencio,
was the requirement that the father was a “member of the U.S. Armed
Forces at the time of conception.”® Despite McKinney’s attempt to
clarify that the A1a did not make any effort to “identify the actual fa-
ther” but only to establish that the child had a U.S. citizen father, the
administration remained adamant that civilian U.S. citizens fathered
“substantial numbers of these children.” In order for the administra-
tion to support the bill, they argued that the language must change.!!

No longer concerned apparently with fraud and immigration, the
administration carefully centered its position on the bill around pro-
tecting the image of U.S. servicemen abroad and, in turn, maintain-
ing a policy of irresponsibility."> When asked by Sen. Alan Simpson
(R-WY) if the administration might consider a long-term solution to
the Amerasian problem given the continued presence of U.S. troops
in Asia, Ambassador Asencio replied with laughter, “I just can’t imag-
ine what that could be,” before continuing with the very vague, “I
think we would have to take the effects of stationing troops abroad
as a given, and adjust accordingly.”"* Simpson did not push for fur-
ther explanation.

Still, Denton’s sponsorship of the A1a placed the conservative poli-
tician in an unlikely alliance with a progressive media then generating

141



142 BLOOD POLITICS

American sympathy for Amerasians through television documenta-
ries, photographs, and stories. Even famed Washington Post political
columnist Mary McGrory, who previously blasted the Reagan adminis-
tration for its “shameful treatment” of Amerasians, commended Den-
ton for his commitment to the issue.'** Even so, Denton fell short of
supporting citizenship for Amerasians and used the term citizenship
much more cautiously than his political counterpart in the House.
Without specifically claiming that Amerasians deserved citizenship
and thereby fully recognizing them as American children, Denton did
advocate for their right to immigrate and live in the country of their
fathers where he believed they would have a better life. The a1a, Den-
ton claimed, would “give the Amerasian children the same immigra-
tion preference enjoyed by other children of American citizens” and
provide “these children of Americans the benefit of their birthright.”*

The Veterans and the Bui Doi

In December 1981 a “special edition” of Newsweek magazine brought
the challenges facing Vietnam veterans years removed from the war
to the attention of Americans. The article, soon to become a book,
profiled the men of Charlie Company and the enormous struggles
they experienced readjusting to American society after fighting a los-
ing war."¢ The article exposed the prevalence of alcoholism, addiction,
and suicide among Vietnam veterans and offered a tragic picture of
the enormous and long-lasting physical and psychological effects on
those who served and who returned home to an unsympathetic pub-
lic that did not honor them for their sacrifices.'”

In 1978 Vietnam veteran Bobby Muller, an intelligent, charismat-
ic, and tough-talking New Yorker, founded the Vietnam Veterans of
America (VVvA), an organization dedicated to assisting Vietnam veter-
ans and addressing the larger meaning of the Vietnam experience."*
Muller enlisted in the Marines in 1967 to avoid the draft and, in his own
words, to “prove his manhood.”” Eight months into his deployment,
Muller took a bullet to the chest that severed his spine, leaving him par-
alyzed from the chest down. He spent a year recovering at Kingsbridge
VA hospital in the Bronx, New York, where the horrendous conditions
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in the dilapidated and overcrowded facility motivated Muller to advo-
cate for Vietnam veterans.”® Under his leadership, the vva sought to
improve veterans’ benefits in education, counseling, health care, and
addressing the effects of Agent Orange. Muller also made it his mis-
sion to help veterans overcome the trauma of the war.

Although a number of other veterans’ groups also emerged to ad-
dress the unique challenges faced by Vietnam veterans, the vva soon
became the largest and most politically powerful.’? In 1981 the vva
had the necessary political leverage to help veterans become reconciled
to their experiences by returning to Vietnam."?? Despite the absence
of diplomatic relations between the two countries, Muller believed
that American and Vietnamese war veterans could find resolution on
shared issues, including Agent Orange and soldiers still missing in ac-
tion. The purpose, Muller explained, was “to relate to the Vietnamese
as people instead of relating to them as . . . g——s.”1%

In December of that year, Muller and three other combat vets flew
to Hanoi on the first of many trips of reconciliation. New York Times
reporter Bernie Weinraub accompanied the group. Weinraub wrote
a series of articles about the trip and on December 27, 1981, his fifth
report, “Tears as the Past Is Remembered,” described the “swarms of
begging half-American children” that surrounded the veterans ev-
ery time they left their hotel in Ho Chi Minh City." It also included
numerous photographs of “American-faced” children with the vva
veterans complete with captions that emphasized Amerasians’ “Ameri-
canness” and their desire to be American. One caption explained how
the children touched the arms of the veterans, “besieged them with
photographs and letters, struggled to speak English and gazed at the
four with awe.”? Weinraub framed the children as another tragedy of
the war, and his story caught the attention of Times publisher Arthur
Sulzberger, whose interest in the Amerasians led to a series of editori-
als. The publicity about Amerasians by such a reputable media source
increased public awareness and desire to help the half-American kids
on the streets of Vietnam.'>¢

The timing could not have been better. Weinraub’s article appeared
a month after the initial House hearings on the a1a. While those
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hearings revealed greater congressional support for the bill than McK-
inney’s 1979 legislation, the A1a seemed destined for failure as well be-
cause of the Reagan administration’s arguments regarding proof of
paternity, fraud, and blood tests. Unlike previous stories about Am-
erasians that focused on their victimization by the Vietnamese Com-
munists, Weinraub’s reports skillfully linked Amerasians directly to
American veterans and the United States, implying to readers that
Amerasians were American children. Just like the twenty-five hun-
dred U.S. servicemen missing from the war, Weinraub insinuated
Amerasians too, were Americans and the nation had a responsibility
to bring them home. At the same time, Weinraub shifted the blame
for Amerasians and their dire existence from the Vietnamese Com-
munists to an irresponsible U.S. government. It was not, the Times
reported in July 1982, that Vietnam will not let Amerasians out, but
that “America won’t let them in.”?

The vva took its second trip of reconciliation in May 1982. The
agenda for this trip included discussions with Vietnamese officials
concerning Amerasians, M1as, and the effects of Agent Orange. CBS
news reporter Mike Wallace joined the trip. Upon arriving in Ho Chi
Minh City, young Amerasian street kids surrounded Wallace and
the vva members, asking them if they were their fathers. Among
the group was one freckle-faced, hazel-eyed ten-year-old named Le
Van Minh whose clear “American face” and severe physical deformi-
ties captured Wallace’s attention. Likely because of his physical chal-
lenges, his “American” features, and his age, Minh’s Amerasian peers
often deliberately placed him in front of Western tourists and jour-
nalists. The more attention and sympathy they could garner from
foreigners, the more money they could make. Although Minh’s phys-
ical challenges were the result of polio, those who saw Minh often
wrongly assumed him to be the victim of Agent Orange poisoning,
which made him an even more tragic figure. Most people could not
stop staring at him.

Since the end of the Vietnam War the accounts of media outlets, hu-
manitarian organizations, and visitors contributed to the popular, but
often false, narrative that all Amerasians in Vietnam were abandoned,
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orphaned street children whose “American faces” marked them for
discrimination and marginalization.' In reality, while reports did val-
idate their marginalized status in Vietnamese society, the majority of
Amerasians in Vietnam were not homeless or orphans. A 1994 study
found that 75 percent of Amerasians surveyed identified their mother
or grandmother as their primary caretaker, and 8 percent lived with
adoptive parents.’”” However, repeated reports of half-American chil-
dren asking Western visitors “Are you my daddy?” strengthened as-
sumptions that Amerasians were orphaned and homeless.

Recognizing the domestic and geopolitical power of pity, U.S. and
Vietnamese officials reinforced the portrayal of Amerasians as home-
less and suffering war orphans but shifted the narrative in terms of
who was to blame."* Vietnam officials condemned the United States
for abandoning its children and promoted the Amerasians as just an-
other example of the hypocrisy of an American democracy that failed
to fulfill its international and humanitarian obligations. Vietnamese
leaders insinuated that just as the United States had Americanized the
war before deserting its South Vietnamese allies, U.S. soldiers had
Americanized and then abandoned their Amerasian children.'!

Seeking to move the conversation away from the sexual impropri-
eties of their soldiers abroad, members of Congress and the Reagan
administration presented the Amerasians as the persecuted orphan
victims of the evil Vietnamese Communists. By framing Amerasians
as a population the United States could save from communism rather
than one it irresponsibly reproduced, American leaders could enhance
the nation’s global humanitarian reputation and condemn commu-
nism and Vietnam.? The ability of Americans to personalize the
Amerasians and recognize them as both abandoned and American
children proved critical to the U.S. postwar narrative. Only by imag-
ining Amerasians as forsaken and ascribing them an American iden-
tity could the United States properly “save” them from communism.
As historian Laura Briggs writes, “an infant alone is a disturbing pic-
ture” that calls us to “pick the child up and comfort it if its parents
cannot be found.”

For their part, Amerasians begging on the streets of Saigon were
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also well versed in the power of story, and they invested fully in the
American narrative. Survival on the streets required a certain kind
of savvy, and Amerasians quickly discovered that the combination of
their “American” looks with their individual stories of abandonment
and abuse proved particularly effective at provoking an emotional
response from Westerners that equated to food, goods, and money.
By exploiting the lingering tensions of war and guilt and employing
the power of their paternity, some Amerasians perfected the art of
an emotional diplomacy critical to their survival. Those Amerasians
with clear “Western” features—blue eyes, blond hair, dark skin, afros,
freckles—were better equipped to acquire more goods from onlook-
ers.** Americans in particular soothed their guilt through giving, in
hopes that these tiny contributions might atone for their sins and of-
fer Amerasians some relief.

With “the personality and the physical situation to really be a tear
jerker for folks,” Le Van Minh proved a gifted diplomat.' vva leader
Greg Kane met Minh on numerous trips to Ho Chi Minh City and
observed him telling different versions of his personal story to sym-
pathetic Americans. After watching Minh and a younger Amerasian
change their stories for Mike Wallace who appeared taken by the tales,
Kane warned Wallace, “you know, this kid has eight different stories,
which story is he telling you?”*¢ Although the story that Minh told
was generally true, the details around his homelessness and his aban-
donment seemed to shift depending on the audience. When Minh
begged for money to feed his mother, stepfather, and brothers, he un-
derstood that he could provoke a more lucrative response from West-
erners by making himself an orphan who was first abandoned by his
American father and then rejected by his Vietnamese mother.'” At
times, Minh would falsely claim that his mother had died. However,
Kane admits that regardless of the stories they told, Amerasians were
“out on the street for one reason or another and Amerasian kids did
not get treated well.”** Such story-shifts by Minh and other Amera-
sians were central to their survival, an assertion of agency critical for
a population with very little power.

With his 1982 60 Minutes documentary “Honor Thy Children,”
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Wallace managed to capture the plight of Amerasians in Vietnam
along with an Emmy nomination. His report highlighted the trage-
dy of Amerasians’ abandonment and marginalization in Vietnam and
incited American sympathy and support for Amerasians at a critical
point for the a1A. Like Weinraub, however, Wallace did not blame
American fathers for deserting their children or Vietnam’s Commu-
nist government for persecuting them. Rather, he suggested that the
real culprit was the U.S. government. The Reagan administration, he
implied, prevented American veterans who wanted to father their chil-
dren from retrieving them from Vietnam. Perhaps taking a cue from
Reagan’s own revisionism that blamed inept U.S. civilian leadership
rather than an ineffective military for losing Vietnam, Wallace insin-
uated that the U.S government, not the American people, continued
to act inhumanely in Vietnam.”

To prove the point that the Amerasian problem was one of policy
rather than persons, Wallace presented evidence throughout the re-
port that Amerasians were, in fact, Americans and not Vietnamese.
He also profiled the frustrated efforts of two U.S. servicemen whose at-
tempts to retrieve their Amerasian children had been ignored by U.S.
officials, who insisted their children were not Americans. One boy,
he explained, claiming to be an American said “he felt like an Amer-
ican ... because he had an American father.” Vietnam veteran Roger
Bott appeared visibly frustrated with the U.S. government’s unwill-
ingness to assist in bringing his Amerasian son home. Bott also em-
phasized his child’s Americanness, explaining to Wallace, “It seems
the older he gets . . . the more American he looks.”#

Other veterans shared Bott’s resentment and likewise blamed the
Reagan administration for deliberately keeping their children in Viet-
nam. A few months prior to Wallace’s report, veteran Gary Tanous of
Washington State sent a handwritten plea to President Reagan to in-
tervene in bringing his Amerasian daughter, Jeanna Mare Tanous, to
America."! According to Tanous, Hanoi refused to grant his daugh-
ter an exit visa to leave Vietnam despite the fact that Tanous had le-
gitimated her through marriage, making her a U.S. citizen. Jeanna
even possessed a U.S. passport.' Months later, having never received
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a response from the president, an exasperated Tanous blamed Reagan
for his daughter’s situation and condemned the administration’s re-
fusal to recognize her as an American. “I have received absolutely no
cooperation from American authorities. They don’t want anything
to do with a Vietnamese and they keep reminding me that Jean Ma-
rie is half Vietnamese.”*

Wallace also interviewed John Shade, who continued to attack the
irresponsibility of U.S. leaders and implied that their failure to act on
behalf of Amerasians was criminal. According to Shade, regarding “the
children we fathered in wedlock and out of wedlock in Asia, we have
had a silent policy of child abandonment, because that’s what it is, it is
child abuse.”* Some Vietnamese mothers agreed. Between 1980 and
1982, numerous women wrote to U.S. officials asking for permission
for their Amerasian children to emigrate to the United States. One
mother implored all Americans to remember their offspring in Viet-
nam: “We hope you don’t forgetting We [sic] children orphans right
now living vN.”' During his report, Wallace described the numer-
ous Vietnamese mothers who gave letters and photographs to Western
journalists and tourists asking them to help their Amerasian children
leave Vietnam. When asked why she would allow her children to go to
the United States without her, one mother explained that in America,
they would have education, protection, and care.* Such pleas exposed
Vietnam’s indifference toward Amerasians and reminded Americans
that Amerasians in Vietnam were citizens without a state.'¥

In the closing moments of his show, amid an array of photographs
of “American-faced” Amerasian children, Wallace summed up the fu-
tile situation facing Amerasians in Vietnam for his audience. “Only a
handful of Amerasian children,” Wallace explained, “perhaps a doz-
en, have been able to immigrate to the United States from Vietnam.”
He reminded viewers that Vietnam was willing to release all Amera-
sians to the United States and that the A1a was currently under con-
sideration in Congress."*

“Honor Thy Children” aired on September 19, 1982, in the midst
of the final congressional debates over the A1A. For many American
viewers the report was a powerful visual reminder of America’s war
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in Vietnam and of the nation’s responsibility to the Amerasian chil-
dren. Surprisingly, Wallace did not profile Minh and his cameraman
failed to capture even his image. Still, Wallace reminded American
viewers that they had a responsibility to save Amerasians in Viet-
nam, which they could do by pressuring their congresspersons to
pass the Amerasian Immigration Act. One week later, Sen. Denton
referenced Wallace’s report in Congress. He reminded the members
of both the House and Senate of the public attention the television
program brought to the issue and its emphasis on passing the A1A in
the current congressional session. According to Denton, “With each
day that we delay, the Amerasian children who are our responsibility
because they are half American, are further away from escaping the
discrimination that is caused by their mixed heritage.”*

Amerasian advocates including Fathers Keane and Carroll and John
Shade also increased their pressure on Congress to pass the A1a. They
knew for the legislation to be successful Congress had to disassoci-
ate Amerasians from Asia and accept them as American children. Ac-
cordingly, while lobbying congressional representatives, Father Keane
deliberately stopped using the term “Amerasian” and instead referred
to the children as the “abandoned Americans left in Asia.” This was
a critical semantic shift that further served to ascribe Amerasians an
American identity. Congressmen McKinney and Denton followed in
Keane’s footsteps. In the June 1982 Senate hearings on the A1a, Sena-
tor Denton urged his colleagues to recognize Amerasians as Ameri-
cans, explaining that “the word ‘Amerasian,’ of course, derives its first
two syllables from ‘America.”

Their efforts appeared to pay off. On September 28, 1982, the A1a
unanimously passed the Senate, and Denton quickly urged House
members to consider the 60 Minutes report and to pass the A1a with-
out delay.’”> On October 1, 1982, the House did pass the A1a, but not
before amending the Senate version of the bill to protect Amerasians
from exploitation once in the United States.'* The amendments, ac-
cording to Sen. Ronald Mazzoli (R-KY), preserved “the spirit of the
bill” in recognizing Amerasians’ American paternity and offering im-
migration rights while eliminating potential problems."** The House
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version included safeguards to ensure the legitimacy of the sponsor-
ship process and required the involvement of the state child welfare
agencies and public and private agencies familiar with international
adoption and placement. It also directed the attorney general to file
regular reports regarding the bill and its effects on family separation
and dislocation.'s

Members of the House lauded the passage of the A1A as a bipar-
tisan victory and commended the efforts of McKinney, whom Rep.
Hamilton Fish Jr. (R-NY) labeled “the conscience of the Congress,” for
bringing the Amerasians to the forefront of public attention.”* McK-
inney credited “citizen supporters” for developing a “national lob-
bying network that would make many politicians jealous.”” As did
previous policies, and limited by the sex-based distinction in U.S. im-
migration and citizenship law, the A1a contributed a new framework
for how policymakers would approach contested identities of race and
nation, navigating between the national narrative of inclusivity and
the perennial concern for the security of U.S. borders. After years of
refusing to formally recognize Amerasians’ American paternity and
insisting that they were just like all other Vietnamese refugees, U.S.
policymakers now eagerly embraced Amerasians as “our children”
and the “forgotten sons and daughters of U.S. citizens.”* But while
they used an inclusionary discourse to describe Amerasians as Ameri-
cans, they declined to include citizenship in the bill, and thus excluded
them from the rights and privileges accorded to Americans. Further-
more, even after Congress passed the A1A, the Reagan administration
continued to insist that without evidentiary proof of their “American
blood,” Amerasians were not really American. Nonetheless, the A1a
served as formal recognition by the U.S. government of Amerasians’
American paternity and provided a pathway for some Amerasians to
immigrate to America.

Conclusion

The process of passing the A1a exposed how the racial and national
ambiguities in the Amerasian mixture vexed American understand-
ings of identity and belonging. By the time the A1A became law, a
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general consensus about Amerasians existed among U.S. policymak-
ers, humanitarians, and the American public. Amerasians were the
children of American fathers conceived as a result of the U.S. pres-
ence in the Vietnam War. Their American paternity subjected them
to abuse, discrimination, and exclusion in Vietnam. The majority of
them did not know their fathers and were therefore illegitimate. They
were largely poor, uneducated, and undernourished, and they were
getting older. They were one of the most tragic scars of the American
conflict in Vietnam.

Over the next three years, Amerasians in Vietnam would continue
to fall victim to diplomatic tensions between the United States and
Vietnam, hindering efforts at reconciliation. Both countries contin-
ued to politicize Amerasians to their own ends. Vietnam pointed to
the failure of the A14 to allow the mothers or relatives of Amerasian
children to immigrate with them to the United States and condemned
the absence of U.S. citizenship in the bill. The United States contin-
ued to condemn Vietnam’s discrimination against Amerasians as ev-
idence of the evils of communism.'” Each government blamed the
other for the program’s inefficiency and both ignored the effect on
the Amerasian children, victims of the entire process.'
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| Chapter Five

Window Dressing

President Reagan signed the Amerasian Immigration Act into law on
October 22, 1982, describing it as a reflection of American humani-
tarianism and a commitment to family reunification.! Representative
McKinney and Senator Denton joined Reagan at the signing ceremo-
ny along with Father Alfred Keane’s sister Judy and her two daugh-
ters, two Korean Amerasians sent by Father Carroll named Eddie Choi
and Jini Choi (unrelated), Jodie and Dick Darragh, and John Shade.
President Reagan deemed the A1a a “good and humane law.” He de-
clared it to be a “major step” in the national effort to meet its moral
responsibility to children who, “through no fault of their own,” have
“frequently lived in the most wretched of circumstances and often
have been ostracized in the lands of their birth.” The A14, he claimed,
would reunite “these children with those who will love and care for
them” and it “recognized the rightful claim of Amerasian children
to American citizenship.™

Three days after signing the a1a, President Reagan sent congrat-
ulatory letters to all of the major political actors involved in passing
the bill. He personally thanked Father Keane for bringing the “thou-
sands of children born in Asia to United States citizen fathers to the
attention of the American public and government.” He also specifi-
cally commended Senator Denton and Representative McKinney for



154 WINDOW DRESSING

their efforts on behalf of the Amerasian children, whom he described
as “forgotten by our laws, but not by our people.” The A14, Reagan re-
iterated, was “the first step toward welcoming these children home.™

Reagan’s warm words of belonging and acceptance, however, proved
misleading. The A1a did not welcome Amerasians “home” nor did it
reunite them with their American fathers or families. Although the
A1A did formally recognize Amerasians as “children of United States
citizens” and gave them immigration preference to the United States,
a number of limitations—financial requirements, family separation,
the absence of diplomatic relations with Vietnam—greatly restricted
the A1A’s effect. Furthermore, citizenship was not part of the bill. At
the same time Congress criticized Vietnam for denying Amerasians
the “dignity and rights of true citizenship” and for its treatment of
Amerasians as others, its own members refused to even discuss the is-
sue of citizenship in debating the bill. Such an omission ensured that
absent the legitimation of their individual American fathers, Amera-
sians were not legally American citizens.”

Between 1982 and 1986 the A1A failed to adequately address the Am-
erasian problem in Vietnam, proving more semantic than substantive.
Viewing the Amerasians as convenient and effective political tools in
its continuing Cold War conflict with Vietnam, the Reagan adminis-
tration subjugated the interests of Amerasians to other issues. Specifi-
cally it focused on the normalization of diplomatic relations between
the United States and Vietnam and the domestic debates over immi-
gration generally.

Legal Limitations

Amerasian advocates had applauded the signing of the A14 into law
as a positive step by the Reagan administration toward recognition
of national paternal responsibility. However, in addition to the exclu-
sion of citizenship, they criticized limitations in the legislation that de-
terred or disqualified Amerasians from applying. First, although the
AIA designated qualifying Amerasians as immigrants, only those who
had guaranteed financial support from an American family or private
charitable agency could benefit. Since most Amerasians neither knew
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an American family or agency willing to sponsor them nor had ac-
cess to the resources required to make such connections, this require-
ment effectively presented an insurmountable barrier to emigration.

Second, the A1A only allowed for Amerasians themselves to relo-
cate to the United States. It did not include their biological mother
or other family members, thus rendering it a policy of family separa-
tion. Critics argued that this omission contradicted the fundamental
tenets of an inclusive, humanitarian, and family-focused immigration
policy. It unnecessarily divided families and separated children from
their birth mothers. In 1982, the majority of Amerasians in Vietnam
were still children who would not or could not abandon their Viet-
namese families to immigrate. For Amerasian children to benefit from
the legislation, they had to leave their mothers, who were forced to
relinquish their parental rights, and move to a foreign country where
they did not speak the language or understand the culture. For those
Amerasians younger than eighteen who did immigrate to the Unit-
ed States but who did not have the benefit of adoption, the U.S. fos-
ter care system became their new home.*

Prior to its passage Vietnamese officials had voiced concerns over
the proposed requirement of family separation, viewing it as evidence
that U.S. policymakers were not really committed to cooperation on
the Amerasian issue. They emphasized that their willingness to assist
in expediting the departure process for Amerasians depended upon
America’s ability to keep families together.” Donald Colin, the head
of the U.S. Refugee Program responsible for the departure of Amera-
sians, summed up Vietnam’s position, saying Hanoi would not allow
Amerasian children to leave alone, and “they don’t intend to cooper-
ate if the mothers are split from their children.”

Some mothers of Amerasians felt equally strongly and demand-
ed that they, too, should be included in the bill. Many of the moth-
ers CBS reporter Mike Wallace interviewed in the spring of 1982 were
terrified of the prospect of sending their children to the United States
alone. When Wallace asked these mothers if they would let their Am-
erasian children go to America without them, one mother replied,
“No . .. the mother and the children go together.” Another mother
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gave a more emotional response, explaining, while on the verge of
tears, “He’s my only son.”

Once the A1A became law, many mothers feared being left behind.
One group of seven Vietnamese mothers wrote U.S. officials explain-
ing that because of their Amerasian children, they too were victims
of discrimination and abuse. They asked the U.S. government to “save
us out of the present miserable living” in Vietnam."” Nevertheless, the
Vietnamese government’s request and the mothers’ pleas had little ef-
fect. Instead, U.S. officials questioned the motives of Vietnam’s lead-
ers in seeking to include women in the A1A who were condemned as
prostitutes and traitors in Vietnam. Such a response further hindered
collaboration between the two governments, ensuring that the A1a
simply “cannot be made to work in Vietnam.”*

Notably, the exclusion of mothers and family members from the
A1A also reflected, ironically, the Reagan administration’s commitment
to “family values” and to winning the Cold War by remasculinizing
the nation." During his 1980 presidential campaign, Reagan, once di-
vorced and often described as having a “frosty” relationship with his
kids, embraced the family-values agenda of conservative evangelical
voters." In the post—Civil Rights era, white evangelicals held the pre-
vious decades of progress toward racial and gender equality responsi-
ble for degrading the country by destroying the family and specifically
upending the role of the father. The answer to the nation’s ills and
immorality, according to evangelist and leader of the Moral Majori-
ty Jerry Falwell, was the restoration of the white, nuclear, patriarchal
American family complete with a “breadwinning father, stay-athome
mother, and well-tended children.” Fathers, Falwell believed, should
be strong and powerful providers and leaders. Weak men, he preached,
“have weak homes, and children from these homes will probably grow
up to be weaker parents leading to even weaker homes.”” For many
Americans the man who cast himself in the image of an American
hero in the Oval Office and projected individual and national imag-
es of manliness embodied the qualities, values, and characteristics of
the traditional American father.” Hence, many white, evangelical vot-
ers viewed Reagan’s midwestern masculinity (credited to his Illinois
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roots), optimism, and staunch anticommunism as a paternal “sym-
bol of strength in troubled times.”"

The exclusion of the mothers from the A1A reinforced the patriar-
chal notions of family that informed the family-values agenda and also
upheld the sex-based distinction in U.S. immigration and citizenship
laws. Literally removing the mothers from the lives of their children
figuratively recentered American men in their traditional and patri-
archal role as fathers and emphasized the moral and paternal good-
ness of their efforts to save their children from Vietnam. According
to UNHCR officer Frank Poli, paternal preference was evident in the
power given the father by U.S. law to legitimate Amerasians and sub-
stantiate citizenship. By ignoring the fact that Amerasian children
“might want to bring their mom,” and forcing mothers to surrender
their parental rights and release their children to U.S. authorities, the
AIA legally severed the mother-child bond.>

Considering the failure of Congress and the Department of De-
fense to address the habit of U.S. troops fathering and abandoning
half-American children abroad, a policy of family separation seemed
especially problematic.’ Even Representative McKinney, the A1’ co-
sponsor, noted that one of its major flaws was that it failed to address
the continued fathering of children by American servicemen in Asia
and that it did not apply to children born after the passage of the act.”?
In light of the administration’s failure to address what he believed to
be the fundamental problem regarding Amerasians, the Pearl S. Buck
Foundation’s John Shade explained, “We must expect that such births
will occur, as nothing material has changed in Asia, considering the
deployment of nearly 200,000 U.S. troops in seven Asian locales. Such
is not conjecture; it is certainty.”

Critics were equally concerned that the absence of diplomatic re-
lations prevented the A1A’s implementation in Vietnam. Contrary to
the administration’s public praise of the A1A and the assurances that it
would bring Amerasians in Vietnam “home,” the administration clear-
ly understood the difficulty of implementing the A1A in Vietnam. One
week before the final Senate vote on the bill the president addressed
the issue in his daily press briefing. Included in his briefing memo
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regarding the legislation was the statement that the A1a “does not au-
tomatically benefit the Amerasians in Vietnam.”* The State Depart-
ment also communicated to Congress that although the A1a would
work in some countries, given the lack of diplomatic or consular re-
lations it could not be implemented in Vietnam.> Importantly, crit-
ics noted that even as Vietnam expressed an interest in compromising
over the A14, the Reagan administration refused. The administration
appeared to value maintaining a sense of conflict with Vietnam on
the Amerasian issue over finding a resolution. As Michael Nebeker,
Thailand director of the PsBF explained, “Congress wrote the bill as
if it were saying ‘Let’s make a nice gesture toward the Amerasians—
but don’t really let the bastards in.””¢ Over the course of its short life-
time, the limitations of the A1A severely inhibited it from facilitating
any mass immigration of Amerasians to the United States and had al-
most no effect in Vietnam. Indeed, after three years of implementa-
tion only 165 Amerasians immigrated to the United States under the
AIA, 156 from South Korea and only four from Vietnam.”
Amerasian advocates also voiced their consternation over the ex-
clusion of citizenship.” One month after the bill became law, John
Shade wrote to President Reagan, commending the A1A as a “mile-
stone” and “positive movement.”” However, he also asserted that the
denial of birthright citizenship to Amerasians was one of the A1’
most serious flaws. According to Shade the exclusion of citizenship
was inconsistent with legislation that defined Amerasians as the “chil-
dren of U.S. citizens.”™ The contradiction he posited was problematic
and likely arose from the administration’s politicization of the A1A as
a “humanitarian remedy” and part of the administration’s Cold War
agenda rather than an actual solution to the Amerasian situation.*
Other advocates noted that the A1a did provide those Amerasian
children adopted by American families or sponsored by U.S. citizens
an easier path to naturalization. However it ignored the majority of
Amerasians, who did not qualify for sponsorship or were too old for
adoption and too young for their mothers to send them to America
alone.” In addition, advocates deemed the requirement that an Am-
erasian child abandon its Vietnamese family in order to obtain U.S.
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citizenship “not afforded by birthright, but by a naturalization pro-
cess,” to be “unfair, unethical and morally wrong.”* Absent birthright
U.S. citizenship the A14 failed, according to Shade, to remedy the lives
of most Amerasians.** The a1 did nothing, Shade declared, to assist
in these cases.” Despite recognizing Amerasians’ American paterni-
ty, the A1A still deemed Amerasians not American enough to be citi-
zens.* Under the A1A Amerasians who desired to become American
citizens joined other foreign immigrants and refugees in the natural-
ization process, earning their citizenship through residency and pass-
ing the citizenship test. Despite their American paternity Amerasians
remained foreigners.

The Human Problems

Ronald Reagan was largely unconcerned by the criticisms of the A1a
and had little interest in addressing the legislation’s flaws. He assumed
office in 1981 riding a rising tide of American conservatism driven by
a weak U.S. economy and a shifting political landscape due to de-
mographic changes.” For the first time since 1954, conservatives con-
trolled the U.S. Senate, and defenders of the Vietnam War, including
Sen. Jeremiah Denton—the cosponsor of the Ata—replaced its crit-
ics in Congress. Like Reagan, Denton was promilitary and believed in
showing national strength through tough talk and action. He blamed
an inept U.S. government for the defeat in Vietnam and insisted that
America could have won the war had it “fought to win.” According
to his wife, Jane, Denton believed “you don’t get peace by losing re-
spect all over the world.”®

Key members of the Reagan administration also believed in gov-
erning through strength. During his confirmation hearing to become
secretary of state, General Alexander Haig told the Senate Commit-
tee on Foreign Relations that it was time “to shed the sackcloth and
ashes” the country had been wearing since the Vietnam War.” Sec-
retary of Defense Casper Weinberger defended the rebuilding of the
nation’s military forces as necessary to meet the “immediate and dan-
gerous threat posed by the Soviet Union” and help “erase some bad
memories of the Vietnam War.™°
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Reagan personally contributed to the escalation of the Cold War
through an aggressive anticommunist rhetoric that reminded Ameri-
cans that they were good and that communists were bad.* He believed
reviving rather than resolving the Cold War conflict with Vietnam
to be critical to restoring American strength and pride and destroy-
ing the “Vietnam syndrome” that still plagued the country.” Rea-
gan committed his administration to what would become known
as the Reagan Doctrine, a muscular anticommunist and anti-Soviet
foreign policy also intended to punish Vietnam.* As living evidence
of the dangers communism posed to Americans, or at least children
who looked like Americans, Amerasians were an important political
and Cold War diplomatic tool in America’s pursuit of a “war by oth-
er means” with Vietnam.*

While Reagan invested fully in the Reagan Doctrine, which depend-
ed on cutting taxes for the wealthy and increasing defense spending,
he struggled to convince the American people of his human side.
In fact, throughout his presidency the former New Deal Democrat
showed limited interest in the social issues that most directly affected
the lives of the American people. During his first term in office, Rea-
gan’s advisors continuously voiced their concerns about the president’s
humanitarian image, or lack thereof, and they believed the a1 could
offer the president a “win” with the American people. In 1982 Rea-
gan’s trusted advisor Lyn Nofziger sent a memo to White House staff-
ers explaining the importance of the A1a in convincing the American
public that Reagan worried about human issues, especially the plight
of children and families. “One of the President’s problems,” Nofziger
explained, “is that the public thinks he doesn’t care about people.”™
By supporting the A1a, President Reagan could show the American
public that in fact, he “cares a little bit about people.””

The “Great Communicator” had come honestly by his reputation
of not caring about people. By combining his family values agenda
with an aversion to big government, Reagan made it his mission to
dismantle the social welfare apparatus that he attributed to Lyndon
Johnson’s Great Society and that he deemed the primary cause of the
country’s economic struggles.* The massive tax cuts and increased
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defense spending that defined Reagan’s first term created an economic
prosperity that affected only a select few. It failed to “trickle down” to
the majority of Americans. Reaganomics proved disastrous for those
who depended on social welfare programs like Aid to Families with
Dependent Children.®

By the end of his first term, Reagan’s domestic policies had alien-
ated specific segments of the population and resulted in the tripling
of America’s debt, stagnant wages, and a growing and massive wealth
disparity. It also succeeded in creating the perception of a nation di-
vided into “tax payers and tax takers.” To mobilize popular support
against government assistance, the administration vilified the “takers”
as being poor women and racial minorities—the “welfare queen”—
convincing many voters that his human concern had a price tag and
a color.”

Democrats were quick to voice their opposition. They accused Rea-
gan of being insensitive to human problems and particularly tone deaf
on issues of racial equality, justice, and fairness. They pointed to his
long history of opposing civil rights and condemned his cuts to do-
mestic and social welfare programs, including food stamps. The Rea-
gan Revolution, Democrats argued, was largely an attack on America’s
poor families, women, children, and racial minorities. In stark con-
trast to the majority of white Americans, these groups saw Reagan as
“distant, cold and dangerously insensitive.”?

Thus, for an administration in need of showing a more compas-
sionate side, saving Amerasians from Vietnam by supporting the A1a
appeared a wise political calculation. Nofziger knew the images of
abandoned “American-faced” children in Vietnam and their stories of
abuse and discrimination would have a powerful impact on the Amer-
ican public. Americans saw the victimization of “American-faced” chil-
dren as more evidence of the evils of communism and an extension
of the American experience in the Vietnam War. By supporting the
AIA and “saving” Amerasians from Vietnam and from communism,
Reagan could remind Americans that U.S. intervention in Vietnam
remained benevolent, heroic, and necessary. Furthermore, it would
show that Reagan cared about Amerasians.” Indeed the beauty of the
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legislation for the Reagan administration was in the limitations and
contradictions. Officials could laud the A1A as a humanitarian success
and take credit for saving “American children” from Vietnam and
communism without any actual cost to the country.**

Normalizing a Diplomacy of the Dead

At the same time the Reagan administration claimed to be taking
responsibility for Amerasians through the a1a, Vietnamese officials
were increasingly agitated about the Amerasians. They viewed the
“American-faced” population to be a sore spot that brought unwanted
negative attention to Vietnam and caused problems within Vietnam-
ese society. As their participation on the A1a and the oDP previously
revealed, they also believed they could use the Amerasians as lever-
age for normalizing relations with the United States, perceived to be
necessary in order to revitalize Vietnam’s economy and secure its in-
ternational standing.%

While Vietnamese leaders appeared able to suppress their animosity
for their former enemy for the perceived good of the country, Ameri-
can leaders proved less gracious.* The Reagan administration had little
desire to normalize relations. Reagan’s anticommunist stance encour-
aged the continuation of the Cold War conflict with Vietnam. How-
ever, U.S. leaders could not deny diplomatic relations with Vietnam
outright. In an effort to toe the line, U.S. officials appeared willing
to reopen talks but insisted that a number of issues must be resolved
first—Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia, a full accounting of Amer-
ican M1As, and the release of reeducation camp prisoners and Amera-
sians.” In order to prove its willingness to meet U.S. demands, Vietnam
attempted to cooperate on each issue. Rather than rewarding Viet-
nam for its efforts, the Reagan administration moved the bar in an
effort to “bleed Vietnam white.”® Thus while the Reagan administra-
tion appeared to favor normalization, it prevented actual progress to-
ward it by blaming Vietnam for failing to do its part.”

This was the same approach the administration employed with
the A1A. It praised the legislation for addressing the needs of Amer-
asians while refusing to consider the limitations that prevented the
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majority of them from benefiting and blaming Vietnam for the pol-
icy’s failure in that country. The tactic proved incredibly effective.
By praising the A14, the administration convinced many Americans
the legislation had solved the issue, causing public interest and me-
dia coverage of Amerasians to wane. At the same time the Reagan ad-
ministration focused attention on the other Americans left behind in
Vietnam. U.S. demands for a full accounting of the twenty-five hun-
dred American M1as overshadowed continuing concerns about U.S.
responsibility for Amerasians.

Upon entering office, President Reagan understood that to resur-
rect American exceptionalism, the country needed to absolve itself
of the guilt associated with the Vietnam War. Americans had to rid
themselves of the anxiety that they had abandoned their brethren—
the living and the dead—in a losing war effort.” Reagan’s emphasis
on Vietnam veterans and dead or missing soldiers was an important
part of his Cold War anticommunist agenda and the effort to refash-
ion public memory of the war as a noble cause worthy of America’s
attention.® He lauded Vietnam veterans as heroes and condemned
Vietnam for withholding the names and remains of American POWs
and M1As.%

Under Reagan, American veterans of the Vietnam War had their
service and sacrifice commemorated in parades, ceremonies, and me-
morials that helped diminish the sense of betrayal and rejection many
felt from their own countrymen when they returned home from the
war.® On Veterans Day in 1984, a crowd of a hundred thousand at-
tended the formal dedication of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in
Washington Dc. Reagan presented the shiny, V-shaped, black granite
wall as a place of reconciliation and proof that America finally had
begun to heal from the war.

On April 30, 1985, Reagan commemorated the ten-year anniversa-
ry of the end of the Vietnam War by telling Congress that any possi-
bility of normalizing relations with Vietnam depended on Vietnam’s
willingness to provide a full accounting of American M14s.% Reagan
emphasized his “personal dedication to this great national effort” and
detailed the actions of the U.S. government “in our national goal of
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returning any servicemen who may still be held captive in Southeast
Asia; the fullest possible accounting of those still missing; and the re-
patriation of all recoverable remains of those who died serving our
Nation.”s

One month later, on Memorial Day, Reagan reiterated the U.S. po-
sition. He reminded a hopeful crowd that the war in Southeast Asia
“still haunts” the families of the missing and that without a full ac-
counting, it would never end. “Today,” Reagan said, “a united people
call upon Hanoi with one voice: Heal the sorest wound of this conflict.
Return our sons to America. End the grief of those who are innocent
and undeserving of any retribution.” He also reminded Americans
that a decade removed from the war, Vietnam was still communist,
evil, and America’s enemy. Even as his staunchest allies testified that
there were no more American POWs remaining in Vietnam, Reagan
continued to promote unsubstantiated claims and “evidence” that
Americans were alive in that “d—n Communist sink hole.”®

The Amerasian and MIA issues shared some common threads—the
Vietnam War, abandonment, victimization—and the Reagan admin-
istration used them both in negotiations for normalization. However,
the administration did not view them equally. While supporting the
AIA and claiming to bring American children home had improved
Reagan’s humanitarian reputation and contributed to the narrative
of American benevolence in Vietnam, it failed to keep the attention
of the American public. Rather, Americans were obsessed with the
stories of Americans held captive a decade after the war by an unco-
operative Vietnamese government and the heroic American efforts
to save them.® Blockbuster movies including Rambo, First Blood, part
I (1982) and Part 2 (1985), and Missing in Action (1984) depicted heroic
American veterans of the war saving surviving POws from the torture
and captivity of the barbarous Vietcong. Such a historical “inversion
of victimization,” in which Americans were the victims and the Viet-
namese the victimizers, indoctrinated Americans to Reagan’s Cold
War view of Vietnam as America’s perpetual enemy.”

The Reagan administration lent validity to the mythmaking, ex-
panding the Pow/MIA section of the Defense Intelligence Agency,
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devoting more resources, deploying a special team to Southeast Asia
to solicit information on potential Pow/mIAs from refugees, and co-
ordinating efforts with the National League of Families of American
Prisoners and Missing in Southeast Asia (NLF).”!

For many Americans the effects of the M1A issue were deeply per-
sonal. During the 1980s retired Special Forces colonel James “Bo” Gritz
organized private and futile raids into Laos to rescue Pows who he be-
lieved had been “abandoned by their government to cruel Asian com-
munist slavery.””? Arguably obsessed with the M1A/POW issue and his
own power to “keep the forces of darkness at bay,” wealthy business-
man Ross Perot began funding secret and unsuccessful forays into the
jungles of Vietnam to find and free pows. The efforts of both men
were extreme, earning them impressive reputations among the po-
litical M1A advocates known as the “Rambo set.” However they also
contributed to an aggressive public awareness campaign waged by
the Reagan administration in coordination with the NLF to increase
media coverage and raise “domestic consciousness of this issue to the
highest level since the end of the war.””

For most Americans the escapades of the Rambo set failed to res-
onate, but the testimonies of Vietnam veterans and surviving POWs
did. While campaigning in support of the A1A in 1982, former POW
Sen. Jeremiah Denton described his own experience at the Pow/m1A
Recognition Day: “Let the Southeast Asian communists understand
that the American people do hold them responsible for past and con-
tinuing atrocities and aggressions. We cannot appeal to the morali-
ty of those who have no morality. We cannot rely on the goodwill of
those who have no goodwill. We cannot depend on the civilized im-
pulses of those who behave as barbarians. . . . They respond only to
the determination and, if necessary, the force to hold them respon-
sible for their actions . . . we will get the accounting of our M1A.””*

Three years later, in 1985, in testimony before the Subcommittee on
Asian and Pacific Affairs, former director of the Defense Intelligence
Agency Lt. Gen. Eugene F. Tighe Jr. called attention to the nation’s mor-
al obligations deriving from the war. Tighe referred not to America’s
duty to save Amerasians from Vietnam but to the twenty-five hundred
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American M1As and those reportedly still languishing in Vietnam-
ese prisons. He described America’s commitment to this cause as “a
great tribute to the human concern of the greatest nation on earth.””

Considering the nature of war in general and the Vietnam War in
particular, with its heavy artillery, bombings, and plane crashes that
literally obliterated human remains, such a demand seemed rather ide-
alistic and largely unattainable. In no previous wars had the United
States imposed such requirements. In comparison to the seventy-eight
thousand missing and eighty-five hundred unidentified Americans af-
ter the Second World War and the eight thousand still missing from
the Korean conflict, the twenty-five hundred American M1As from
Vietnam represented markedly few casualties.” As with the Amer-
asians, Reagan’s insistence on a full accounting was less about res-
olution than about extending the ideological Cold War battle with
Vietnam. He saw the POw/M1IA issue as central to transforming the
memory of the war from an American tragedy to a noble cause, with
America’s missing soldiers as honorable victims of a war from which
they needed rescue.

In the same way that Vietnam denied American accusations that it
treated Amerasians badly and prevented them from leaving the coun-
try to come to the United States, Vietnamese officials challenged the
Reagan administration’s assertions that they secretly held living Amer-
ican soldiers captive and deliberately hid the remains of the missing.
In fact Vietnam surrendered its own postwar problems, including
hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese M1as for whom it lacked the re-
sources to find or identify, and continuously expressed its devotion to
resolving the American M1A/POW issue for the sake of normalization.”

The irony of America’s obsession with its missing dead soldiers over
its living children was not completely lost. One distraught U.S. citizen
wrote the PSBF asking “why . . . representatives can go to Vietnam to
negotiate for dead M1A’s [szc] but cannot or will not or do not negoti-
ate for live children?””® Despite the recognition by administration ex-
perts that the majority of “live sightings” were false or pertained to
Americans or Europeans who were not prisoners of war, the admin-
istration recognized the political value of keeping the issue alive and
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persisted in its commitment to get a full accounting of the missing
and the dead.”

At the same time, the administration continued to insist that Viet-
nam was hiding the requested information on M1A/POWs in order to
prolong the conflict. In 1985 the assistant deputy director of the D1A
responsible for investigating the claims of American M1A/POW sight-
ings in Vietnam admitted that there had been only two firsthand live
sightings reported since 1980. He disclosed, “We have not been able
to prove that Americans are still being held captive in that part of the
world.”® The false reports, the administration asserted, were part of
Vietnam’s mission of misinformation to divert efforts away from in-
vestigating real live sightings.*!

During Reagan’s second term, however, a chorus of criticism grew
that the administration had used the missing for political gain. Jour-
nalist James Rosenthal published “The Myth of the Last pow,” a scath-
ing article in the New Republic magazine exposing the administration’s
politicization of American M1as.*> Rosenthal argued that America’s
obsession with the M1A/POW in Vietnam was not about the missing
soldiers but rather the fact that the United States had lost the war. The
Mias, Rosenthal explained, “have become a matter of American hon-
or, and their return a symbolic restoration of that honor.” The cruel
truth, Rosenthal contended, was that the Reagan administration, like
the Nixon administration, was exploiting the issue for political gain.*

Even Anne Mills Grifhiths, the sister of an M1A and the director of
the National League of Families, was increasingly frustrated by the
aggrandizement of the issue by activists like Ross Perot. Griffiths too,
criticized the administration, telling Rosenthal that the M1a/POW is-
sue had been used to justify the administration’s foreign policy po-
sitions and as a scapegoat for its failed policies.* The families of the
missing, Griffiths exclaimed, “have had their hopes raised by politi-
cians, publishers, ilmmakers, and lawyers in pursuit of self-promotion
and profits.” While she maintained that the effort to account for and
recover the remains of Americans killed in Vietnam must continue,
such efforts were far removed from “sustaining the cruel delusion that
there may be Americans alive in Vietnam.”
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The politicization of the M1A/POWs had a critical effect on Viet-
nam’s Amerasians. The Reagan administration pointed to both Amer-
asians and the missing American soldiers as evidence of the injustice
and cruelty of a communist Vietnam. By prioritizing the M1A/POWs
over Amerasians in negotiations over normalization, the adminis-
tration tied the opportunity for Amerasians to continue to come to
the United States to the impossible task of a full accounting of m1as.
Thus as a result of America’s obsession with recovering the bones of
its dead soldiers, “the living American prisoners in Asia languished
in bureaucratic limbo.””

Fixing the Flaws

However, most Americans remained unaware that Amerasians were
still in need. After passing the A1a, Reagan officials consistently mis-
represented the real effects of the policy it so publically praised, espe-
cially in regards to Amerasians in Vietnam. Specifically, it failed to
distinguish it from the Orderly Departure Program (oDp) utilized by
all Indochinese refugees. Although a subset of the opp, the A1a was
specific to Amerasians, enabling those who could meet its strict re-
quirements to come to the United States as immigrants rather than
refugees. The difference was important. As immigrants, the United
States recognized Amerasians’ American paternity and offered a path
to permanent residency and naturalization, whereas refugees had no
such benefits. But since the limitations set by the a1a excluded the
majority of Amerasians, most could only emigrate in category 3 of
the oDP as “other” refugees.®

Too often, administration officials and media outlets incorrectly
credited the A1A for the successful immigration of Amerasians from
Vietnam who had actually benefitted from the opr. For example, in
April 1984 the New York Times reported that since the A1A there has
been a significant increase of Amerasian children coming to the United
States from Vietnam.* The emigration of the nine Amerasian orphans
depicted in the story, however, was no different than the twenty-four
American citizen Amerasians who had immigrated to the United
States before the A1A was law. Both groups arrived through the opp.”
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By 1984 evidence that both the A1a and the opp had failed to pro-
duce significant results for Amerasians in Vietnam led to questions
about the Reagan administration’s commitment to resolving the Am-
erasian issue. There is a gap, freelance writer Joseph Cerquone wrote
about the A1A, between what has been said and what has been done.”
Frustrated political advocates and humanitarians demanded the ad-
ministration “open the doors which should never have been shut”
to Amerasians, who U.S. law clearly states “are American citizens.””
Public condemnation of the A1A’s false advertising ranged from ac-
cusations of American racism to charges of inhumanity. Many sym-
pathized with the words of one concerned citizen who expressed her
displeasure to Reagan in 1983, writing: “I am usually proud to be an
American, but when I realize that the racism and close-mindedness
of overpaid bureaucrats is what is keeping hungry Amerasian chil-
dren from warm loving homes, I am ashamed to say I am a citizen of
the same country.™

Rep. Stewart McKinney had pined over the various limitations and
flaws of legislation he once hoped would bring positive change to the
lives of Amerasians.”* Having now accumulated data on the A14’s inef-
fectiveness, McKinney and other A1A supporters identified three main
problems that needed to be addressed: the sponsorship requirement,
the slow processing of applicants, and the barriers to implementation
in Vietnam. On July 12, 1984, McKinney wrote to House subcommit-
tee chairman Romano Mazzoli (D-KY) to request a review of the A1A,
which, he explained, “seems to be experiencing difficulty. . . . I would
like to know why. . . . and I am wondering if it might be a good idea
to review the program to see how and if it is working.”

While Mazzoli may have approved such a review, his attention at
the time was elsewhere. A divided U.S. Congress sparred with admin-
istration officials over how to balance Reagan’s Cold War refugee pri-
orities for those fleeing communism with growing domestic anxieties
over the changing demographics of newcomers and general concerns
about illegal immigration.” As Congress moved toward a more re-
strictive approach, the Reagan administration remained committed
to preserving the allocations specifically for Indochinese refugees. It
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was “America’s moral duty” to “support the forces of freedom in Com-
munist totalitarian states,” Sec. of State George Shultz explained.”
Hoping to strike a balance through legislation, Mazzoli and his Sen-
ate colleague Alan Simpson committed to passing comprehensive bi-
partisan immigration reform.

Simpson was an advocate for more restrictive immigration laws
and a reduction in refugee admissions. The U.S. Army veteran who
served in occupied Germany after the Second World War and chaired
the Veteran’s Affairs Committee held conservative views of limited
government and immigration. He was a major antagonist to open-
door immigration policies and was specifically critical of family uni-
fication as a category of immigration.”® However, Simpson had also
supported the A1a and, like McKinney, he was increasingly critical of
its ineffectiveness. He was agitated that “after going through the an-
guish of passing an Amerasian legislation” in 1982, most Amerasians
emigrated through the opP.” Simpson found it troubling that Amer-
asians refused the A1 because they did not want to leave their moth-
ers but were accepted into the opP with numerous family members
who he believed did not qualify as refugees. Indeed, according to
James Purcell, director of the Bureau for Refugee Programs, thirty-five
hundred Amerasians and fifty-one hundred of their relatives had im-
migrated to America through the oDP between 1982 and 1986.°! Pur-
cell, however, gave a compelling response on behalf of Amerasians to
Simpson’s criticisms of the oDP. The A1A requirement of family sep-
aration for a population he described as “exactly the persecuted peo-
ple the 1980 Refugee Act was supposed to help” was unconscionable.
Unless Congress changed the A1A, there was no other choice, he ex-
plained, than for Amerasians to flee that country through the opp.1?

Stewart McKinney recognized that shifting views of immigration
and refugee admissions now informed how some lawmakers under-
stood the Amerasians and the A1A. As a result, he likely expected a
fight when he made his first request for a formal review. Moreover,
the Reagan administration’s reluctance to even acknowledge the A14’s
weaknesses, particularly for Amerasians in Vietnam, heightened his
concern. Rather than listening to the criticism or attempting to fix
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the problems, the administration insisted that the opr was a suffi-
cient solution to that country’s specific Amerasian problem."> U.S.
officials even denied Vietnam’s request to discuss the problems that
hindered the opPr and restricted the A14, leaving hundreds of Amer-
asians in limbo on the streets of Saigon: “We don’t really see any ne-
cessity for talks. The orderly departure program is the only program
set up to take Vietnamese refugees, and it is working.”**

But the oDP was not working for Amerasians. On September 11,
1984, to quiet the critics and reassure the country that the administra-
tion was doing everything possible to bring Amerasians in Vietnam
“home,” Sec. of State George Shultz reaffirmed the administration’s
commitment to the issue. He declared Amerasians a “special hu-
manitarian concern” and introduced a new subprogram to the opp
that would allow Amerasians in Vietnam who did not qualify for
the A1A to immigrate with their family members to America as refu-
gees.'” The administration also introduced two “special initiatives”
to resolve what it deemed the most critical humanitarian issues in
Vietnam. The first was to resettle in the United States all political
prisoners still interned in reeducation camps in Vietnam, and the
other to fulfill Shultz’s promise to admit all of the remaining Viet-
namese Amerasians and their family members by 1987.1% Shultz ex-
plained that “because of their undisputed ties to our country,” over
the next three years the United States would increase the annual al-
lotment in the oDP to five thousand Amerasians in order to “accept
all Asian-American children and their qualifying family members
presently in Vietnam.”’

Hoping that a resolution on Amerasians could still improve rela-
tions and lead to normalization with the United States, Vietnamese
authorities again agreed to cooperate on Shultz’s proposal, providing
the Reagan administration a political victory that quashed the con-
cerns of critics. They also took the expanded allotment seriously and
immediately doubled the number of Amerasians approved to leave
Vietnam through the opP from twenty-two hundred in 1984 to four
thousand in 1985. Shultz used the increase as evidence of the initiative’s
success, but once again, rather than praising Vietnam for cooperating,
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the administration blamed the country for failing to locate all re-
maining eligible Amerasians and thus falling short of the allotment.!®*

The criticism, however, was disingenuous. While Vietnam approved
more Amerasians to leave the country under the opPp, less than 5o
percent of those actually immigrated to the United States. In 1984,
of the twenty-two hundred Amerasians approved to leave Vietnam
only 937 successfully immigrated. In 1985—the year Amerasian depar-
tures peaked—of the four thousand approved only 1,498 arrived in
America.'” The numbers revealed that Vietnam was not to blame for
the failure to meet the announced goals. Vietnamese officials clearly
did approve Amerasians for immigration. Rather the onus lay with
the United States, whose officials did not accept qualified Amera-
sians at equal rates." Furthermore, Schultz’s promise to expand the
opp allotment for Amerasians in Vietnam never materialized. Am-
erasian applicants continued to be counted as part of the general al-
lotment for the entire ODP refugee program, eighty-five hundred per
year."! The expectation that the Vietnamese could locate all of the re-
maining Amerasians for the program was also misguided. The task
of disseminating information throughout the country and locating
Amerasians residing in rural areas within the three-year time frame
proved impossible.!

Vietnamese leaders justifiably took offense at U.S. accusations of
obstruction and incompetence. They charged the United States of
deliberately slowing the low of opp admissions to restrict Amera-
sian arrivals, thus avoiding actual responsibility for its abandoned
children. By December 1985 the growing backlog of over twenty-two
thousand opP applicants approved by Vietnam to leave but still await-
ing acceptance by the United States validated Vietnamese claims. It
also exposed Amerasians as pawns in a Cold War game from which
both countries sought to capitalize. Thus in January 1986, Vietnam-
ese leaders blamed the United States for a backlog of sixty thousand
ODP cases. As punishment, Vietnam suspended the opp and ordered
all Westerners to leave the country. The only path for Amerasians to
leave Vietnam had disappeared.

Observing the missteps of the Reagan administration with regard
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to the A1a, Stewart McKinney determined he had to do more. On
April 16, 1985, McKinney took advantage of the emotion and media
coverage surrounding the ten-year anniversary of the end of the war.
One year after he first wrote House subcommittee chairman Mazzo-
li, McKinney tried again: “Because of the ten year Vietnam anniver-
sary, there has been a renewed interest in the Amerasian children in
Vietnam and what is being done to bring them to the United States.
In light of this, I would appreciate being able to have the enclosed re-
marks and questions read to the State Department official that will
be attending your hearing on the Reauthorization of the Refugee
Act. . .. Your continued interest in this issue and assistance in clari-
fying the concerns recently raised with regard to the Orderly Depar-
ture Program is appreciated.”?

As he awaited a decision on his request for oversight hearings on
the A1a, McKinney contacted a number of humanitarians and refu-
gee assistance agencies, including the PsBF, Jodie Darragh, and Father
Alfred Carroll for feedback on the program. The results offered some
conflicting reviews, but largely revealed a shared desire that the A1a
be amended." There was general agreement that the requirement of
a guaranteed financial sponsor in the United States deterred Amer-
asians who did not know how to locate a sponsor and imposed an
excessive and “unreasonable” financial risk on the sponsor."s From
Vietnam, where he worked to help Amerasians leave, Greg Kane of
the Vietnam Veterans of America argued that sponsorship was an un-
necessary and unfair burden and should be eliminated. The United
States, Kane asserted, needed to treat Amerasians like either normal
refugees or immigrants, rather than assigning them a special catego-
ry. Neither refugees nor immigrants required sponsorship to come to
America; only Amerasians did."

Further troubled by the slow processing time associated with the A1a,
its political advocates confronted State Department spokesman Frank
Sieverts. Quick to deny any wrongdoing, Sieverts deflected questions
about the numerical limits of the A1a and instead pointed to the fifty
thousand refugees, including many Amerasians, who arrived in Amer-
ica from Asia each year. He blamed the small number of Amerasians

173



174 WINDOW DRESSING

immigrating through the A1a on family size and suggested applicants
use the oDP instead. According to Sieverts, “the Refugee Act of 1980,
as opposed to the Amerasian Immigration Act, is more ‘flexible’ and
encompasses McKinney’s bill. . . . It also allows families to come to the
U.S.”7 The number of Amerasians leaving under the A1A was small,
according to Sieverts, because Amerasians from Vietnam do not leave
the country alone and thus very few apply or qualify."*

Like McKinney, Vietnamese officials were also ready for change.
Since 1982 they had publicly declared their willingness to cooperate
on numerous proposals to expedite the departure of Amerasians from
Vietnam. By 198s, after facing much discrimination and marginaliza-
tion as children, many Amerasians had matured into troublesome
teenagers who were no longer just a public relations problem for Viet-
nam but a domestic societal concern. In October, Vietnam’s foreign
minister Nguyen Co Thach urged a delegation of American war vet-
erans to take Amerasians with them when they left: “These are your
children. I would welcome anyone to come and take them away.”"

However, the Reagan administration had no incentive for any mass
exodus of Amerasians out of Vietnam. The Amerasian issue had prov-
en a convincing and critical Cold War tool. Amerasians, the missing
American soldiers, and political prisoners were all evidence of the
injustice and cruelty of a communist Vietnam. Vietnam countered
by pointing to America’s refusal to discuss the issue formally or to
make any special provisions for Amerasians specifically beyond the
ineffective A1A. The issue proved an opportunity for Vietnam to ex-
pose America’s hypocrisy. Critical of the Reagan administration’s in-
sistence on a full accounting for M14s, Vietnamese officials accused
the United States of being more concerned with its dead soldiers than
its living children.!?

During the three years after the passage of the A1A, American ac-
tions on behalf of Amerasians fell far short of the promises and inclu-
sionary rhetoric that accompanied the passage of the bill. Despite their
words of concern for the abandoned “children of America” and claims
of the nation’s responsibility for them, there was very little progress
toward an actual solution.”?’ Even McKinney’s efforts to simply review
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the program proved futile, forcing him to propose formal amendments
in 1987 to rectify the A1a’s limitations. Wider-ranging concerns about
immigrants and refugees, and the Cold War conflict with Vietnam,
overshadowed efforts to actually improve the prospects for Amera-
sians in Vietnam. Furthermore, the Reagan administration found the
“American-faced” children in Vietnam to be convenient and effective
political tools. By acknowledging them as American children, con-
demning the discrimination they faced in Vietnam, and supporting
legislation that appeared to “save” them from communism, Reagan
could simultaneously show the American people his own humanity
and chastise the nation’s Cold War enemy for its lack of compassion.

Conclusion

By 1985 Amerasians in Vietnam were aging out of childhood. The
youngest were almost teenagers. Having grown out of the cute button
noses, fair skin, and baby hair of their youth and into their “Ameri-
can” features, freckles, and hair textures, many Amerasians were now
accustomed to their marginalized status in Vietnam. The stories of
rescue, hope, and opportunity once used to promote the A1a and the
photographs of handsome Amerasian boys and pretty Amerasian girls
excited to come to the United States to find their fathers had largely
disappeared. American newspaper editors understood that pictures
of dirty teenagers or stories about abandoned young adults did not
garner the sympathy of readers or sell newspapers. Besides, the pas-
sage of the A14 effectively alleviated concerns about them that Amer-
icans had previously held. Most believed the A1a was working, based
on media reports and stories of Amerasians now living with their new
American families. Portrayals of the A1A’s success were so convincing
that after its first year of implementation, veterans’ organizations no
longer listed the Amerasians among the major points for resolution
with Vietnam.'?2

Still, the A1A had failed to provide a pathway to immigration for
Amerasians in Vietnam and by 1986 the opP and A1a together ac-
counted for only an estimated 12 percent of the thirty thousand Amer-
asians believed still living in Vietnam.'? Efforts by Stewart McKinney,
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Father Carroll, the Darraghs, and the PSBF to improve the A1A failed
to create real change, and by 1986 the American public had moved on
from the issue. It would do a double-take, though, in response to a
photograph of an Amerasian teenager named Le Van Minh, whose
“American face” and severely deformed legs would finally force U.S.
lawmakers to make things right for Amerasians in Vietnam.



| Chapter Six

The Amerasian Homecoming Act

Son Tran arrived in Huntington, New York, in July 1974. The seventeen-
year-old was one of fifteen Vietnamese students to earn a one-year
scholarship from American Field Service (AFs) to attend school in
the United States, and the only recipient at Huntington High School
(HHS). While Son completed his senior year at HHs and looked for-
ward to returning home to Saigon, his family half a world away strug-
gled to survive the collapse of South Vietnam in the final days of the
war. In April 1975, Son’s father wrote him explaining that Son could
not safely return to Saigon and that his family planned to “get out
of Vietnam.” The fearful concern expressed by Son Tran’s father for
his family’s escape and his son’s safety confirmed the dangers many
Huntington residents associated with North Vietnam and commu-
nism. Worried about the future of their “seventh son,” Son’s Ameri-
can family, the Flemings, asked the Huntington community to help
Son stay in the United States. In an overwhelming response, Hunting-
ton residents joined with the HHS students and staff to save Son from
the consequences of the war and provide him safety, acceptance, and
opportunity in America. The Long Island Press reported that, “Son
Tran may be the latest youth who can’t go home again—but no one
in Huntington seems to mind. In fact, everyone is working overtime
to keep the young South Vietnamese exchange student in town.” In
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June 1975 guidance counselor Lois Stamberg and the HHS chapter of
AFS initiated the Son Tran fundraiser, to aid “the homeless student”
in his efforts to stay in the country. It seemed that the entire commu-
nity had committed to keeping Son Tran safe in America.

As in many small towns and tight-knit communities across the
United States, the Vietnam War left lasting scars on Huntington.’> Nes-
tled amid the big, beautiful trees of the Long Island countryside forty
miles northeast of New York City, Huntington was an ethnic, racial,
and economic melting pot. Despite its heterogeneity, Huntington was
segregated into two neighborhoods literally divided by the tracks of
the Long Island Railroad: the white and affluent Huntington Village
and the working class Huntington Station, home to the town’s eth-
nic, immigrant, and racial minority populations.*

During the 1960s, Huntington’s attempts to combat the growing
effects of urban blight and decay with urban renewal upended the
lives of many Huntington Station residents and added to the exist-
ing tensions over racial and economic inequality, integration, civil
rights, and the Vietnam War.’ The war divided neighbors, disrupt-
ed families, and inserted political tension into once amicable social
gatherings. Local families sacrificed forty-three sons to the conflict,
including two whose remains were never found—Air Force lieutenant
Jonathon Bednareck and Navy carrier pilot, Lieutenant William N.
Meese. Such loss and sacrifice weighed heavily on Huntington resi-
dents, who shared the burden of the war with other small communi-
ties across the country. “The deaths of others took something out of
all of us,” alocal reporter wrote. “The same with the wounded and of
those who served in a far-off foreign land.” Unlike other small towns,
however, where a “blood sacrifice” in Vietnam was the grim conse-
quence of economic frustration, Huntington offered affluence, edu-
cation, and hope to its Vietnam generation.”

In August 1969, the Huntington August Peace Project convened
over one hundred local townspersons to protest a war they declared
to be a mistake. Although the United States had good intentions in
Vietnam, explained one Vietnam veteran who attended the protest,
“we are destroying a country, we promised to free.” Still, even those
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Huntington residents who condemned the war remained steadfast
in their support for the service and sacrifice of U.S. soldiers and com-
mitted to helping those most affected by the war. In 1967 a group of
local women concerned that domestic tensions over the war ultimate-
ly harmed those serving in Vietnam founded the Huntington Wom-
en in Support of Our Men in Vietnam, an apolitical group intended
“to support the morale of Huntington men in Vietnam.” In 1971 the
group erected the nation’s first living memorial to the war, a grove of
forty-three Japanese Kwanzan cherry trees planted on the town’s vil-
lage green to commemorate the forty-three Huntington men who died
in Vietnam."” Members chose the Kwanzan trees specifically as sym-
bolic of the soldiers’ sacrifice “because the blossoms fall while they’re
in their full beauty, not after they have faded . . . just like warriors.”"
Two years later, Huntington joined the rest of the nation in celebrat-
ing the homecoming of American prisoners of war and the return of
Capt. David E. Baker, who spent seven months as a Pow after being
shot down over Cambodia.'> On April 5, 1973, the local paper, the Long
Islander, extolled the virtue of town residents who, regardless of their
views on the war, “never forgot the men who served.”?

Huntington residents and their Long Island neighbors showed sim-
ilar concerns for American allies and victims of the war in Southeast
Asia. A number of local families, including the Flemings, offered
shelter and opportunity to those, like Son Tran, whose lives the war
upended. Here the discourse of service and sacrifice often used to de-
scribe Huntington’s support for the war and its soldiers was replaced
by a narrative of “rescue and liberation,” buttressed by a deep convic-
tion of America’s exceptional benevolence. The 1967 arrival and suc-
cessful schooling of a thirteen-year-old Montagnard, Hakin Lienghot,
and his subsequent graduation from Stony Brook High School in 1972
sparked Newsday to describe Lienghot’s experiences as tapping into
a “vein of American idealism,” a story “of one child who was even-
tually made homeless by war, and of a Long Island community that
welcomed him.” In August 1975 the Bethpage Tribune called on lo-
cal families to sponsor Vietnamese refugees, emphasizing that the
most important quality a sponsor must have “is a kind and generous
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heart” and “a moral commitment to offer food, clothing, and shel-
ter to the refugees.” In 1979 Newsday reported on Camille and Stan
Noren of nearby Bethpage, who fostered refugee siblings Tuyen, Thap,
and Quan Voung, who had fled Vietnam by boat before landing in
a Staten Island orphanage. The Noren’s selfless act exemplified the
good will of many.”

The efforts of the HHS students and staff and the Huntington com-
munity to save Son Tran from Vietnam were consistent with a local
culture of selfless service, sacrifice, and humanitarianism, as well as
adeep connection to the Vietnam War. The next generation of Hun-
tington youth, although born one step removed from the war, shared
similar humanitarian impulses. They came of age with the rhetoric,
idealism, and hope that characterized Ronald Reagan’s exceptional
America in which the Vietnam War was noble and U.S. soldiers were
heroes.” Hence, by the time members of the HHS student government
began their grassroots campaign to bring Amerasian Le Van Minh
to the United States from Vietnam for humanitarian reasons in the
fall of 1986, students were well versed in their nation’s exceptional-
ism and in their community’s humanitarian acts of saving. The ef-
forts of HHS students to save Le Van Minh inspired a disparate group
of concerned Americans, humanitarians, and journalists to encour-
age politicians to pass the Amerasian Homecoming Act to allow all
Amerasians in Vietnam to immigrate to the United States. A decade
removed from the Vietnam War and years after the Amerasian Immi-
gration Act failed to produce any tangible results, the HHs student’s
persistence in bringing one Amerasian child to America infused new
life into the Amerasian issue. Their efforts forced Americans to once
again remember the children they abandoned in Vietnam.

The Photograph

One might imagine the tenor of hope and expectation swirling around
the halls of Huntington High School in August 1986. A new school
year had begun and, unbeknown to the members of the HHS student
government, they were about to embark on something bigger than
college entrance exams and applications. By the end of the school
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year HHS would garner the political spotlight on the national and in-
ternational stage.

In November 1985 sixty-three-year-old Gloria Blauvelt, a public rela-
tions worker for the Huntington School District, came across Audrey
Tiernan’s photograph in Newsday of Le Van Minh, the fair-skinned
Vietnamese boy with severe leg deformities and a twisted spine crawl-
ing on his hands, begging for money, on the streets of Ho Chi Minh
City.” Like many other Newsday readers, the powerful picture struck
her hard. “It stopped me in my tracks,” Blauvelt recalled decades lat-
er. Perhaps idealistic in her own thinking, Blauvelt knew she had
to do something to help the “crippled boy” in the photo, who she
believed had to come to America.> With the support of HHS prin-
cipal Jim Salvatore, Blauvelt showed the photo and the accompany-
ing article to the HHs student government and challenged them to
do something. Upon seeing it, student body president David Zach,
and committee members Marlo Sandler, Sue Forte, and Tara Scalia
(the only junior in the group) gasped out loud. The picture, Zach ex-
plained, disturbed them, an “image of a contemporary crawling like a
crab in ragged clothes.” Years later, Marlo Sandler still remembered
the photo, “the severity and the deformity around his hips and his
skinny upper legs . . . he looked like an animal. His face was sort of
this perfectlike, beautiful, childlike innocent face, but his body was
so contorted and animal-like.””

Motivated by the photo, the student council accepted Blauvelt’s
challenge and focused on bringing Minh to the United States and get-
ting him the medical care they assumed could save his life.>* Howev-
er, the task proved more formidable than any of the students could
have imagined. The absence of diplomatic relations between the Unit-
ed States and Vietnam, and Vietnam’s suspension of the oDP eight
months earlier, had eliminated the only means for people from Viet-
nam to immigrate to the United States. Without diplomatic interven-
tion, there was no legal way for Minh to come to the United States
for medical care.

Not to be deterred, the students persisted in their cause with en-
couragement from Blauvelt and Tiernan. During the fall semester,
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they initiated a petition to bring Minh to America for medical treat-
ment. In true grassroots campaign fashion, the students hit the pave-
ment around Huntington, collecting signatures from residents at HHS
football games, back-to-school nights, and other school-sanctioned
events. They spent hours at the Walt Whitman Mall armed with clip-
boards and pens, talking to community members and asking them to
“Help Bring Le Van Minh to the United States.” Everywhere the stu-
dents went they took Tiernan’s photograph of Minh. They showed it
to their neighbors and others in the community and spoke to them
of the responsibilities that resulted from war. Marlo Sandler remem-
bers the picture was a conversation starter that triggered lots of emo-
tions. “Many people who saw the picture and saw what we were
doing said, ‘Oh I saw that, I saw that in Newsday’; it had left a mark
with many people.” Tara Scalia remembers the emotional reaction
of one man at the Walt Whitman Mall who asked to sign the peti-
tion. “He was crying,” Scalia remembered, and he “carried a copy of
the Newsday picture in his hand.” After signing the petition, Scalia
heard the man mutter to himself as he walked away, “My conscience
was bothering me.”

While the four members of the HHS student government led the
petition signing enterprise, Sue Forte remembered a complete com-
munity effort including students, families, teachers, and neighbors.”
One Staten Island family even offered to adopt Minh, while a busi-
nessman proposed to fly him to America.” For the HHs staff, like
social studies teacher Wayne Lackman who the students remember
fondly as offering much support and guidance, the opportunity for
students to experience a living lesson in civics, social studies, culture,
and diplomacy seemed too good to be true. Newsday quoted a Span-
ish teacher, Yvonne Brady, speaking to her ninth-grade class: “We’re
talking about a boy in Vietnam—reaching out to another culture. . ..
To bridge the gap that exists between countries is to be able to under-
stand.” Still, not everyone in Huntington supported the students.
Some made comments like “We don’t need any more dogs and cats
in the United States,” and ““Why don’t you help one of our own?”*
According to Blauvelt, a number of local Vietnam veterans also firmly
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opposed the campaign. She noted, “They were polite but did not want
anything to do with it, and I didn’t blame them.™

The students also lobbied for support outside of Huntington, send-
ing petitions and Tiernan’s photo of Minh to school districts across the
nation. Newsday detailed the students’ daily efforts, and major news
networks like cBs provided national television coverage. By Novem-
ber the students had successfully collected twenty-seven thousand
signatures from twenty-seven states and three foreign countries in
support of Minh’s emigration.”> With petitions in hand, the students
took the next step, contacting their congressman and HHs alumnus,
Robert Mrazek (D-NY).

A Humanitarian Case

From the moment she encouraged the HHS students to bring Le Van
Minh to the United States, Gloria Blauvelt was determined to protect
the kids and the project from becoming a “political football.” She rec-
ognized that the response to Minh’s photo “was a humane reaction
that just hit everybody right in the heart” and believed the HHS cam-
paign to be strictly humanitarian.” As the students embraced the
hard work of their campaign, Blauvelt quietly and strategically estab-
lished a network of humanitarian support to help navigate the politics
and bureaucracy of U.S. immigration law and refugee resettlement.
She also contacted various medical professionals seeking treatment
for Minh’s legs. “The only reason we could get him here” Blauvelt ex-
plained, “was to make it humanitarian and to use humanitarian re-
sources.” Additionally, Blauvelt sought to keep the students, to whom
she credits all the success, in the spotlight. “The kids were superb, they
never showed any self-importance.”*

Blauvelt proved a savvy and strategic media manager. As a former
high school sports reporter for the Long Islander and then a public re-
lations specialist for HHS, Blauvelt kept media attention on the stu-
dents, Minh, and the medical urgency of Minh’s condition.* Hence,
local media sources focused the story on Minh’s medical condition
and framed the students’ efforts within a discourse of humanitari-
anism. Anna-Simms Phillips, the associate producer for wcBs-TV,
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was admittedly attracted to the human interest side of the story and
described the students as “courageous” and determined to save the
“throw-away” children left behind in Vietnam.* Just as Newsday con-
sistently described Minh as the “crippled” or “handicapped” Amera-
sian, the students insisted that they wanted to improve the quality of
his life by providing him the medical care necessary so that he could
walk.” Marlo Sandler remembers wondering if Minh “would ever
be able to stand upright or walk . . . going back to the first image of
his posture on all fours, how long can he live like that?™* Represen-
tative Mrazek, too, contends that Minh’s medical condition was the
sole motivation in pushing for his immigration. There was a chance,
Mrazek explains, “with our fine medicine here in the United States to
conceivably do something that could help the boy that could not be
accomplished in Vietnam. This was an exceptional case.”

However, Minh’s case was not really that exceptional. American
journalists and humanitarian organizations had been reporting on
the sad condition of Amerasians in Vietnam for a decade. Bernie
Weinraub’s stories in the New York Times and Mike Wallace’s 60 Min-
utes report on CBS had reinforced the accounts from delegations of
Vietnam veterans returning to Vietnam confirming the large popu-
lation of homeless, orphaned, and abandoned Amerasians, and fur-
ther propelled more media coverage. In July 1983 the discovery of over
250 Amerasians sleeping on the sidewalk had prompted the American
Council of Voluntary Agencies, the U.S. Catholic Conference, and
the Pearl S. Buck Foundation to propose the construction of an Am-
erasian processing center in Ho Chi Minh City. While Vietnam sup-
ported the proposal and asked for U.S. assistance in building such a
center, the Reagan administration had rejected it.°

Minh was likely among those taking up residence on Ho Chi Minh
City’s sidewalks; however, Newsday avoided making the connection or
grouping him among the tens of thousands of other Amerasians liv-
ing in Vietnam. Even those journalists who reported on Minh’s fam-
ily history and his fluctuating story about his mother failed to tie his
tales of abandonment, abuse, and family separation to the broader Am-
erasian narrative. Initially Minh stated he was an orphan as the result
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of the deaths of his mother and stepfather, then later he described the
abandonment and abuse his (now alive) mother inflicted upon him,
before finally revealing the “tearful parting” with his mother in Ha-
noi. While it remained unclear which of Minh’s stories was true, each
telling revealed a common thread within the experience of Amera-
sians, who reported suffering, abandonment, and physical abuse from
family members and peers because of their American paternity. The
emotional trauma from separating from their mothers was also com-
mon for those Amerasians who left home to shed their illegitimacy or
those who emigrated without their mothers, as required by the A1a.*

Yet rather than situate Minh within the larger Amerasian context,
reporters continued to frame his story as unique. They failed to ques-
tion how Minh was an “orphan” if in fact he had a mother or chal-
lenge the moral or legal rationale of taking Minh from his mother
without her consent. Also missing was any discussion about the exis-
tence or responsibility of Minh’s American father. Instead, reporters
made very few references to Minh’s American paternity while em-
phasizing the humanitarian necessity of his medical condition. Jour-
nalists seemed to imply that the efforts on Minh’s behalf were not
because he was an American boy or that he represented tens of thou-
sands of other Amerasian kids just like him. Minh was a single boy
facing enormous medical challenges that just a little American hu-
manitarianism could fix.

Nevertheless, Minh’s American paternity appeared undeniable in
Tiernan’s photograph. Viewed in color, the picture clearly showed
Minh’s light brown hair and eyes. In black and white the photograph
darkens the color of both. However, media reports made an appeal to
racial kinship when describing Minh, assigning him stereotypically
American features while omitting reference to his American paterni-
ty.* More specifically, Newsday reporters consistently described Minh
as having blue eyes. In November 1985, Jeff Sommer introduced Minh
to Newsday readers as having “light-brown hair, pale skin and hazel
eyes” that identify him “immediately as an Amerasian.” One year lat-
er, in November 1986, reporter Paul Marinaccio described Minh with
“straight black hair, blue eyes and freckles,” and a few weeks later, “A
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street beggar with blue eyes and freckles who crawls on all fours.”™
In March 1987, reporter Irene Virag, in reference to the difficulties fac-
ing Minh explained that the absence of diplomatic relations between
the United States and Vietnam “makes it impossible to bring a single
blue-eyed child to the land of his fathers.” One month later, Virag de-
scribed Minh specifically as “the blue-eyed boy who lives half a world
away.” It was not until Virag met Minh in May 1987 that her descrip-
tion became more realistic, “hazel eyes and severely cropped hair.”

There is no question that just as policymakers utilized a discourse
of inclusion to employ an assumption of filiation between Ameri-
ca and her Amerasian “sons and daughters” to pass the A1A in 1982,
similar methods assisted Minh’s immigration five years later. Likely,
those reporters who had not seen Minh in person or who failed to
examine the photograph in color simply projected their own ideas of
what Minh looked like into their stories, inserting their personal as-
sumptions that Minh’s American father, presumed white, would nec-
essarily have passed the trait of blue eyes on to his son. They possibly
knew that such a description of his physical characteristics would gar-
ner the sympathy of Newsday readers, who would recognize Minh as
American, ultimately selling more papers. Or perhaps when report-
ers looked at Minh, they simply saw what they wanted to see: a fair-
skinned, half-American boy with blue eyes.”

The use of a racialized discourse of inclusion personalized Minh’s
medical condition for many readers. Blue eyes may have made Minh
more plausibly American and thereby worthy of humanitarian assis-
tance. Certainly, Minh’s eyes made an impact on the HHS students.
Thirty years later, Tara Scalia and Marlo Sandler remembered Minh'’s
“big beautiful eyes” and how they looked “totally American.” In hind-
sight, Sandler wondered whether perceptions of Minh’s blue eyes and
his American looks somehow spoke to the group of white teenagers.
“I really wish I could go back in time,” Sandler reflected, “and deter-
mine where that factored in.”*®

The very clear connotation in blue eyes of whiteness carries big-
ger questions about Minh’s case. Would the reaction from Newsday
readers, the HHS students, or the Long Island community have been
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the same had Minh’s face not been so familiar? Would the HHS stu-
dents have perceived Minh as their contemporary had he been full
Vietnamese and “crippled” rather than Amerasian? How might they
have responded had Minh been a Black Amerasian? Such questions
went unanswered as the students gathered signatures to support bring-
ing Minh to America for humanitarian reasons at the same time that
Americans grew tired of saving Vietnamese refugees they believed
were no longer a humanitarian concern.

The Congressman and the Amerasian Boy

Elected to Congress in 1982 only a few weeks after the A1A became
law, Rep. Robert Mrazek admittedly had little knowledge of Amer-
asians. Before entering politics, the Huntington High School alum-
nus and Cornell graduate served in the U.S. Navy from 1967 to 1969.
After leaving the Navy, Mrazek joined the staff of U.S. senator Vance
Hartke (D-IN). By 1986, Mrazek had served a four-year stint as a mem-
ber of the House Appropriations Committee and the Foreign Opera-
tions Subcommittee, which oversaw foreign aid and immigration and
naturalization services. Nonetheless, Mrazek was unfamiliar with the
Amerasian issue when he picked up his copy of Newsday and saw Tier-
nan’s photograph of Minh. It was, Mrazek exclaimed, “one of those
very arresting photographs which I remembered, of this strikingly
handsome little boy.™

It was not until a visit from the students of HHS, however, that
Mrazek was forever connected to Minh and the Amerasian issue. In
November 1986 Zach, Forte, Sandler, and Scalia presented Mrazek with
the twenty-seven thousand signatures they had collected in support
of bringing Minh to the United States for medical treatment. Aware
that Vietnam had suspended the opr months earlier and of the con-
tentious relationship between the two countries, Mrazek had doubts
about the prospect for success.” Regardless, the hopeful idealism of
the HHS students touched him: “you have these teenagers looking at
you with open-wide doe-eyes thinking, you know, you’re the Con-
gressman, you can pull it off. I felt I had to at least follow through to
see if there might be something I can do.™
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Amid the diplomatic stalemate between the two countries over
what U.S. leaders viewed as Vietnam’s refusal to release Americans
being held as political prisoners or to provide a full accounting of
American M1As, Mrazek understood that room for cooperation on
Amerasians did exist.> In the fall of 1986 U.S. officials were actively
seeking to restore the ODP on American terms in order to bring po-
litical prisoners and Amerasians to the United States. Richard Chil-
dress, a senior National Security Council official, and John C. Monjo,
State Department officer in the Bureau of East Asia and the Pacific,
held a secret meeting with the Vietnamese Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs, Vo Dung Giang, to specifically discuss a bilateral agreement to
allow Amerasians to immigrate. In light of the tensions over the stale-
mated oDP, which had not processed an Amerasian applicant for al-
most six months, Childress and Monjo proposed a new program that
would operate independently of the oDP and free from the oversight
of the UNHCR, allowing American officials to interview and approve
Amerasian applicants.”

Mrazek recognized the desire of the U.S. State Department to re-
vamp the ODP program on its own terms. Viewing the opportuni-
ty for diplomacy over Minh’s fate as having potential for progress on
the other shared humanitarian issues, Mrazek went to work. With-
in a few weeks of meeting with the HHS students, Mrazek met with
Nguyen Dang Quang, the first secretary of the Vietnamese mission
to the United Nations, to discuss the possibility of diplomatic coop-
eration on Minh’s case. They agreed that it would generate positive
publicity and possibly benefit both countries politically. The HHS stu-
dents also contacted Quang, writing him a letter they hoped would
endear him to their cause. They pointed to the benefits of Minh’s im-
migration for Vietnam and the shared humanity and “mutual com-
passion” that tied both countries to Minh, whom they described as
a “symbol of the tragedy of war.”* “We are aware” they wrote, “that
your nation’s medical resources may be burdened as a result of the past
conflict. Therefore we would like to assist in a small way by bringing
Le to the United States for medical treatment.”

Shortly thereafter, Mrazek and the HHS students, along with Gloria
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Blauvelt and the photographer Audrey Tiernan, who was covering
the event for Newsday, visited Quang’s New York office. The stu-
dents knew immediately that the meeting was a very big deal. “I re-
member we were so nervous,” recalls Sandler, “and we had to miss
school that day and we all put on our professional-looking clothing.
I just remember that we felt so out of our league, and like such lit-
tle kids.” Tara Scalia agreed: “We were so excited when we got that
invitation and we thought the Vietnamese would see that we were
trying to do a good deed. I'm not sure we realized everything else
going on at the time . . . communism and so many other barriers.””
Still, by all accounts the meeting was respectful and positive. Quang
listened intently to the students’ plan for Minh and he ultimate-
ly endorsed bringing Minh to America, announcing that Vietnam
would make an exception to the suspended oDP and grant him an
exit visa. The students were ecstatic, with David Zach exclaiming,
“Mr. Quang has put the ball in our field. It is now up to us to con-
tact our government and hopefully get it to be as responsive as the
Vietnamese have been.”

For Vietnam, such a humanitarian gesture meant positive publicity
at a time of high diplomatic tensions with the United States. The Rea-
gan administration was consistently accusing Vietnam of humanitar-
ian violations against Amerasians, political prisoners, and American
MIA/POWs. It also meant a possible breakthrough in getting Amera-
sians out of Vietnam. The three thousand Amerasians included in the
oDP backlog were now mostly teenagers and young adults.” Largely
unemployed, uneducated, and homeless, these Amerasians gathered
in Ho Chi Minh City, where they engaged in petty crimes, became
a public nuisance, and proved a problem for Vietnamese officials.*
Amerasians who begged Western visitors for food and money also
brought negative publicity to the country. Some reports suggested that
the Vietnamese government institutionalized many homeless Amer-
asians in orphanages or labor camps.® Thus Quang could not over-
look the opportunity that approving Minh’s emigration offered. He
professed Vietnam’s willingness to cooperate on the Minh case while
pointing to the bigger Amerasian problem in Vietnam and urging
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the U.S. government to expedite the relocation of all other Amera-
sian youth to the United States.®

For the students, the meeting with Quang appeared to be a turn-
ing point. Suddenly they felt like something could actually happen
and that Congressman Mrazek was now fully engaged in their cause.
The media attention and the students’ celebrity increased as reporters
from major news networks began appearing in Huntington, tracking
the students down at the mall and at school. Marlo Sandler remem-
bers a reporter who came to her house to do a “weird, fluffy human
interest story” about her as a teenager “who is trying to make a dif-
ference in the world.”

Media coverage of Amerasians intensified as reporters once again
focused their pens and cameras on the dire existence of the abandoned
Amerasians still living in Vietnam. The resulting stories and power-
ful video footage of Minh being carried around Ho Chi Minh City
on the back of his best friend Ti educated the HHS students about the
broader Amerasian issue. According to Sandler, the video haunted the
students, who now realized the larger scope of the Amerasian prob-
lem. They also began to feel guilty “that we weren’t also bringing Ti
over or trying to help . . . it was a reminder to us that we were only
doing what we can to bring this one child, but there are so many.”*

As they grew in understanding of their humanitarian cause and the
scope of the Amerasian issue, the students began to worry about the
politics. It was on this topic that Gloria Blauvelt’s dogged determina-
tion proved most fierce. The woman who first introduced the students
to Minh and who had thus far guided, protected, and encouraged their
grassroots efforts to bring him to the United States had no intention
of letting political agendas subvert their cause. At the age of ninety-
six, Blauvelt still emanates passion and love for her HHS students as
she recounts the events surrounding Minh. Despite the challenges of
time, she retains a sharp wit. She is direct, warm, and funny, with an
indomitable spirit, and her memories of these specific students are as
clear as if the entire affair was yesterday. “This was all about the stu-
dents,” Blauvelt explained, “it was about Minh and being humanitar-
ian, I never wanted it to be political.”™
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The U.S. State Department also appeared to want to prevent Minh
from becoming political, initially proving much less willing than Viet-
nam to cooperate with its communist foe. In response to Vietnam’s
concessions to expedite Minh’s emigration, the State Department re-
jected the Vietnamese condition that Minh forego the required opp
interview and medical examination. Frank Sieverts, the spokesman
for the Bureau for Refugee Programs, insisted that Minh proceed
through the normal opp process, which included both the interview
and exam to confirm his identification and assess his medical condi-
tion.*¢ However, with no diplomatic relations or a functioning oDP,
Vietnam refused to let American interviewers and medical teams into
the country to conduct such exams. So Sieverts suggested a compro-
mise. Instead of granting Minh an individual exception, the U.S. gov-
ernment, he explained, could simply place Minh’s name among the
three thousand other Amerasians awaiting departure under the obr.¢

Considering the condition of the oDP, Sievert’s suggestion seemed
a meaningless solution that failed to meet the request for expediting
Minh’s departure for medical “urgency.” Even for those Amerasians
in Vietnam already approved for immigration, the backlog meant
that often their departure date exceeded the one-year expiration on
their opP medical exams, placing them in a static category, “Persons
Approved but Not Medically Clear,” in a suspended program.® As
the suspension continued this category grew, resulting in ever fewer
Amerasians leaving Vietnam. In 1985, 1,498 Amerasians left Vietnam
under the oDP. In 1986, after the suspension of the program, only s12
(who had been approved before the suspension) departed.®

Thus, despite its claims of humanitarian concern for all Amera-
sians, five years after finally supporting the A1a there was very little
U.S. government interest in cooperating with Vietnam over Minh.
Even Mrazek’s attempts on Capitol Hill to obtain support for Minh’s
case hit resistance from the State Department. After a personal plea to
Secretary of State Shultz to grant Minh an immigration exception for
humanitarian reasons, Mrazek received a “perfunctory letter” from
the State Department expressing that “they wish they could but they
were not going to cooperate” on this issue.”
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By January 1987, as the second semester of classes began, the HHS
students started to realize the broader implications of their efforts
to bring Minh to the United States. Specifically, they understood
the opportunity his case presented to both countries to finally rees-
tablish diplomatic relations and perhaps reconcile some of the emo-
tional effects of the war. Over the next few months, the students
embraced the opportunity to participate directly in the American
political process—meeting with Vietnamese officials, collaborating
with their congressman, and lobbying Congress. Lutheran Immigra-
tion and Refugee Services (LIRS) in Manhattan advised the students
on the political strategy that would garner the best results. As one of
the agencies contracted with the U.S. government for refugee reset-
tlement and concerned with the current status of the obp and Amer-
asians, LIRS employees encouraged the students’ efforts, hoping they
could help revitalize the program. LIRS associate director Marta Bren-
den believed Minh’s case brought a human element to the diplomat-
ic stalemate: “You are raising a real life situation for all these people
to think about while they negotiate.””

Ironically, LIRS already knew about Minh and had attempted to fa-
cilitate his immigration a year earlier. The students offered new hope
and LIRS employees advised them to be strategic in pushing a small
and select group of Congress members to support expediting Minh’s
case.”> As part of their new political approach, the students traveled
with Blauvelt and Tiernan to Washington Dc, where they hand deliv-
ered their petitions to Representative Mrazek’s office. Along the way,
the students had an emotional visit to the Vietnam Veterans Memo-
rial, where Tiernan sketched her father’s name. “Despite the bitter
cold,” Marlo Sandler explained, “we just could not leave that memo-
rial. Its impact on all of us was devastating.””

At the same time the students were perfecting their political strategy,
Mrazek and Quang solidified their own political footprint on the case.
When reports that officials from both countries had reached an agree-
ment to allow Amerasians to immigrate to the United States proved
premature, both men extended their efforts to reach a successful bi-
lateral solution on Minh.” Mrazek framed his approach within the
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Reagan-era language of reconciliation. According to Mrazek, “Help-
ing Le could demonstrate the mutual concern of our people over the
cost of war.””

By March 1987 the persistence of the HHs students in New York
combined with Mrazek’s political influence in Washington Dc final-
ly began to sway individual members of Congress. In the preced-
ing months, Marzek spent hundreds of hours talking to individual
members of Congress about Minh. He used every possible opportu-
nity to make his case, from the House floor to the gym. His efforts
paid off as Mrazek managed to gain the support of the majority of the
House to bring Minh to America for medical treatment. Although
the House made a bipartisan effort on Minh’s behalf, Mrazek most
credited Tiernan’s powerful photograph for garnering support. The
picture, Mrazek admits, moved members of Congress to varying lev-
els of emotion. Even those who initially resisted Mrazek’s personal
pleas proved sympathetic to Minh’s story and the discrimination he
faced after seeing the photo. For many policymakers, Minh simply
“looked” American and his face was “a bitter and painful reminder
of the war.””* Now more confident in his congressional standing on
the issue, Mrazek sent a letter to Secretary Shultz that included the
signatures of 306 of the 435 House members who supported a human-
itarian exemption for Minh that would allow him to come to Amer-
ica without the required interview or medical exam.”

In response to growing congressional support, the State Depart-
ment finally agreed to expedite the immigration process for Minh.
By April the Vietnamese government located Minh, who they said ex-
pressed his desire to leave Vietnam, and granted his exit visa. Minh,
who spoke very little English at the time, later revealed that he had
not given his consent and did not want to leave Vietnam for Amer-
ica.”® He claimed Vietnamese security guards accosted him in front
of the Caravelle Hotel in Ho Chi Minh City.” But by then it was too
late for Minh to change his fate. In May, Mrazek and Tiernan flew to
Vietnam to meet Minh and bring him “home.” No longer simply a
high school humanitarian project, Minh had been transformed into
a politically symbolic gesture between two countries. Minh, Mrazek
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exclaimed, could be the “first step to removing some of the roadblocks”
to normalizing relations.®

Becoming American

In lobbying Congress to bring Minh to the United States, Mrazek and
the HHS students and their supporters emphasized the humanitari-
an urgency of his case because of his need for medical care. Howev-
er, once the State Department agreed to cooperate with Vietnam to
bring Minh to America, those involved began to stress Minh’s Amer-
ican paternity through a discourse of kinship and family. Before the
school made a public announcement, a proud Gloria Blauvelt told
the members of the HHS student government that Minh was “com-
ing home.” “It felt like we had just won the Super Bowl,” Sandler re-
membered “we were crying and jumping up and down.™" After the
initial excitement, Sue Forte remembers the entire school committed
to planning and preparing for Minh’s arrival.®

To celebrate the students’ successful efforts, Huntington High
School declared April 27 “Le Van Minh Day.” At the event Robert
Mrazek spoke to the students in front of television cameras and re-
minded them of their humanitarian success: “Very soon you will
have a chance to meet a young man whose life you’ve saved . . . you
should be proud. Your high school is responsible for bringing Le out
of a life of misery to a new life in America.”* Local folksinger Patri-
cia Shih performed an original song about Amerasians left behind
in Vietnam. Her lyrics aroused notions of national paternity, “Papa,
you're in my heart. Do you want to keep our lives apart?”* Amera-
sian teenager Anh Dung Nguyen also spoke to the HHS students of
his experience in Vietnam and America. Newsday reporter Irene Vi-
rag poignantly explained that although Anh never met his American
father, a soldier who left Saigon when Anh was an infant, Anh still
held on to the dream of finding him and kept a framed photograph
of him by his bed.* Anh’s own testimonial was even more gripping
as he expressed the common hope of many Amerasians—that com-
ing to America and becoming American would fill the hole left by
their absent fathers. Coming to America, Minh will feel “reborn,”
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Anbh told the HHs students. “Half my blood is American” and “I am
one of the lucky ones.”

One month later, Mrazek arrived in Vietnam and Virag provided
adetailed narrative of Minh’s trip “home to the land of his unknown
father.” Virag’s reports described the budding relationship between
the congressman and the Amerasian teenager in a framework of pa-
ternal responsibility. Mrazek also described his interaction with Minh
in familial terms. “I feel like a prospective father,” Mrazek stated the
day before leaving for Vietnam: “I have the same sense of expecta-
tion and concern for the unknown as when I was awaiting the birth
of my first child.”

The bond between Mrazek and Minh developed quickly. Photos
captured the tall congressman carrying Minh like a child, cradling
the “small, crippled boy” whose thin arms wrapped tightly around
Mrazek’s neck.® Virag related the sentimental moments between man
and child to Newsday readers as those special moments that fathers
share with their sons: Mrazek putting drops of medicine in Minh’s eye
before dabbing it with a tissue, sharing pictures of his children and
wife, and playing black jack with Minh in his hospital room. Minh,
for his part, told of his life on the streets, of hunger, danger, and sur-
vival, and of his best friend Ti.”

Only the emotional reunion between Minh and Tiernan, whose
photograph had initiated the efforts for Minh, could compete with
Mrazek’s moments. If Mrazek stood in the shoes of a loving American
father, Tiernan embraced the role of the caring mother as she “stroked
Minh’s withered legs,

» <«

tousled his hair,” and comforted him with a
small brown teddy bear.”" By all accounts Tiernan was a “lifeline” for
the HHS students throughout the entire process, as she had a special
relationship with Minh, for whom she desperately wanted a better life.
“She was so emotionally invested in him,” remembers Marlo Sandler,
“not the bigger thing, but just this boy. . . . there was something very
personal for her about her feelings for Minh.™?

The compassion and care shown to Minh by both Tiernan and
Mrazek helped keep Minh at ease during the initial phase of his em-
igration from Vietnam. While in the isolation ward for refugees in a
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Bangkok hospital, recovering from a contagious eye infection that de-
layed his departure, Minh’s Americanization continued with an intro-
duction to American medical care and culture. A video captured the
excitement of Minh’s first physical therapy sessions, in which his Amer-
ican nurses celebrated his first few steps. Moments later, the camera
zoomed in on Minh making an origami flower he gave to his nurse,
who exclaimed, “He’s got beautiful eyes!™ According to Newsday re-
ports, Minh perused pictures of the White House and the Statue of
Liberty, ate M&Ms, and listened to Simon and Garfunkel, Jimi Hen-
drix, and the Cars on his new cassette player. These were, Virag wrote,
“symbolic ways” in which Minh moved “a little closer to America.”*

In America the students at HHS also moved closer to Minh. They
anxiously awaited his arrival and tried to imagine how Minh felt,
knowing he was coming to a new, foreign culture. For the HHS teen-
agers, pictures of Minh wearing American sneakers, listening to mu-
sic, and playing cards transformed the “crippled” boy living on the
other side of the world in Tiernan’s first photograph into a real per-
son rather than a street kid and beggar.

Teachers at HHS took the opportunity to situate Minh’s case and
the school’s efforts into a larger context of diplomacy, determination,
and human compassion. The students who had worked relentlessly to
bring Minh to America now began to wonder more about him. They
imagined the life he was leaving, thought about “his mother who had
ordered him into the streets when he was 10” (Minh later recanted this
story and explained he had spoken out in anger), and were hopeful for
the life he would have.” The focus of the HHS community also shifted
from the humanitarian urgency of Minh’s twisted spine to the famil-
iarity of his “American face.” Sixteen-year-old Dina Boccio pointed
to the picture of Minh that had made him famous, a photo in which
one cannot deny nor turn away from Minh’s physical condition. But
Boccio was no longer looking at the awkwardly bent legs that initi-
ated the humanitarian calls to save him. Perhaps finally free to voice
what many were thinking when they saw Minh’s picture, Boccio ex-
claimed, “Look at that face, how could you not do anything? We had
to do something.™® They also wondered about his paternity, curious
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about the American father, the man “of whom he knows nothing.”
According to Sandler, the question of Minh’s American father lin-
gered for the group “as something that we hoped eventually we, or
someone else in this process could help with.”” But none of the kids,
or adults, seemed to know how.

By the time Mrazek carried Minh off the airplane into a crowd of
television and newspaper reporters and HHS students at New York’s
John F. Kennedy Airport on June 4, 1987, the congressman and the
Amerasian teenager had formed an indelible bond. “I didn’t go to
Vietnam to find a son,” Mrazek told Virag, “and yet I've fallen in love
with this boy.”® Minh, too, seemed comfortable with the congress-
man, calling him “Daddy” and clinging to him as they stepped off the
plane, where media questions and camera flashes instantly engulfed
them. The HHS students were also there. Crying, laughing, and hug-
ging each other, they welcomed Minh to America with posters and
huge banners, “Welcome Home Le” and “We Love You.” They also
presented him with a number of gifts: an HHs school jacket to repre-
sent his acceptance into the HHs “family,” a copy of the book A Day in
the Life of America, and a small American flag. HHS senior Alison Mix-
er cried upon seeing Minh, exclaiming, “When you look at his smile
and the sparkle in his eyes . . . you can see he’s so beautiful.”” Marlo
Sandler summed up the feelings of many HHs students, “This entire
year we thought of Le as a project . . . now we realize he’s a human be-
ing. ... It’s amazing. ... We’re changing a person’s life.”*

At the press conference Mrazek commended the students for their
persistence and hard work in bringing Minh to America. He remind-
ed the students that they had “truly changed the life of this young
man” and that “Minh begins a new life in the U.S. today.” Secretary
Quang also attended, taking the opportunity to remind Americans
that Minh was one of many Amerasians in Vietnam. Amerasians in
Vietnam, Quang explained, “are the children of the United States.”
Quang also stressed his hope that Minh'’s case could result in improved
relations between the two countries.

Newsday captured the emotion of the moment. A photograph from
the press conference depicts the beaming smiles of the students, the
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pride emanating from Gloria Blauvelt, the apprehension of Minh hid-
den under his white and purple baseball cap, and on everyone’s face, a
bit of fatigue. Yet the photo also revealed something else. Rep. Mrazek
stood center stage holding Minh for the cameras and talking to re-
porters while the HHS students surrounded him on either side. Mar-
lo Sandler, Tara Scalia, and Sue Forte held each other’s hands. They
looked up at the towering congressman and the teenager they worked
so hard to bring to the United States, unable to touch or talk to him.
The picture was prophetic. Despite Blauvelt’s best efforts, Minh’s ar-
rival signified a new phase for the HHS students, who felt their role
diminished by the limelight. Having accomplished Minh’s rescue,
politicians, political agendas, and photo ops took priority and literal-
ly pushed the students aside. “The reporters and cameras kept piling
in and telling us to get out of the way,” a frustrated David Zach ex-
claimed."* Tara Scalia also recollected having very little contact with
Minh when he arrived at the airport, managing only a quick hello to
the young man she remembers seeming a little frightened and over-
whelmed, before he was whisked away. Marlo Sandler felt the whole
affair was really political and recalled the students left the airport with
a “bad taste in our mouths.”® As Gloria Blauvelt celebrated the stu-
dents’ success and the fact that Minh was “safe in America,” all the
students agreed that their relationship with Minh after he arrived was
much less personal than they had envisioned.**

Lessons Learned

Fame, fanfare, confusion, and fear filled Minh’s first few weeks in Amer-
ica as the coverage of his “becoming American” kept him in the me-
dia spotlight. Newsday detailed the happenings of “Minh’s First Day
Home” as he watched cartoons, played with crabs, and swam in Cen-
terport Harbor.'” The media cameras also followed the four HHS stu-
dent council members the following week when they met with Minh
for the first time. Newsday described the emotion and pride the stu-
dents felt as they touched Minh’s arm, “jiggled his foot,” and “toss-
led [szc] the boy’s close cropped hair” to “convince themselves that he
wasn’t an illusion.” In the front-page photo, the huge smiles of the
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students and Minh seem to confirm that “this was the beginning” of
a wonderful relationship between the students and Minh.

Marlo Sandler, however, remembers the experience a bit differ-
ently. “I remember there was a little bit of awkwardness around just
physically touching him—Ilike would it hurt? Would he not want
us to touch him? What would be the right way to interact with him
physically? I think we were also inclined to want to just hug him but
we didn’t know if that was appropriate.” Shortly thereafter, at the
HHS graduation, Minh made his first public appearance. During the
ceremony Gloria Blauvelt and Audrey Tiernan received honorary di-
plomas and a standing ovation. Minh “shied away from” the camera
flashes and stares and “kept his head down.”” Sandler remembers
feeling uncomfortable at the graduation as “it felt like he [Minh] was
just being trotted out for accolades. It didn’t feel good. It felt like ev-
erybody was staring at him, like he was a zoo animal or something.
It was like he was being used.”

The fanfare chased the HHS students too. As a result of their ef-
forts, Huntington High School was one of six finalists selected for the
198687 Newsday Long Island High School of the Year for Communi-
ty Service. Shortly after Minh arrived, David Zach told reporter Gail
Ellen Daly of the numerous phone calls he received following a tele-
vision appearance, including from a magician who “asked me to be-
come his helper and travel all over the country with the act.”* Gloria
Blauvelt also remembers being approached by film studios to discuss
the possibility of making a movie about Minh’s life. East Bay Studios
contacted Marlo Sandler for permission to cast her likeness on screen.
They even copyrighted a movie script about Minh’s rescue titled “My
Father’s Not Home,” calling it “a universal story” that would expose
“the plight of ALL Amerasian children.”

As the HHS students discovered the consequences of the national
spotlight, Minh too found his transition to America to be far from
idyllic. Like many Amerasians, Minh struggled with issues of loss, as-
similation, and identity. Psychologists attributed these issues to aban-
donment by both the Amerasians’ American fathers and their biological
mothers. According to psychologists Robert McKelvey and John Webb,
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paternal abandonment of Amerasians often resulted in poverty, os-
tracism, and shame, ensuring a disadvantaged life of diminished edu-
cational and vocational opportunities in the countries of their birth.
For many in Vietnam, including those living on the streets, the addi-
tional rejection by their Vietnamese mothers from fear, despair, or dis-
grace had long-term psychological consequences like depression and
anxiety. In fact, studies found that Amerasians from Vietnam gener-
ally suffered from more psychological issues and higher levels of dis-
tress than other Vietnamese immigrants, due primarily to parental
separation, rejection, and to entering the United States alone as un-
accompanied minors with little formal education. Black Amerasians
also had the additional issue of race to contend with.!

Further compounding the feelings of loss were the humiliation
and rejection that often accompanied a failed search for their fathers
once in America. Dartmouth psychologist Kirk Felsman explained
that as Amerasians matured, many began questioning their own iden-
tity, marriage, and family, and finding their own fathers became con-
suming." In 1985 a survey by the U.S. Catholic Conference Migration
and Refugee Services found that the need for Amerasian children to
connect with their American fathers was emotional and “deeply in-
grained,” and had been for many the primary motivation for migrat-
ing."* Despite the assistance of private organizations like the American
Council for Nationalities Service in New York City and private indi-
viduals like Father Carroll, who continued to help Amerasians immi-
grate and naturalize, no official mechanism to help Amerasians with
their search existed.

Moreover, American policies worked to protect the identity of the
fathers at the expense of their children. Thus according to the U.S.
Catholic Conference survey, by 1985 only 2 percent of Amerasians had
reunited with their fathers upon arrival to the United States."* The
potential demands for child support and fears that a half-Vietnamese
child could disrupt the lives of American men took precedence over
the desires of Amerasian children to find their fathers."s According to
Vietnam veteran Greg Kane, a lot of veterans feared having to face the
bad choices they made in Vietnam and a vocal minority condemned
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efforts to connect Amerasians with their American fathers, telling
U.S. officials, “you have no right to bring these kids here.” According
to Kane, the last thing “a guy who is struggling to deal with the war
itself” needs is “some memory coming to haunt him.” In his efforts
to locate potential fathers for the purpose of establishing evidentia-
ry proof of paternity, Father Carroll continued to interact with many
American men who he claims agreed to acknowledge paternity only
if it could be kept secret from their American wives and children.'”
Failed father searches had major implications for issues of pater-
nal abandonment and mental health for the Amerasian children. For
them, the inability to fulfill the fantasy of family reunification con-
tributed to feelings of isolation that had defined their lives as buz do:
in Vietnam and now defined them as outcasts in America.'® The ab-
sence of citizenship added to their alienation. Only through the legit-
imation of the father and the resulting birthright citizenship could
Amerasians fully grasp and be embraced by their Americanness.
Thus by 1985 the inclusionary, yet contradictory, language of the ex-
isting Amerasian legislation—the A1 and the obP—complicated the
issue of belonging and citizenship. On the one hand Amerasians were
the children of American fathers but on the other they were noncit-
izen refugees."” To help alleviate the confusion in its own work, Lu-
theran Immigration and Refugee Services reminded employees that
although American policy legally defined Amerasians as the children
of U.S. citizen fathers, and in many cases the children “looked like”
American children, without paternal legitimacy, birthright citizenship
was not automatic. Additionally, the State Department did not accept
documents they deemed potentially inaccurate from Vietnam, includ-
ing birth certificates, for the purpose of establishing citizenship.'>
LIRS also expressed concerns about the dangers of assimilation for
Amerasians. Due to their “American looks,” LIrs officials explained,
many Americans too quickly forced Amerasians into American cultur-
al and racial categories. They assumed that blond hair, afros, or freck-
les equated to an easy adaptation into American culture. There was an
ethnocentric assumption by many Americans that Amerasians would
most benefit by becoming American as fast as possible, ignoring the
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potential harm that could result. According to LIRS officials, impos-
ing American culture and heritage to protect Amerasians while deny-
ing them their Vietnamese heritage was troublesome. Such a practice,
LIRS warned, left the Amerasian “doubly rejected.” Assimilating into
a new culture was just as difficult “for those who ‘look American’ as
for those who do not” and Amerasians, “are as much Vietnamese as
any other Vietnamese nationals that we serve.”!

Minh experienced all of these challenges. During his initial inter-
view with U.S. immigration officials in Thailand, he expressed re-
morse over leaving his friends in Vietnam and refused to speak with
the interviewer about his life, pushing away and turning his back.'?
His Vietnamese interpreter, Xuan Bell, voiced concerns over Minh’s
behavior and what she perceived as a swift transition to America. Bell
observed, “Whatever family has him will have a hard time. He’s nev-
er lived in a family before.”?:

Still, Mrazek hoped that Minh could adjust reasonably well. To help
ease Minh’s transition, Mrazek and his family housed Minh for a few
weeks before moving him to his permanent foster home in Center-
port, New York, with Eugene and Nancy Kinney. It was during the
move to the Kinneys’ that Minh received the upsetting news that even
in the United States there was no medical solution for his legs. Minh
would have to use crutches to walk for the rest of his life.'* The stu-
dents, too, were affected. Tara Scalia recalled, “I think we were all sad
because that was the reason we brought him here to fix him. When
you’re sixteen you think you can fix everything.”'»

The next few months were a whirlwind of emotion for Minh and
the Kinneys. It was not long before the warnings of LIrs employees,
Xuan Bell, and others came true regarding the potential harm caused
by fast-tracking Minh’s assimilation. Minh had a difficult time adjust-
ing to his new life. Although he “looked American,” Minh did not
speak English or understand American culture. His supposed rescue
from Vietnam had removed him from the only life and family he
had ever known into an unfamiliar American society where he must
have felt abandoned. The community of friends and supporters that
welcomed him at JFK airport dissipated quickly after his arrival, and
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students at HHS turned their attention to summer vacations and col-
lege. Sue Forte remembers that after Minh arrived, “it was sort of
like, now he’s here and he’s doing his thing and he’s getting his atten-
tion. We were going to college. . . . It was not my focus after that.”2¢
By August, Forte, David Zach, and Marlo Sandler departed for col-
lege and Congressman Mrazek, the man Minh called “Daddy,” re-
turned to Washington.

Even as Mrazek’s office reported that “Minh is adjusting well to his
new life and has developed a fondness for pizza,” the expectation of
a quick assimilation created tension between Minh and his adoptive
family."” “There were a lot of complications behind the scenes that I
did not see right away,” Mrazek later admitted.”® Even with the Kin-
neys’ patience and love, the cultural differences proved challenging.
Assumed small things like the timing of dinner or going to school
overwhelmed Minh, who was “used to eating at midnight after beg-
ging in front of the Rex hotel,” and who “did not want to go to school;
he could not read or write and he rebelled against it.”* Likely yearn-
ing for some semblance of home and missing his family in Vietnam,
Minh told Mrazek “I miss my mother, I want my mother to come.”
In August, Minh filed the paperwork to begin the long and tedious
process to bring his mother and half-siblings to the United States
through the opp.”®

By November, Newsday reported the “Americanization of Le Van
Minbh is a slow process.” The article examined the cultural and lan-
guage barriers Minh still faced, his affinity for sleeping on the floor,
eating at odd times as he did on the street, and the longing for his
mother.”* The Kinneys blamed their challenges with Minh on the
quick transition and his “lack of orientation.” While pointing to his
medical condition to justify the expedited departure, Mrazek, too,
admitted that more time to prepare for his arrival in America would
have made a difference. “I think taking him from this street environ-
ment and bringing him to America has resulted in an accelerated
transformation from boy to man.” Shortly after, Minh left the Kin-
neys’ for a new foster home. Minh’s foster mother, Nancy Kinney, ex-
plained that during the time Minh stayed with them, “We had a lot
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of trouble raising him. He was very resistant to school and had no de-
sire to get up in the morning. He wanted dinner at midnight because
that’s when he’d eaten on the streets in Vietnam.”*

By February 1988, Minh lived in Oakdale, New York, his third fos-
ter home since coming to America. He was the twelfth Vietnamese
or Amerasian foster son for Mary and Edwin Holter, whose home
provided Minh some familiarity and normalcy. Minh lived with oth-
er boys who spoke Vietnamese, understood his culture, and looked
like him. One year later, Minh moved again, this time to live with
his newly emigrated mother and half siblings in Utica, New York, be-
fore finally relocating to San Jose, California, where his family settled
among the growing Vietnamese community.”** Although Minh’s as-
similation was not the success story first anticipated, his journey be-
came the impetus for new legislation that would affect the lives of
tens of thousands of Amerasians still living in Vietnam.

Are You My Daddy?

Robert Mrazek had hoped that the bilateral cooperation needed to
bring Minh to the United States could bridge the diplomatic divide
with Vietnam enough to restart the stalled oDP. Prior to his arrival in
Vietnam to retrieve Minh, Mrazek had scheduled a meeting with Viet-
namese officials to investigate such possibilities. Once there, howev-
er, Mrazek knew another discussion was also necessary. As he walked
around Ho Chi Minh City, Mrazek noticed the dozens of Amerasian
kids who followed him. These were children, Mrazek remembers,
who “stood out so starkly from what is a racially pure society, par-
ticularly the black Amerasians and those with Caucasian eyes. They
were surrounding me and talking about taking them to the land of
their fathers.”

Mrazek’s experience with Amerasians in Vietnam reinforced similar
reports from numerous foreign visitors to Ho Chi Minh City since the
war ended. Fortunately, Mrazek was in a position to do something. After
speaking with some of the children through an interpreter and discov-
ering that they could not attend school or obtain employment and suf-
fered discrimination because they were half:American, Mrazek realized
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that Minh was just the first step.”** According to Mrazek, he knew that
he had to provide a way for those Amerasians who wanted to come to
the United States.'” Although Amerasians could apply to immigrate to
America through the opp, Mrazek believed he had to address their sit-
uation independent of it. The Reagan administration continued to fall
short in its efforts to renegotiate the opP with Vietnam, due to tensions
over the MI1A/POW issue, Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia, and the
opP backlog. However, Mrazek hoped that since Amerasians were the
children of American fathers, Americans would overcome the “com-
passion fatigue” that now defined many of the lingering issues from the
Vietnam War and be more sympathetic to their cause.'**

Mrazek found Vietnamese officials, including Foreign Minister
Nguyen Co Thach, favorable to his proposal to address Amerasians
separately from the ODP, treating them as immigrants, not refugees.
The classification of Amerasians as immigrants was critical for Viet-
namese officials, who continued to insist that Amerasians did not
qualify as refugees since they received the same treatment as all oth-
er Vietnamese citizens. It was, Mrazek claimed, “a sore point” for the
Vietnamese, who watched their former agreement with American of-
ficials in October of the previous year implode after the Reagan ad-
ministration refused to bend on the issue. For Mrazek it was a step
forward and he felt confident that he could get something done in
Congress to this effect.'” Vietnam’s foreign minister agreed, declaring,
“Both sides would like to have all Amerasian children in the United
States. . . . the details, the procedures, will be overcome.”*

Upon leaving Vietnam with Minh, Mrazek vowed to pass legislation
that addressed the needs of all Amerasians in Vietnam and allowed
them to immigrate to the United States separately from the opp. “It
has always been my hope,” Mrazek explained, “that the case of Le Van
Minh represents a small ripple of hope that would grow larger . .. I
feel satisfied that we have brought that day closer.”* In his farewell
to the congressman and Minh, Thach reiterated Vietnam’s support
for Mrazek’s plan as he exclaimed, “This time, Congressman Mrazek
brings with him one Amerasian child. Next time, he will bring thou-
sands of Amerasian children.”#
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The Politics of Policy

Three days before his untimely death, Rep. Stewart McKinney, the
coauthor of the Amerasian Immigration Act, introduced HR 2265,
Amerasian Immigration Amendments of 1987, in the House of Rep-
resentatives. The bill sought to address what McKinney viewed as
the limitations of the A1a that had rendered it largely useless.!** Still
clearly bothered by the ineffectiveness of his initial legislative efforts,
McKinney quoted Pearl S. Buck when he described Amerasians in
Southeast Asia as “piteous, miserable, and hopeless,” and called on
Congress to reexamine the U.S. commitment to assist those who, “by
virtue of their American parentage, deserve a chance for a better life
in the United States.”** As was the fate of many of McKinney’s previ-
ous legislative proposals to address the Amerasians, the bill failed to
advance out of the Judiciary Committee, and McKinney never had
the chance to participate in passing Mrazek’s Amerasian Homecom-
ing Act."” He died on May 7, 1987, after a prolonged and private bat-
tle with A1Ds. 14

However, McKinney’s decade of work on behalf of Amerasians was
not in vain. Robert Mrazek continued the efforts to amend the A1a
and bring Amerasians in Vietnam “home” by introducing a new and
more effective law: it eliminated the A1A’s requirement of an Amer-
ican sponsor and designated Amerasians as immigrants rather than
refugees, but immigrants eligible for refugee benefits.'*” Like his pre-
decessor, Mrazek found his efforts quickly stonewalled by Ron Maz-
zoli (D-KY), the chairman of the Immigration Subcommittee of the
House Judiciary Committee, and Alan Simpson (R-WY), chairman of
the Immigration Subcommittee of the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee."* Five years after they supported the a1a, both Mazzoli and
Simpson had little interest in taking on the Reagan administration
on this issue again. No longer obsessed with paternity and blood, the
administration remained staunchly opposed to separating the Amer-
asian issue from other points of contention with Vietnam. Singling
out Amerasians, administration officials argued, undercut U.S. ne-
gotiating power by removing a powerful issue from the negotiating
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table and thus diminishing the ability of the United States to accom-
plish bigger goals.™

But that was not Mrazek’s concern. He knew he had a very small
window of opportunity in which to make change. By 1987 the aver-
age Amerasian was already seventeen-years-old, illiterate, with very
little education and few job skills.’*® Mrazek understood that such
challenges already made assimilation into American society diff-
cult and that age only compounded the situation. The older Amera-
sians became, the less sympathetic their plight was to the American
people, who would likely be more moved by the fate of abused and
begging children than homeless and unemployed adults.'s' He recog-
nized that while the Mm1A/POW and oDP issues were important, leg-
islation could take years, and Amerasians simply did not have that
kind of time.

Hence, in spite of the staunch political resistance to his efforts,
Mrazek authored what became the Amerasian Homecoming Act. He
aimed for a bill that would both address the needs of Amerasians and
be acceptable to the Reagan administration. Unlike the A1a, which had
depended on evidentiary proof of paternity through documents and
thus proved useful to only a limited number of Amerasians, Mrazek’s
bill assumed that such documents did not exist. Under the AHA the
only evidence Amerasians needed to prove American paternity was
“their face and skin color.”? Even with the best intentions to meet the
needs of all Amerasians in Vietnam, such evidentiary requirements
would force U.S. officials to categorize Amerasian applicants based on
personal assumptions of what an American “looked like.” However,
given the absence of documented paternity, few other options existed.

According to the bill, American personnel would interview each
Amerasian individually to identify evidence of American paternity. If
no documentation existed, the interviews would rely on physical char-
acteristics. Specifically, dark skin tones or “Caucasian eyes” could count
as proof of paternity. Reiterating some of the arguments surround-
ing the A1A regarding children fathered by non-American personnel
in Vietnam, Mrazek also argued that due to the large American pres-
ence during the war, it was a logical assumption that a non-Vietnamese
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father was American. The children Mrazek claimed were “a product
of our being there,” and they deserved an American response.'?

Possibly informed by the challenges and failures experienced with
the A1A and with issues that Minh now faced in his resettlement,
Mrazek also had the bill loosen the immigration restrictions to allow
Amerasians to bring their immediate family members with them to
the United States.'* Additionally, he designated Amerasians as im-
migrants but provided them with refugee benefits, which included a
mandatory six-month stay in the Philippines Refugee Processing Cen-
ter for cultural and language training. To alleviate concerns about
immigrants, refugees, and open borders, Mrazek also ensured that
qualifying Amerasians continued to count under the annual refugee
ceiling for the opp.!s

Mrazek also seriously considered granting Amerasians birthright
U.S. citizenship in the bill. However, he knew that any attempt to
award blanket citizenship would ensure the bill’s failure in Congress.
Even as U.S. policymakers and the Reagan administration continued
to deliberately use inclusionary rhetoric to describe Amerasians as the
children of U.S. citizens, and current policies, including the A1a and
oDP, “clearly recognized that Amerasians have a legitimate claim to
live in the United States,” there was little interest in going that far.'s¢
Excluding citizenship from the bill was “a pragmatic decision” to en-
sure it would pass.’” Consequently, like all preceding Amerasian legis-
lation, the AHA perpetuated the contradictory and uneven application
of U.S. law. Claiming Amerasians as American children while failing
to legitimate them through U.S. citizenship reflected the inability of
lawmakers to reconcile the Amerasian mixture of race and national-
ity and continued to shield the nation from any formal responsibili-
ty of national paternity.

Still, citizenship would have effectively resolved the Amerasian
problem by opening new immigration channels and promising Am-
erasians the rights and protections of the U.S. Constitution. It possi-
bly would have also given the Reagan administration more incentive
to reestablish diplomatic relations with Vietnam, to protect its Amer-
ican citizens. But the Amerasians remained a foreign policy problem
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that the Reagan administration had little interest in actually solving.
It continued to insist that the discrimination Amerasians faced in Viet-
nam was part of Vietnam’s anti-American agenda and more evidence
that Vietnam was America’s enemy. In refusing to negotiate with Viet-
nam on the Amerasian issue or separate them from the other topics of
concern, the Reagan administration maintained its hard line against
communism, never giving an inch, even for American children.

By 1987 President Reagan homed in on Vietnam’s continued occu-
pation of Cambodia for his anticommunist stance in Southeast Asia.
In a June 1987 letter, Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci reminded
the president that normalizing relations with Vietnam must depend
upon an acceptable Cambodian settlement that included the withdraw-
al of Vietnamese troops.'* Consequently, the administration rejected
the pressure from many members of Congress to resolve some of the
smaller issues between the two countries—including the m1a/POWws
and the Amerasians—as grounds for reconciliation. It cited its com-
mitment to a free and independent Cambodia and the Cambodian
noncommunist resistance. Finding common ground with Vietnam,
the administration claimed, “would be viewed as a signal of weaken-
ing American resolve to stay the course” in Cambodia and could have
an adverse effect on those “smaller” issues of humanitarian concern.'”

Accordingly, the administration had no interest in diplomatic re-
lations with Vietnam or in making the Amerasian issue soluble. Key
policymakers Simpson and Mazzoli also had no interest in taking on
their party over such an issue. These kinds of choices imply that Am-
erasians constituted nothing more than political pawns in a game of
Cold War politics during the Reagan era. Mrazek understood these
political layers, and thus incorporated an alternative approach to pass-
ing his bill.

On August 6, 1987, Mrazek introduced the Amerasian Homecoming
Act to the House, an act to provide for the admission of Vietnamese
Amerasians as immigrants to the United States for a two-year peri-
od. Arizona Republican senator John McCain introduced the sister
bill to the Senate. Convinced that the AHA fulfilled the immediate
needs of Amerasians and that it could pass Congress, Mrazek and his
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cosponsor Thomas Ridge (R-PA) submitted it to Mazzoli’s Judiciary
Committee. There it languished for weeks before Mazzoli told Mrazek
that the bill would receive no hearings. In its rejection of the bill
the Judiciary Committee reasserted its commitment to the plight of
Amerasians but claimed that the potential for abuse outweighed the
humanitarian concern of the legislation. The committee also point-
ed to the oDP and the A1A and currently existing programs able to
deal with the Amerasian issue.™'

Predicting such an outcome, Mrazek had a backup plan. Thanks
to a political stalemate between Congress and Reagan over ideologi-
cal differences, Congress was unable to agree on a federal budget and
planned to pass a continuing resolution at the end of the year to keep
the government running. After gaining the necessary political support
from his subcommittee and the appropriations committee, Mrazek
inserted his Amerasian bill into the continuing resolution.'> When
it appeared in the House as part of the appropriations bill, Mrazek
faced harsh criticism from a furious Mazzoli, who assailed a bill cre-
ated by a single member of the House that never had hearings and di-
verged from the policy standards for U.S. relations with Vietnam.'®
However, Mazzoli could not remove the provision without rejecting
the entire continuing resolution. The House approved it and sent it
to the Senate, where Mrazek had a critical ally in Senator McCain,
a Vietnam War veteran and former prisoner of war. McCain was re-
markably sensitive to Amerasians, and he held great influence in the
Senate regarding all things Vietnam. It was McCain who introduced
the initial bill. With his support, and that of committee chair David
Obey (p-w1), whom Mrazek credits for his savvy yet tough negotiation
skills, the Homecoming Act successfully passed through the Senate
and landed on Reagan’s desk in December 1987 as part of a 1,194-page
omnibus bill.'* Unable to remove the Homecoming Act from the leg-
islation, Reagan had no choice but to sign it into law.

Hope

The students at HHS were proud of their efforts. Not only had they
succeeded in bringing Le Van Minh to the United States, their actions
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had become the catalyst for bilateral cooperation between two Cold
War foes. They had, in essence, bridged the gap that existed between
the United States and Vietnam for over a decade. Although there was
some frustration upon Minh’s arrival that the media and politicians
had overlooked their contribution and hard work, the students appre-
ciated the chance to make what they believed was a real difference.'s’

Even after they moved on from the year-long Minh campaign, the
students sometimes thought about Minh from their dormitories and
classrooms at Penn State (Zach and Forte) and Stanford (Sandler). For
a few months, Audrey Tiernan and Gloria Blauvelt kept the students
informed of Minh and the progress Mrazek made with the AHA. They
were proud of their role in Minh’s life and in the Homecoming Act,
but for some there was guilt after hearing reports of the challenges
Minh faced. Now adults with families of their own, Forte, Sandler,
and Scalia all admit that there was little contact with Minh ever again.
“This whole thing has made me reflect on how easily it seems we let it
go,” Sandler explained. “It seems really unfair to have taken someone’s
life and considered it a student government project . . . we should have
been better about following up or ensuring that he was doing well.”¢

The fact that Minh did not attend HHs or live in the Huntington
community contributed to the students’ disconnect. Only months af-
ter his arrival in the United States, Minh effectively disappeared from
the halls of the school and the Huntington community. In June, HHS
junior Brian Dooreck promised Minh that he would not “just say wel-
come and forget about him,” and committed to leading a school com-
mittee to monitor Minh’s progress in America.'’ It is unclear if the
committee ever transpired. However, by the time Tara Scalia gradu-
ated from HHS in 1988, Minh existed only in a photograph scattered
among many others under the aptly titled “Homecoming” section of
the HHs yearbook. In 2000 Marlo Sandler, living only minutes from
Minh’s last known address in San Jose, California, told Newsday that
on her honeymoon trip to Vietnam she saw numerous homeless Am-
erasians and “thought about Minh the entire time.”

Within a year of his arrival in America, the poster child for the
Homecoming Act had melted into the shadows of American society.
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Neither the students at HHs, U.S. policymakers, nor the Reagan ad-
ministration made any serious attempts to find Minh’s father or grant
Minbh citizenship. Unable to pass the citizenship test, he never legal-
ly became American and continued to live the life of a refugee strug-
gling with the challenges posed by limited language, education, and
job skills.'® It is possible that over time Minh recognized the irony of
being rescued from his homeland because his American father aban-
doned him, only to be abandoned again by those who “saved” him.
Still, thirteen years later, long after the cameras, reporters, and fame
had disappeared, Minh remained adamant that he was better off in
America than in Vietnam. In America, Minh exclaimed, “you have
hope.”” As Robert Mrazek witnessed the obstacles that Minh con-
tinued to face in his assimilation into America, he too hoped that the
Homecoming Act, even without citizenship, would benefit Amera-
sians in Vietnam by allowing them to immigrate to the United States.



| Chapter Seven

“Like a Home without a Roof”

The Amerasian Homecoming Act went into effect on March 21, 1988,
as a bilateral agreement between the United States and Vietnam. It
provided a two-year window in which all Amerasians born in Viet-
nam between January 1, 1962, and January 1, 1976, and their imme-
diate relatives could immigrate to the United States.! The estimated
numbers of Amerasians still living in Vietnam varied in the tens of
thousands. As a result, the AHA avoided imposing numerical limita-
tions, accepting all Amerasians from Vietnam who wanted to immi-
grate to the United States. Approvals, however, counted under the
refugee admissions ceiling of the Orderly Departure Program, and
the Migration and Refugee Assistance fund financed the program.
The aAHA used the preexisting structure of the ODP to commence
immigration procedures. It replaced the UN officials responsible for
interviewing and approving applicants with U.S. State Department
employees who now directly decided which applicants had American
fathers and could immigrate to the United States.? Those approved
for immigration received immigrant status and refugee benefits of
six months of language and culture training, as well as medical care
and settlement assistance through the Philippines Refugee Process-
ing Center (PRPC) and the Amerasian Resettlement Program (ARp).*
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Both interventions sought to help ease the transition into American
society and begin the process of assimilation.’

Amerasians who qualified for the AHA ranged in age from ten to
twenty-six years old and by 1988 had spent critical years growing up
in Vietnam. Some had families of their own.¢ By the time they ap-
plied for the AHA the majority of Amerasians had lived long enough
to recognize their physical differences in Vietnam’s relatively homog-
enous society and to internalize their marginalized status as buz doi
or con lar. For many, poverty, poor education, and their association
with the war compounded their ostracism. Poverty proved to be the
biggest barrier to education for most Amerasians, and their Vietnam-
ese peers generally assumed them to be both poor and uneducated.
On average, white Amerasians were thirteen times and Black Amer-
asians thirty-nine times more likely than other Vietnamese to immi-
grate with low levels of education.” In 1989 the California Department
of Social Services declared that the most important concern for Am-
erasians is the “self-identity crisis”—the result of having spent a life-
time ostracized, taunted, and ridiculed because of their appearance.®

The AHA transformed the Amerasians’ “American faces” from sym-
bols of shame to a source of pride, as the more American an Amerasian
looked, the quicker their approval for the AHA and their immigration
to America. Five years after the contentious debate in Congress regard-
ing the A1A over evidentiary proof and American blood, and whether
their “American faces” made them American, the AHA ensured just
that. In contrast to the A1A, the AHA accepted applicants without ev-
identiary proof on the sole basis of their looks. According to an offi-
cial of the American consulate in Vietnam, the AHA interview started
and ended with “the most superficial of evaluations: a look at the ap-
plicant’s face. Anyone thought to look like an American is immedi-
ately approved, regardless of whether he or she has any supporting
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evidence.” However, by relying on Amerasians’ looks as proof of pa-
ternity, the AHA elevated the role of race and assumptions of blood-
lines. Interviewers reverted to longstanding racial stereotypes to cast
Asians and Americans into two distinct and opposing racial categories

to determine nationality. Thus the AHA perpetuated the assumptions



“LIKE A HOME WITHOUT A ROOF”

of mixed race otherness and Asian foreignness that had always com-
plicated Amerasian existence and branded them with the stigma of
illegitimacy. In this way the AHA brought the Amerasian experience
in America full circle.

The Process

The application process for the AHA was a bilateral affair initiated by
the Vietnamese government, which was responsible for informing
Amerasians and their family members about the program. Amera-
sian applicants submitted petitions for an interview with U.S. officials
through local Vietnamese authorities, who then approved or rejected
each request, forwarding the list of approved petitions to the opp of-
fice in Bangkok, Thailand. obp employees rechecked the list before
creating applicant files and scheduling interviews. Approved applicants
and their families then traveled to Ho Chi Minh City, where teams
of U.S. officials conducted the interviews. Applicants who passed the
interview received a medical examination before departing for the
PRPC. Applicants who failed returned home."

Some U.S. officials, including Rep. Mrazek, worried that the pro-
cess excluded Amerasians who lived outside of the normal channels
of communication in Vietnam or who lacked access to information
about the program because of poverty or illiteracy." In addition, many
Amerasians claimed that local Vietnamese officials actually deterred
them from applying to the AHA or required them to pay bribes to sub-
mit the initial petition.”? A 1992 review of the program by the General
Accounting Office (GA0) found that in many of the rural and moun-
tainous regions only 50 percent of Amerasians left Vietnam through
the AHA. According to the report, “not every Amerasian has been in-
formed of the program and that even of those who are aware of it, not
all have been able to move into the processing stream.”

The fate of the tens of thousands of Amerasians who did apply rest-
ed largely in the hands of the American interviewer. As anticipated
by Mrazek, most Amerasians lacked the necessary documentation
to prove American paternity by blood and had only their physical
appearance—skin color, eye shape, and hair—as evidence. Although
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the only plausible solution absent evidentiary proof, the reliance on
physical appearance in the AHA unintentionally made race hypervis-
ible and gave cover to invidious racial stereotypes. It forced American
interviewers to rely on such stereotypes to determine what an Ameri-
can and a non-American Asian looked like. Interviewers charged with
determining whether an applicant looked American or Asian relied
on subjective notions of whiteness and blackness to determine paterni-
ty and thus nationality. Interviewers imposed racialized assumptions
of what the presumed American father looked like by inspecting the
features of Amerasians in search of “American blood.”* In justifying
the denial of an applicant, one American interviewer explained, “The
child’s physical appearance does not support Caucasian parentage.”

Often, the racial mixture of the Amerasian challenged the lim-
its of the interviewer’s understanding of whiteness and blackness as
racial rationale for approving an applicant. Amerasians with Asian
American, Latino, and Native American fathers—nonwhite and non-
Black—proved difficult to identify. In considering the paternity of
an Amerasian applicant who claimed to have a Hawaiian father, one
American official admitted the difficulty in defining an “American
look.” In such cases, he explained, and for this applicant, his “future
hangs on whether an olive-skinned kid with black hair and eyes is go-
ing to pass for being half-Hawaiian.”¢

There appears to have been little formal protocol regarding how
an interviewer should determine paternity in such cases.” U.S. State
Department employees like Alice Krupnick sometimes found it im-
possible to fit the Amerasian mixture cleanly into an American racial
category and often sought advice from colleagues. During the inter-
view of one boy whose paternity confounded her, Krupnick marched
the child into the offices of each of her colleagues seeking advice. One
responded by exclaiming, “I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s some-
thing different about his face,” while another determined, “That kid
is pure Vietnamese through and through. He’s just weird looking!™*

The racial profiling of Amerasians to produce categories of
nationality—American and Asian—once again exposed America’s
long and complicated relationship with mixed-race populations in
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general and the nation’s history of exclusionary policies against peo-
ple of Asian descent in particular. The reliance on racially familiar
attributes as evidence of paternity presented an inverted application
of blood quantum law. As we saw, blood quantum was once used
as a tool of exclusion, relegating mixed race persons in America to
the racial category of their nonwhite parent. In the case of the AHA
however, interviewers identified the “color” of Amerasians’ blood as
a condition of inclusion: to determine if they were American. Thus
instead of relegating Amerasians to the racial category of their non-
white parent to deem them un-American, under the AHA, a determi-
nation of mixed blood effectively elevated Vietnamese to the status
of their white or Black American fathers, deeming them racially ac-
ceptable American children approved for immigration. Amerasians
who looked least like Asians and most like white or Black Americans
were, for the purposes of the AHA, Americans.”

The reliance on looks as evidence of race and therefore, national-
ity, forced interviewers to juxtapose familiar American features and
foreign Asian ones within a binary of racial difference that in some
cases limited the inclusionary intentions of the AHA. For those Amer-
asians whose physical appearance was less racially distinctive or whose
fathers were non-Black or nonwhite Americans, the reliance on race
proved exclusionary.” Without clear physical evidence of biological
filiation with a white or Black American father, interviewers often
denied valid Amerasian applicants.?' In each instance, interviewers
relied on preconceived, subjective notions of what an American and
what a non-American looked like to make their decision. This was a
seemingly impossible task considering the demographic composition
of the American populace and one that forced interviewers to revert
to outdated colonialist interpretations of “us” Americans and “them”
Asians.2 Hence, AHA interviewers viewed the Amerasian mixture as
either a racial solution or a racial problem.?

From Dust to Gold

Initially, however, interviewers largely ignored the racial rationale. In-
spired by the excitement and goodwill surrounding the AHA, during
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the first two years of the program the approval rate was a perfect
100 percent.** American interviewers like Krupnick worked to fulfill
Mrazek’s vision for all Amerasians and their family members who
wanted to leave Vietnam to come to the United States. Initially most
interviewers seemed to agree with Krupnick that their purpose was
to right the wrong committed by the U.S. government and accept a
national paternal responsibility for Amerasians.” However, the gen-
erous approval rates brought unintended side effects that eventual-
ly soured interviewers and affected their decisions on future cases.”

The inclusionary language of the AHA and the corresponding me-
dia coverage of the “thousands of children fathered by Americans”
and “left behind” in Vietnam, reinforced the message that Amer-
asians were American children.” U.S. media outlets described the
United States as righting the wrongs of war through the AHA and
linked the Amerasians’ racial hybridity—American paternity—and
U.S. responsibility. While promoting the narrative of the hardships
and discrimination suffered by Amerasians in Vietnam, journalists
often emphasized the attractiveness of the Amerasians’ “American”
attributes, which they implied made them more beautiful than their
Vietnamese counterparts. Photographs of Amerasians with distinc-
tive Caucasian and Black features holding pictures of their American
soldier fathers accompanied such stories. A discourse of racial hybrid-
ity and the racialization of Amerasians by media outlets convinced
many Americans that Amerasians were in fact American children and
reminded them of their paternal responsibility.>*

Those same discussions also persuaded Amerasians in Vietnam that
they were Americans. The inclusionary language surrounding the AHA
and the legislation’s recognition of Amerasians’ American paternity
introduced a new sense of pride and value to those once condemned
as the “children of dust.” According to one Amerasian woman, after
hearing about the AHA, “I became more familiar with America when
I learned that my father was American. I thought it was a noble land
and my fatherland.” Another Amerasian attested that the AHA “gave
me hope for a better future.”

The perception that the United States had finally accepted
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Amerasians as American made them attractive to other Vietnamese,
who now viewed them as a ticket to America. Amerasians became
popular targets for pretend friends, guardians, and family members.
Lacking the financial resources to travel to Ho Chi Minh City for the
required interview or to pay the bribes demanded by Vietnamese of-
ficials, or simply scared to make the journey to America alone, many
Amerasians accepted the offers of fake families and arranged mar-
riages.’*® Twenty-year-old Amerasian Trinh revealed that before the
AHA, many Vietnamese treated Amerasians “like dogs in the street,”
but after the AHA
as much as two thousand dollars, to buy an Amerasian.”! Tyler Chau

433

we began living like rich people. People can pay

Pritchard, an Amerasian who emigrated in 1991, explained the shift:
“suddenly everyone in Vietnam loved us. It was like we were walk-
ing on clouds. We were their meal ticket, and people offered a lot of
money to Amerasians willing to claim them as mothers and grand-
parents and siblings.”?

Corruption abounded as Amerasians often had to bribe Vietnam-
ese officials responsible for processing their paperwork and approv-
ing them for interviews. According to one Vietnamese girl, “we paid
ten thousand dong per name to register and three hundred thousand
dong to get a passport for the family. They ‘lost” our names, and we
had to pay more bribes. Then we had to pay more money to the trans-
lator at the interview site, the fat woman dripping with gold.” Al-
though the average annual per capita income in Vietnam during the
period was only $230, a 1992 evaluation found that the cost for Amer-
asians to apply for the AHA ranged from $50 to $5,000, with an average
cost of $350.** Furthermore, because the typical American interviewer
had only one year of language training before interviewing applicants,
they often relied on translators supplied by the Vietnamese govern-
ment to communicate.” For hopeful candidates this often meant yet
another bribe to ensure that translators communicated their stories
correctly. Those Amerasians unable to afford such favors often found
their interviews sabotaged by vindictive translators.*

The ruse of fake families who promised to care for and love their
children in exchange for a ticket to America also confused Amerasians
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seeking acceptance and belonging. All too often, Amerasians found
themselves abandoned once they departed Vietnam, after the rela-
tionship with their bogus families deteriorated.” Twenty-four-year
old Amerasian Phuong emphasized: “When we were in Vietnam, be-
ing interviewed, they [fake family] were very nice to me, sure. But
now that we are here [PrRPC], they don’t need me anymore. They treat
me like dirt. . . they insult me, berate me, the daughters even have at-
tacked me. They loved the Amerasian when they need to leave Viet-
nam but now they despise us.”*

Such treatment, however, did not allay the fears of many Amer-
asians that their fake families might be discovered. Fraud revealed
during the interview process automatically disqualified Amerasians
from participating in or ever reapplying to the AHA.” If unveiled in
the PRPC, Amerasians risked permanent residency in the PRPC camp,
where they were marked as criminals subject to incarceration in the
camp jail.® Any deception uncovered once in the United States made
Amerasians ineligible for refugee status and benefits. The discovery
of fake families also disqualified the accompanying Amerasians from
ever bringing their real families to the United States, thus disincentiv-
izing Amerasians from reporting such deception.* One person high-
lighted the consequences for an Amerasian who reported his fake
mother to the authorities: “Minh will become a secondary migrant
cut loose from refugee center benefits, housing allowances, schooling,
and welfare. He will become a criminal liable to expulsion from the
United States, and he will be disqualified from sponsoring for immi-
gration any of his real family members. His fake mother will get the
apartment, food stamps, cash assistance, Medicare, ESL, and sympa-
thy for having raised a ‘no good” Amerasian.”?

Early on, the issue of sham families complicated the humanitari-
anism behind the AHA. As the program progressed, the interview of
the applicant and accompanying family proved critical in exposing
fraud. Interviewers subjected Amerasians and their family members
to a series of simple questions, sometimes separating family mem-
bers to test for accuracy. If the stories corresponded, interviewers like
Krupnick looked for subjective signs of family affiliation—physical



“LIKE A HOME WITHOUT A ROOF”

resemblances and genuine affection. Even in cases where an inter-
viewer suspected fraud, according to Krupnick, applicants were of-
ten reluctant to reveal the crime, likely fearing it would hinder their
own chances of approval.*

The Interviewers

With so much subjectivity embedded in the approval process, the back-
grounds and perceptions of the AHA interviewers proved critical. Ac-
cording to a1990 U.S. government review of the first two years of the
AHA, the training and experience of American interviewers includ-
ed knowledge of refugee processing procedures, an understanding
of the conditions in Vietnam and Southeast Asia, and an average of
over eighteen years of service with the U.S. Immigration and Natural-
ization Service.* In reality, however, interviewers ranged in training
and experience from Foreign Service officers under the U.S. State De-
partment who worked and lived in Vietnam with Vietnamese spous-
es, to those with backgrounds in U.S. Border Patrol with no previous
foreign experience.* The overlap of interviewers from different U.S.
agencies introduced different and often competing ideologies about
immigration, refugees, and borders. State Department employees in-
terpreted their position as an extension of U.S. foreign policy and
the nation’s Cold War commitment to saving Southeast Asian refu-
gees. They tended to assume that everyone who desired to leave Viet-
nam was a legitimate refugee in fear of persecution. In contrast, INS
officers, under the guidance of a U.S. Justice Department committed
to protecting the nation’s borders from the burden of economic mi-
grants and immigrant invasions, took a more cynical approach. They
were more concerned with U.S. national security than foreign policy
and sought to prevent fake refugees from entering the United States
and to ensure that only those applicants who clearly fulfilled a strict-
ly interpreted standard of “refugee” be admitted.*

Additionally, while most interviewers received a year of Vietnam-
ese language training, U.S. officials admitted that it was not enough to
enable them to discern the different accents, dialects, and customs of
the Vietnamese people they were responsible for interviewing. Limited
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language skills thus forced interviewers to depend primarily on in-
terpreters supplied by the Vietnamese government to interview ap-
plicants.” Interviewers also understood the dangers inherent in their
inability to communicate directly to applicants and knew that inter-
preters could manipulate the outcome in exchange for a fee.** U.S.
officials in fact blamed the inconsistent AHA approval rates on the re-
liance on Vietnamese interpreters. Unable to alleviate the situation,
interviewers tended to place greater emphasis on the part of the in-
terview they could control, emphasizing how the applicants looked
more than what they said.®

During the first months of the AHA, twenty-seven-year-old Krup-
nick, fresh from her year of intensive Vietnamese language training,
joined other American interviewers who embraced Mrazek’s vision to
approve any Amerasians who wanted to come to the United States.*
Members of her interview team included Bill, a former usa1p employ-
ee in Vietnam, and Bob, a Vietnam veteran. Both men had Vietnam-
ese wives and Amerasian children and, thus, a personal investment
in the AHA. According to Krupnick, Bill and Bob expressed genuine
concern for the Amerasian applicants and those Amerasians living
on the streets who daily thrust scraps of paper at them asking for help
finding their fathers and pleading to be taken to America.® Other
members of the interview team were less concerned. Former INs of-
ficers who lacked personal connections to Vietnam and who did not
know the language tended to believe that most AHA applicants were
motivated by economic opportunity.’> Krupnick described them as
“xenophobic good ole boys, replete with cowboy boots and suitcases
full of American snack food.” Unlike Bill and Bob, these interview-
ers ignored Amerasians who called to them on the streets, brushed
away their outstretched hands, and disregarded the scraps of paper
pressed upon them. Still, during the first two years of the AHA even
these interviewers approached their task optimistically and took the
humanitarian responsibility for Amerasians seriously, approving ev-
ery applicant.”

Even with a 100 percent approval rate, concerns quickly emerged that
policymakers had underestimated the number of qualified Amerasians
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and that Vietnamese officials had failed to contact those Amerasians
living outside of Vietnam’s major cities.”* By 1989 resettlement and
humanitarian organizations reported that many Amerasians still re-
mained in Vietnam. In response, policymakers extended the program
indefinitely.”” At the same time, international frustration with the
continuing boat exodus out of Vietnam and the almost four hun-
dred thousand refuge-seckers held in camps in numerous first-asylum
countries resulted in important changes to U.S. and international pol-
icy that took a more deliberately restrictive approach to determining
who was a refugee.®

In 1988 the United States sought to distinguish bona fide refugees
from economic migrants or opportunists leaving Vietnam. Once pre-
sumed to be refugees fleeing persecution, opP applicants now had
to show evidence of a credible fear of persecution to gain approval.”
One year later, over seventy countries concerned about the continua-
tion of clandestine departures from Vietnam, and seeking to share the
burden and cost of the asylum and resettlement of refugees, adopted
the Comprehensive Plan of Action (cpa) at the International Confer-
ence on Indo-Chinese Refugees. The cpa instituted a more orderly
and legal means of departure while implementing a more restrictive
screening process, which separated economic migrants who would
be repatriated to their countries of origin from actual refugees who
were resettled elsewhere.”® Even though the cpa was not directed at
Amerasians specifically, the emphasis in identifying “real” refugees
necessarily infused a skepticism into the opP that affected how U.S.
interviewers interpreted Amerasian applicants to the AHA. In 1989
the approval rate for the AHA dropped precipitously to 36 percent.”

By the time Congress renewed the AHA in 1990, the initial optimism
of most interview teams had dissipated, along with the remaining sup-
port and sympathy of the American public overwhelmed with “com-
passion fatigue” regarding Vietnam. After over ten years of dealing
with the issue of Southeast Asian migration, one refugee official specu-
lated, some Americans “are asking how much longer the American re-
sponsibility to the Indochinese is to last.”™ Resettlement organizations
voiced their alarm at the recent decline in federal funding for refugee
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resettlement specifically for those from Southeast Asia and warned
that such disinvestment could result in antirefugee sentiment with-
in local communities that felt “unfairly burdened by new arrivals.”™!
Interviewers became more intolerant of the growing amounts of
fraud and corruption in the AHA and took an increasingly conserva-
tive approach to approving applicants, especially in questionable cases.
As one interviewer put it, “I assume fraud in every case I see.”? After
two years, many experienced frustration with the burden of such a
subjective decision-making process and felt job burnout. For some,
their intolerance exposed a lingering anger and hurt from the Viet-
nam War. For others, it revealed an underlying and problematic bias
against Amerasians, whom they perceived as the foreign offspring of
Asian prostitutes rather than the children of U.S. soldiers. Even idealis-
tic interviewers like Krupnick admitted that after two years, “little by
little I stop being quite as naive, quite as curious, quite as engaged. I
stop being quite as compassionate, quite as unbiased. I am tired. Tired
of the caseload . . . ; tired of the fraud; tired of the policy changes.™
By the time the AHA entered its second phase, in 1991, the approv-
al rate under the program had drastically declined to 8o percent, fol-
lowed by an abysmal 20 percent in 1992.5 The shifting numbers also
reflected the inconsistent judgments among interviewers regarding
what an Amerasian looked like. While one interviewer accepted 65
percent of their cases, another approved only 35 percent.® Under-
standably, many interviewers, worried about approving fake Amera-
sians, began to question the racial characteristics they once depended
upon to determine whether an applicant was an Amerasian, narrow-
ing the once reliable physical characteristics of whiteness and black-
ness that had justified claims of American paternity. Even Krupnick,
who once employed liberal interpretations of an “American face” to
determine acceptance, now diligently tried to fit the faces of Amera-
sian applicants into a more conventional version of what an Ameri-
can “looked like.”* “Distinguishing features that could be mimicked
by non-Amerasian Vietnamese” were particularly suspect, including
skin color and hair texture; these were no longer taken for clear in-
dicators of American paternity, complicating traditional notions of
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race.” Interviewers who wondered if applicants had lightened or dark-
ened their skin, dyed their hair color, manufactured afros, or surgi-
cally widened their eyes were left to consider more obscure markers
to determine an applicant’s Americanness.® As one exasperated inter-
viewer exclaimed, “usually we rely on freckles for proof.”

Consequently, how interviewers understood the Amerasian issue
more broadly became paramount to the approval process. Unfortu-
nately for Amerasians, and reflected in the plummeting acceptance
rates, an overwhelming sense of cynicism about claims of paternity
and the exclusion and abuse Amerasians claimed they faced in Viet-
nam replaced the optimism that defined the first two years of the
program. Even interviewers with Vietnamese spouses or Amerasian
children began to view the applicants with more suspicion. For exam-
ple, the oDP colleagues of American interviewer Robert McMahan
surprisingly described him, the father of two Amerasian children, as
“heartless” in his dealings with Amerasian applicants. McMahan lat-
er admitted that despite his own children, as an interviewer “I used
to avoid contact with Amerasians. . . . I thought their mothers were
a bunch of whores.””

Many 1Ns employees during the period expressed an anti-immigrant
and sometimes racist sentiment, voicing concerns that the AHA was
contributing to an “immigrant invasion” of America. One female in-
terviewer aptly nicknamed Nyetnik by AHA applicants for her “boorish
manners” felt very strongly that the AHA was a mistake. She empha-
sized the social and economic toll of immigration on America and
pointed to Cuban leader Fidel Castro’s decision to send Cuban “crim-
inals” to the United States as part of the Mariel Boatlift a few years
earlier. According to Nyetnik the AHA would have similar results as
Vietnam “scrapes up its social riffraff, its schizophrenics, and crimi-
nals, and sends them to America. We’re watering down our gene pool
with Amerasian mental cases. We're flooding the social welfare sys-
tem with fake families.””

This period of the AHA also revealed a startling willingness by
interviewers to revel in racial stereotypes that may have influenced
their subjective judgments. The belief that Amerasian children had
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predilections for criminal and negative behavior was particularly com-
mon, as interviewers often described them as “part of an unruly subset
of society, ‘willful, ‘stubborn,” ‘unfocused,” ‘they have no discipline.””*
Even Bill McCabe, the father of an Amerasian child and the director
of the Pearl S. Buck Foundation in the Philippines, acceded to the
racial stereotype of the “sneaky” Asian as he described his own chil-
dren as having “manipulative, complex, divided personalities. They
can look me right in the eye and lie.””

As pressure mounted regarding the fraud and corruption infesting
the AHA, interviewers increasingly collaborated on their cases, often
consulting with each other over the physical appearance of an appli-
cant. The general rule among interviewers was that it took three no’s
to deny an applicant and one yes for acceptance.” In discussing the
appearance of one applicant with a colleague, Krupnick describes
how “together we discuss the boy’s characteristics in front of him and
the family being interviewed. “The eyes look round and seem to be a
shade of brown.”” The Seattle Times reported on the physical assess-
ment and denial of Amerasian applicant Hung, whose American fa-
ther Carl had flown to Bangkok to be reunited with his son. “During
Hung’s exit interview, he was taken out into the sunlight and studied
by members of the interview team. It was at this time that the ‘anthro-
pological experts’ from the Orderly Departure Program, U.S. Depart-
ment of State, decided that Hung did not have any Caucasian features.
This meant that Hung was unacceptable for departure from Vietnam
and subsequent reunification with his father in the United States.””

The process itself proved humiliating for the applicants; however,
even as interviewers proved increasingly wary of fraud and cynical of
Amerasians generally, without documentation their physical features
remained their only chance for approval.

PRPC

Once accepted for the AHA, Amerasians and their families departed
Vietnam for the Philippines Refugee Processing Center on the Bataan
peninsula. There they joined other Vietnamese refugees in one of the
ten “neighborhoods” that housed approximately seventeen hundred
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refugees for six months of language and culture training before re-
settlement in the United States.”” The PRPC opened in 1980 to house
Southeast Asian refugees immigrating to first-asylum countries. By
1989, its purpose was to prepare all Southeast Asian refugees for life
in American society through assimilation that would Americanize
them and equip them “to be self-reliant.””

Initially, American social service and resettlement organizations,
including the Indochina Resource Action Center, Lutheran Immigra-
tion and Refugee Services (LIRS), and the International Catholic Mi-
gration Commission (1cMc), supported the mandatory six-month stay.
They viewed the PRPC as a “good taxpayer investment” that helped
Amerasians efficiently assimilate into a “productive role in American
society.”” The U.S. State Department implemented a three-prong ap-
proach to basic literacy and cultural skills that emphasized English as
asecond language, cultural orientation, and work orientation. Classes
taught life skills, the specific and practical tasks needed to survive in
America, including how to balance a checkbook, fill out a job appli-
cation, apply for welfare, light a gas stove, and flush a toilet.*

To alleviate concerns that the refugees might become economic
burdens on American taxpayers through unemployment or welfare
dependency, the PRPC made economic self-sufficiency the mission of
its assimilation program. Curriculum instilled in refugees the idea that
good immigrants and good Americans worked hard and paid their
own bills. Classes and staff members discouraged welfare dependency
by constantly reminding camp residents that “most Americans think
that people who stay on welfare are lazy,” and that “upward mobili-
ty is very possible for people who work hard.”

After six months of training to be an American, the refugees knew
that while they would start at the bottom of the economic and so-
cial ladder in America they must accept their subservient position
and minimum-wage job. Only through hard work and perseverance
would they eventually prosper.® Upon leaving the PRPC, residents re-
ceived a so-called statement of understanding that reiterated the ob-
jectives of the training program: “Shortly you will be arriving in the
United States as a refugee. You will be sponsored and assisted by one
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of the Voluntary Resettlement Agencies. The goal of sponsorship is
to bring you to economic self-sufficiency as quickly as possible usual-
ly through employment. The purpose is to help yourself.”

By 1989 reports of the dangerous and crowded conditions in the
PRPC led to increasing public criticism. In his 1989 book Alzen Winds,
English professor James Tollefson, who spent sixteen months in refu-
gee camps in Southeast Asia, including a stint with the 1cMC’s teacher
education unit at the PRPC, criticized the training program. Accord-
ing to Tollefson, the PRPC’s focus on economic independence—self-
sufficiency and the myth of upward mobility—failed to promote civic
or political responsibility among the refugees and did not prepare
them to become contributing members of American society or fu-
ture American citizens. By failing to teach refugees civic responsi-
bility or prepare them to participate politically as fully functioning
American citizens, Tollefson claimed, PRPC residents only learned
how to participate in the U.S. economy as workers and consumers.*
They graduated the camp understanding only that a willingness to
learn, the ability to follow orders, and dependability were the keys to
success in America.

English language curriculum reinforced such messaging by teaching
the language of subservience, according to Tollefson. PrRPC residents
“are taught how to ask for permission, but not how to give orders; how
to apologize, but not how to disagree; how to comply, but not how to
complain.” They are introduced only to low-income jobs in factories
and on assembly lines and “periodically, representatives of McDon-
ald’s and Mister Donut set up simulated fast food counters to teach
them how to work behind a cash register.”¢ The prrc, Tollefson al-
leged, only equipped refugees to work minimum-wage jobs, ensuring
they did not have the skills or tools to compete with working-class or
middle-class Americans or have access to upward mobility or Ameri-
can citizenship. He compared the PRPC assimilation process with the
early twentieth-century Americanization movement, which sought
to rapidly assimilate certain kinds of immigrants by replacing their
traditional cultures and behaviors with “proper” American ones.”
Ironically, the movement had advocated for the exclusion of Asian



“LIKE A HOME WITHOUT A ROOF”

immigrants, who supporters argued did not intend to become Amer-
icans and were too different, distant, and foreign to ever assimilate.®

During the AHA, politicians including Republican senator Alan
Simpson and Colorado’s Democratic governor Richard Lamm used
the same racialized restrictionist immigration discourse to fuel fears
of the growing threat they believed immigrants posed to America
and to promote assimilation as a way to exclude the most undesirable
from crossing American borders.*” According to Simpson, assimila-
tion was “fundamental to American public values and institutions,”
and those who do not adapt may “create in America some of the same
social, political and economic problems which existed in the coun-
try which they have chosen to depart.” Lamm agreed. The United
States “can accept additional immigrants, but we must be sure they
become American.™®

Tollefson’s analysis of the PRPC was widely criticized by former ref-
ugee resettlement workers and scholars: they accused him of skewing
the data for his own agenda and condemned his comparison between
the pPrPC and the Americanization movement. Although his critiques
did not focus specifically on Amerasians, who composed 30 to 40 per-
cent of the population in the PRPC camp by 1989, many other evalu-
ations of the prrc did.”" A 1988 review prepared for AHA cosponsor
Thomas Ridge and specific to the Amerasian experience contradicted
Tollefson’s claims. Specifically, it reported that the education provid-
ed at the PRPC on democracy, capitalism, leadership, and citizenship
did benefit Amerasians. According to the report, the PRPC made the

3 <«

Amerasians’ “assimilation into a productive role in American soci-
ety” quicker and easier.”

Even with the language and education training, however, camp life
proved difficult for many Amerasians. Upon entering the PRPC their
favored status as “children of gold” quickly disappeared, as their Amer-
ican ties no longer protected them from abuse or marginalization. Am-
erasians experienced mistreatment from their Vietnamese peers, and
from their fake families that no longer needed to maintain the fagade
of kinship, now that they had their ticket to America. Such rejection

compounded feelings of abandonment and exclusion experienced back
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home, and many joined gangs, committed crimes, or became victims
of crime. Female Amerasians, often desired for their mixed-race beau-
ty, feared the threat of rape and unwanted pregnancies.” Addition-
ally, many faced confusion over their identity. Deemed the children
of Americans by the AHA and admitted to the United States as immi-
grants, the requirement that they enter the PRPC as refugees proved
confusing.”* Consequently, many Amerasians experienced an identi-
ty divergence and the distress associated with continuous rejection.”

PRPC camp and resettlement workers further complicated their
camp experience. Shocked by Amerasians’ “Western looks,” many
workers initially exhibited particular compassion toward Amerasians,
until they realized they behaved like Vietnamese. As one camp worker
put it, Amerasians were confusing, with “Vietnamese mannerisms in
American bodies.” Furthermore, once in the camp, no special curric-
ulum, treatment, or acknowledgment of Amerasians as the children of
American fathers existed. They faced the same experience as all oth-
er camp refugees and any discussions of paternity occurred only in
the private offices of camp counselors. In fact, Amerasians composed
the primary clients of the counseling units at the PRPC, as increasing
numbers of Amerasian “problem cases” demanded additional reset-
tlement resources to address the potential for hostility, violence, and
depression among the newcomers.” Accounts of suicide and deep-
rooted depression among Amerasians were common. According to
Fred Bemak, a mental health expert enlisted by the National Institute
for Mental Health to determine why 14 percent of Amerasians reset-
tled in the United States attempted suicide, “we’d never seen anything
like this with any refugee group.™®

Still, counselors and other PRPC and resettlement workers often
failed to associate the psychosocial and adjustment struggles of Am-
erasians with fatherlessness, isolation, or rejection and blamed it in-
stead on the treatment Amerasians had faced in Vietnam. To better
assist them, the Amerasian Resettlement Program concluded that the
fundamental issue was the mixture of blood: “the issue of Amerasian
self-identity is perhaps at the core of their problems, having both Viet-
namese and American blood.”™ PrRPC authorities also pointed to the
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poverty, discrimination, and persecution Amerasians faced in Viet-
nam as making them more inclined than other refugee populations
to join gangs, abuse drugs, and engage in sexually dangerous behav-
iors.'® In 1990, the Indochinese Community Center in Washington
pc identified newly arriving Amerasians from Vietnam as the high-
est risk group for A1DS. Ultimately, PRPC authorities and resettlement
workers assumed all Amerasians to be the victims of trauma, abuse,
and psychic wounds that resulted in mental health disorders, devel-
opmental delays, inadequate socialization, low self-esteem, problem-
atic sexual behavior, violence, and confused personal identity."”" As
a result, Amerasians were repeatedly profiled as “maladjusted young
adults” with “special needs” who “posed challenges” for camp staff.!*?

Concerned about contradictions in the treatment of Amerasians
and the reports of violence, abuse, and mental health issues in the
camp, the Vietnam Veterans of America undertook its own investi-
gation in 1989. The critical question for the vva centered on wheth-
er or not Amerasians, as children of American fathers, should have
to transition through the PrRpcC. According to the vva, the problem
with having Amerasians at the PRPC was they were not refugees. Viet-
nam did not accept that label and the AHA designated them as immi-
grants. To the vva, the United States had a national responsibility to
Amerasians “that outweighs the standing commitment that America
has toward the world’s refugees. The Amerasians are truly our own.”®

For these American children, the vva argued, the Prrc did more
harm than good. It unnecessarily forced Amerasians to “postpone
their long overdue arrival in the U.S.,” requiring them to live in “atro-
cious conditions, where there is insufficient food and water, where they
are crowded into billets constructed with asbestos, with people unre-
lated or known to them, and where their daily lives are regulated by
coercion and fears.” The biggest tragedy, it asserted, was that Amera-
sians who processed through the camp and immigrated to the United
States retained the same disadvantaged status they held in Vietnam.
The vva also incorporated Tollefson’s critique into their assessment,
arguing that the prrc failed to prepare Amerasians for the opportuni-
ties in America and instead reinforced their position of powerlessness
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by preparing them to be subjects rather than citizens and resettling
them in America’s urban ghettos. Thus rather than transforming Am-
erasians into Americans as the PRPC proposed to do, the experience
degraded and reduced them from American children to refugees.!*

Such assertions by the most politically powerful Vietnam veterans
organization in the nation proved compelling. The vva’s recognition
of the Amerasians’ American paternity and the resulting national re-
sponsibility exposed the problematic contradiction in U.S. policy re-
garding the official status of Amerasians. As Amerasians departed
the PrRrc for their new lives in America, the concerns expressed by
Tollefson and the vva were painfully borne out.

American Dust

By 1991 the issues of fraud and corruption and problems within the
PRPC undermined the good intentions that Mrazek and his support-
ers had for the AHA. The reality of resettlement fell far short of the
inclusionary rhetoric of kinship and belonging promised by the leg-
islation.’ A 1989 study by the Office of Refugee Resettlement found
that only 32 percent of Amerasians entering the United States had any
information about their American fathers and only 2 percent of at-
tempts to locate fathers were successful. As with the A1A, neither the
government nor the military offered any help for Amerasians looking
for their fathers. The majority of success stories were therefore the re-
sult of the efforts of private and nonprofit organizations, and humani-
tarians like Father Alfred Carroll, who continued to assist Amerasians
in finding their fathers. In 1992 the Chronicle of Higher Education re-
ported that ten years after the passage of the A1a, Father Carroll “re-
mained indignant” about the abandonment of Amerasians by their
American fathers and the federal government. “If fathers do not ful-
fill their obligations,” Carroll explained, “then it’s the government’s
obligation to do it. Our government has not done that, so some indi-
viduals have picked up on it.””

Even without paternal acknowledgment or kinship ties, howev-
er, many Amerasians mistakenly assumed they would find the accep-
tance in American society that eluded them in Vietnam because they
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were American children.”® While many Americans initially mistook
Amerasians for native-born Americans because of how they looked,
once their language difficulties or cultural differences surfaced, Am-
erasians encountered marginalization and exclusion reminiscent of
what they had experienced in Vietnam. In 1988 the California De-
partment of Social Services warned Americans against assumptions
of racial familiarity.” Officials explained the importance of remem-
bering, “the appearance of the Amerasians will fool many people
into believing that they are native Americans which can cause con-
flict and confusion.”"

The U.S. State Department concurred. A 1989 State Department
report stated Amerasians “are not ‘our’ kids and they aren’t ‘com-
ing home’—they are Vietnamese young adults coming to a new
and unfamiliar land for which their American genes offer no spe-
cial preparation.”" Employee Kyle Horst further explained, “Just be-
cause Amerasians have blond hair or afros, we expect them to act like
Americans. But it’s a myth that these are ‘our’ kids. They are Vietnam-
ese. We’re not bringing them home. We’re taking them to a foreign
country.”> Amerasians also felt the conflict and the divide, “When
I was in Vietnam,” one Amerasian described, “I felt more American
because of how I looked. But when I came here, I felt more Vietnam-
ese. My language, the food I eat, the way I think the way I do—it’s
Vietnamese.”"

Black Amerasians especially faced difficulty in overcoming the as-
sumptions by Americans that skin color equated to a shared racial
kinship with African Americans. Missing was the common heritage,
culture, and history. Some Black Amerasians sought to create that
bond by educating themselves on African American culture and his-
tory. Likewise certain American resettlement services made genuine
efforts to familiarize Black Amerasians with “their” Black heritage
through the incorporation of Black history into the curriculum." In
some cases American workers educated Black Amerasians on hair care
and personal grooming in hopes of easing the transition into their
impending racial identity. The efforts had limited success." In Phoe-
nix, Arizona, for example, many Black Amerasians joined Black street
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gangs in their efforts to find racial acceptance. Others, like Black Am-
erasian Kien, admitted that once in America, he tried to become Af-
rican American by imitating Black people, “I talk how they talk, I'm
a good imitator.”” Largely however, such attempts to fit into Ameri-
can racial categories failed.

Within Vietnamese-American communities where Amerasians
could find cultural familiarity, they often also encountered the same
prejudice that they had faced in Vietnam. Their physical appearance
and paternal illegitimacy continued to prevent them from blending
in, and the community continued to perceive them as the poor, un-
educated children of prostitutes. The rejection heightened Amera-
sians’ sense of alienation in America."® A 1993 survey by the General
Accounting Office found that 95 percent of Amerasians who immi-
grated to the United States under the AHA experienced discrimina-
tion from the Vietnamese-American community as opposed to 20
percent from American communities."’

As in Vietnam, Black Amerasians faced harsher treatment in Amer-
ica. The same survey found that 100 percent of Black Amerasians ex-
perienced discrimination from the Vietnamese community, which
continued to associate Black skin tones and African Americans with
racial stereotypes of crime and homelessness.”* In the words of one
Black Amerasian, “I heard in Vietnam that black people [in Ameri-
ca] were slaves, I didn’t want to be a slave.”?' Although Black Amera-
sian Lee Dong admitted that being around Black people in America
made him feel like he had a father, he also believed that full-blooded
Vietnamese did not like him because he was Black, explaining, “They
look at me like I'm ugly.”2

Ultimately, the AHA complicated the issue of race and acceptance
in America for Amerasians. American interviewers used racial cri-
teria to determine which Amerasian applicants “looked American”
enough to be formally designated children of American fathers. How-
ever, the racial transformation of Amerasians into Americans proved
only skin deep. Still foreigners to the cultural norms of Americans,
once in the United States Amerasians found themselves again mar-
ginalized. While race was evidence of paternity and in most cases
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determined whether an Amerasian remained one of the “children of
dust” or became one of the “children of gold,” the AHA ensured that
by the time they entered the United States, Amerasians remained for-
eigners and refugees.

Compassion Fatigue

By the end of the Reagan era, much of the national interest in the Am-
erasians dissipated as Americans tired of debates over immigrants and
refugees and no longer felt compelled to save anyone from Vietnam.'’
The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 signaled the end of the Cold War
and any further responsibility to rescue refugees from communism.
Two years later a convincing U.S. military victory in the Gulf War re-
lieved Americans of their Vietnam baggage. As President George H.
W. Bush exclaimed, the United States had finally “kicked the Vietnam
syndrome.” At the same time, the demoralization of AHA interview-
ers and their increasing intolerance for the Amerasian situation spread
to the United States, where resettlement services lacked resources to
deal with fake families and abandoned Amerasians. In 1995, Joseph
Love, a volunteer at St. Anselm’s Cross-Cultural Community Cen-
ter in Garden Grove, California, one of the Amerasian resettlement
sites, estimated that thirty thousand fake Amerasians and fraudulent
families lived in the United States, resulting in a general disenchant-
ment with the process.'*’

Rep. Mrazek also became concerned about the program. Discour-
aged by the AHAs apparent faults, Mrazek began to wonder about its
merits. In addition to the media coverage and criticism, Mrazek re-
ceived annual reports about the program that also detailed the prolif-
eration of fraud, corruption, and fake families. Numerous reports of
Amerasians struggling to assimilate and getting into trouble worried
Mrazek, who recognized the challenges of integrating an older, illiter-
ate, and foreign population into American society.'” However, more
troubling for Mrazek were the reports that only 2 percent of Amera-
sians actually found their fathers once in the United States. There was,
Mrazek claims, “a lack of responsibility” in that number, from men
who, he guessed, “had gone on with their lives; it was disappointing.”?
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The AHA peaked in 1992, when 18,500 Amerasians and their fam-
ilies entered the United States. Those numbers drastically subsided
to sixteen thousand in 1993 and only thirty-five hundred in 1994.
Still, by 1994 the AHA had facilitated the immigration of over sixty-
nine thousand Amerasians and their family members to the United
States and over the next three years an additional nineteen hundred
would immigrate before the program finally fizzled out.”” In addi-
tion to the conclusion of the Cold War, compassion fatigue, and the
simple reduction in numbers of Amerasians still living in Vietnam,
President Bill Clinton’s moves to normalize relations with Vietnam
likely secured the program’s demise.

There are no reliable statistics on the number of Amerasians that
eventually became naturalized U.S. citizens since U.S. records count
Amerasians under the annual allocation for Vietnamese nationals.*°
What is clear, however, is that some Amerasians never even attempted
to obtain citizenship because they mistakenly believed that approval
for the AHA had automatically conferred citizenship. Some others be-
lieved it impossible to pass the citizenship test considering their lack
of education and language skills. Sometimes their citizenship status
was a matter of indifference until legal issues exposed it and in some
cases threatened them with deportation. In 1996 the Immigration and
Naturalization Service initiated deportation procedures against Am-
erasian Dung Van Chau. After his conviction for two different crimes,
the 1Ns declared Chau subject to deportation to Vietnam because he
lacked U.S. citizenship.”*' Chau appealed the deportation to the U.S.
Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit on the grounds that he had
immigrated to the United States in 1984 under the Amerasian Immi-
gration Act and therefore had U.S. citizenship. The provisions of the
AIA, Chau insisted, conferred citizenship by classifying its beneficia-
ries as children of U.S. citizens.”*> When the court demanded proof
of American paternity, Chau introduced the testimony of his mother
Mai Chau, who claimed that his father was an African American sol-
dier stationed in Vietnam during the war. Even though Chau did not
know his father’s identity, he also testified that his father was African
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American because as a child he was given the nickname “Dung Med-
an” or “Dung,” a Black American.'*’

The court responded that despite the language of the legislation,
because the A1a did not intend to grant qualifying Amerasians U.S.
citizenship and because Chau was born in Vietnam, a “presumption
of alienage” existed.'** Chau, the court ruled, could not establish citi-
zenship because he did not know the exact identity of his father." In
2006 the Department of Homeland Security ruled that Chau had not
proven that his father was a U.S. citizen, stating, “no evidence exists
that a man who appears to be a U.S. serviceman must necessarily be
one,” and “service in the United States armed forces does not confer
citizenship on a serviceman.” Therefore, Chau was not an American
citizen but an alien, and thus subject to deportation back to Vietnam.'*¢

A Home without a Roof

Chau’s case highlights the fundamentally exclusionary nature of U.S.
Amerasian policies. Willing to take some responsibility for Amera-
sians in Vietnam when it served the nation’s Cold War humanitari-
an interests, U.S. lawmakers failed to address the underlying issue of
individual paternity and military responsibility. Furthermore, they
proved unable to reconcile the Amerasian mixture with U.S. law.
Rather, both the A1a and the AHA sent conflicting messages about
the race, place, and status of Amerasians in Vietnam. The inclusion-
ary discourse that defined Amerasians as the children of American
fathers failed to equate to U.S. citizenship.

The exclusion of citizenship exposes important gaps in U.S. im-
migration and citizenship laws and the continued challenge in using
race to determine paternity and thus nationality. Decades removed
from the AHA, Amerasians continue to suffer the consequences of fa-
therlessness and the absence of citizenship. Amerasian political and
humanitarian advocates still seek a legislative solution of national
paternal responsibility. In 2003, Rep. Zoe Lofgren (D-ca), who rep-
resents San Jose, home to a large Amerasian population, proposed
HR 3360, the Amerasian Naturalization Act, to confer on Amerasians
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from Vietnam automatic U.S. citizenship as the sons and daughters of
U.S. citizens."”” In 2007 and 2012 Lofgren introduced the Amerasian
Paternity Recognition Act, which would provide automatic U.S. citi-
zenship to Amerasians born during the Vietnam and Korean Wars.'**

Each bill proposed to confer birthright U.S. citizenship to Amer-
asians who had legally entered the United States through the AHA,
the AIA, or the oDP as well as to those still in Vietnam who wanted
to immigrate. Lofgren introduced her bills using the familiar Am-
erasian narrative that highlighted the poor conditions Amerasians
faced in Vietnam as a result of their American paternity. In 2003 Lof-
gren explained, “these individuals lived through devastation during
the Vietnam War and have been mistreated by the Vietnamese gov-
ernment because of their mixed race.” Their racial mixtures, Lofgren
claimed, were undeniable evidence of U.S. paternal responsibility as
was the record of previous Amerasian legislation. “There is no doubt
that they are the sons and daughters of American fathers. That deter-
mination was made when the U.S. government invited these individu-
als to come to the United States to live.” To further advance her cause,
Lofgren also pointed to the urgency of closure and reconciliation, “It
is time to finally close a chapter in our history that has too long de-
nied Amerasians the opportunity to be recognized as the American
citizens they are.”® Sharing the fate of the initial attempts of her pre-
decessor Stewart McKinney, in each case Lofgren’s bills failed to make
it out of committee.

Consequences of War

Shortly after his rapid rise to celebrity as the poster child of the Amer-
asian Homecoming Act, Americans forgot Le Van Minh. His inabili-
ty to assimilate quickly into American life eventually marked him as
a troubled child, an all too familiar stereotype of Amerasians. Sandy
Dang, who ran an outreach program for Asian youths in Washing-
ton DC, pointed to the fundamental issue: “Amerasians had 30 years
of trauma, and you can’t just turn that around in a short period of
time or undo what happened to them in Vietnam. . . . In Vietnam,
they weren’t accepted as Vietnamese and in America they weren’t
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considered Americans. . .. Of all the immigrants in the United States,
the Amerasians, I think are the group that’s had the hardest time find-
ing the American Dream.”* Minh too, found this dream elusive. At
last account, the now middle-aged Minh lives in a two-bedroom home
in San Jose, California (Lofgren’s district), with his Vietnamese wife
and two children. With little formal education, Minh makes a liv-
ing distributing newspapers from the window of his car. In 2009, the
Amerasian Fellowship Association, numerous members of which im-
migrated through the AHA, held its regional banquet in San Jose to
celebrate the achievements of the Amerasian immigrant communi-
ty. Minh was noticeably absent from the affair. In fact, event organiz-
ers admitted that even though Minh lived only fifteen minutes away,
they had never even heard his story."?

Now “older and wiser,” HHS alumna Marlo Sandler still wonders
about Minh and the effect that the HHs efforts had on his life. Al-
though she generally has fond memories of the events surrounding
Minh and a “sense of happiness and accomplishment,” she remains
troubled about the aftermath and its effects on Minh. While the poli-
ticians, humanitarians, and journalists focused their attention on the
larger population of Amerasians affected by the AHA, Sandler retained
a more personal view. “I am impressed by [the AHA] and . . . that all
these other children were given a chance to come here, but to me it
is more about this one particular person.” “I would be fascinated to
know how Minh feels,” Sandler said, and added the wish that “some-
how the life that he has led, even though it maybe has not been easy,
is hopefully better than what he would have had.”

239






Conclusion

The evolution of the Amerasian issue among U.S. policymakers is ev-
idence of the ways that race, gender, and war shape understandings
of what it means to be an American and to father an American. Even
though the sex-based distinction embedded in U.S. immigration and
citizenship law protected America and Americans from the responsi-
bilities of caring for their foreign-born children, the guilt associated
with the Vietnam War coupled with Amerasians’ “American faces”
demanded some accountability. U.S. leaders approved preferential im-
migration policies for Amerasians in the A1a and the AHA, yet failed
to include birthright citizenship, which might have been a logical ex-
tension of the acknowledgment of their American paternity. The in-
ability of U.S lawmakers to reconcile the Amerasian mixture of race
and nation combined with the American legacy of exclusionary poli-
cies against mixed-race persons and people of Asian descent informed
the contradictory approach.

Over time America distanced itself from the Vietnam War and in-
creasingly viewed the aging population of Amerasians as another ref-
ugee population with refugee problems.! The arguments by advocates
for Amerasian citizenship faded as did any chance the nation would
assume paternal responsibility or accord the ultimate legal recogni-
tion of belonging. Still, the efforts of humanitarians, journalists, high



242 CONCLUSION

school students, and congressional leaders like Patsy Mink, Stewart
McKinney, Jeremiah Denton, and Robert Mrazek succeeded in bring-
ing attention to the issue. By 1994 their efforts resulted in the resettle-
ment of approximately seventy-five thousand Amerasians and their
families in the United States.?

I write this at a moment in which the memory and the lessons of
Vietnam have become hidden by time, technology, and politics. Amer-
ica’s longest war is now a seemingly endless conflict in Afghanistan,
Russia has alarmingly interfered in two U.S. presidential elections,
and America’s global role is uncertain. An increasingly transnational
world has facilitated new freedom and movement, both physical and
ideological, breaking down preexisting geographic borders and con-
ceptual boundaries that have served to differentiate and categorize
groups of people. In the process, policymakers continue to question
membership and belonging, reconsidering and reconstituting the role
of race and gender in determining who is and who is not an American.

U.S. leaders seeking to redefine the nation and its citizens in in-
creasingly narrow ways have committed to a hypervigilant defense of
national borders and racial boundaries that all too often revert to a dis-
course of “us” and “them.” Increasingly extreme and restrictive immi-
gration and refugee policies have targeted nonwhite and non-Western
newcomers. They have denied Black and brown asylum seekers and
refugees entrance into the United States, criminalized and separat-
ed families, incarcerated children in cages, and subjected thousands
to deportation. Deportation has become a particularly powerful tool
with devastating effects on immigrant and refugee communities, in-
cluding a number of Vietnamese and Amerasians who came to the
United States between 1975 and 1995 under the Amerasian legislation.

In 2017 the Trump administration reinterpreted a 2008 bilateral
agreement between the United States and Vietnam that protected Viet-
namese and Amerasian immigrants who came to the United States
before 1995 under the ODP, A1A, or the AHA from deportation. In an
effort to remove from the United States “individuals who pose a threat
to national security, public safety and border security,” the adminis-
tration has targeted those with criminal records.’ It removed the 2008
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protections in order to deport over seven thousand Vietnamese and
Amerasian refugees, the majority being “war refugees who had sid-
ed with the United States, whose loyalty was to the flag of a nation
that no longer exists.™

Amerasians have proven to be a population particularly vulnerable
to deportation. Many arrived in the United States through the AHA
at young ages, alone or with fake families. Among those who strug-
gled with issues of illegitimacy, isolation, and identity, some turned to
gangs and petty crime. Decades later those choices and their criminal
records, regardless of the surrounding circumstances or the harmless-
ness of the crime, have come back to haunt them. According to Phi
Nguyen, of the Atlanta chapter of Asian Americans Advancing Jus-
tice, “some of the crimes took place in the nineties when people were
initially being resettled here, growing up in poor neighborhoods and
often being bullied.” Since deportation only applies to non-U.S. cit-
izens, the failure of the A1A or AHA to grant Amerasians citizenship
has proven concerning. Amerasians who mistakenly believed the a1
or the AHA automatically granted them citizenship or who were un-
able to navigate the bureaucracy of the U.S. naturalization process
have become easy targets for deportation.

In December 2017, a forty-seven-year-old husband and father of
three, Pham Chi Cuong, became the first Amerasian deported to
Vietnam under the Trump administration. Cuong had immigrated to
the United States under the AHA in 1990, and like many Amerasians
he faced discrimination and abuse because of his paternity. In 2000
Cuong served eighteen months in prison for assault and battery and
in 2007 he received probation for a bul. Cuong never became a U.S.
citizen, believing it unnecessary because he had immigrated under
the AHA. Another Amerasian, Robert Huynh, immigrated with his
mother and siblings in 1984 under the opr. Huynh spent three years
in prison in his twenties for dealing drugs. He never became a U.S.
citizen, as he lacked the necessary education and language skills.¢ In
2016 Huynh, who has a son and two grandsons in Kentucky, found
his American family through a DNA test. He is slated for deportation
because of the crimes he committed in his twenties.”
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In the face of the threat of deportation, the advent of DNA testing,
although somewhat ironic in this case, offers Amerasians hope by con-
firming claims of paternity and legitimacy. In 2015 Amerasian Jimmy
Miller, who immigrated to the United States in 1990 under the AHA,
established Amerasians without Borders, a nonprofit organization ded-
icated to identifying the fathers of the hundreds of Amerasians esti-
mated to still be living in Vietnam and helping them immigrate to
the United States. In 2018 Miller reported that he had sent DNA tests
to over five hundred Amerasians in Vietnam.® Amerasians living in
the United States have used commercial DNA companies to find rel-
atives and, if they are lucky, their fathers. For those Amerasians for
whom the cost of DNA testing is prohibitive, there are a small num-
ber of nonprofit organizations that offer discounted or free testing.’

However, even in the cases where DNA has successfully identified
an American father of an Amerasian, citizenship is not guaranteed.
The U.S. Supreme Court has yet to hear any specific case regarding
Amerasians, DNA, and citizenship. And numerous previous cases in
which an Amerasian has proven paternity and been denied citizen-
ship have set a discouraging precedent. In the 1998 case of Miller v. Al-
bright, the Supreme Court denied Amerasian Lorelyn Miller’s claim
to U.S. citizenship.”® The U.S. State Department first rejected Miller’s
application for citizenship on the grounds that she did not meet the
requirement of majority established by the 1952 Immigration and Na-
tionality Act."! At twenty-one years old, Lorelyn was simply too old
to apply, and her claims of paternity were invalid. Therefore, the U.S.
government determined she was not a U.S. citizen.

Lorelyn challenged the decision in front of the U.S. Supreme Court,
which also ruled against her claim. According to the Court, the act
of birth itself determined the biological difference between mothers
and fathers for the purpose of transmitting citizenship.’> While un-
wed mothers had the benefit of having given birth as evidence of bio-
logical and therefore legal filiation with their children, unwed fathers
never would. Thus the court assumed an absence, outside of marriage,
of biological or legal filiation between fathers and children.”

The ruling was one of many citizenship transmission cases brought



CONCLUSION

before the Supreme Court since the 1977 case of Fiallo v. Bell chal-
lenged the apparent sex-based discrimination embedded in U.S. citi-
zenship law." In each case, the Court maintained that “the different
treatment of mothers and fathers of out-of-wedlock children was justi-
fied since the two parents are not ‘similarly situated.” Critical to the
argument were expectations that mothers were likely to make ques-
tionable paternity claims and an insinuation of their promiscuity—
“she may not know who is the father of her child,” and “two or more
men may claim paternity of the same child.” This was coupled with an
assumption that fathers were unable to understand the consequences
of their sexual acts, to count their partners, or even remember with
whom they had slept.’* According to the Court, in the “normal in-
terval of nine months between conception and birth,” the fact that
the “unmarried father may not even know his child exists, and the
child may not know the father’s identity” justified the sex-based dis-
tinction.” Thus in the reasoning of the Court, fathers only came to
the realization of conception, gestation, and childbirth, and mothers
only aspired to tell the truth regarding paternity, through the institu-
tion of marriage. By ruling against Miller and others and upholding
the sex-based distinction in U.S. citizenship law, the Court gave per-
mission to American men and, in this case, American servicemen, to
continue fathering children abroad, out of wedlock and without any
fear of paternal responsibility.

Today, the sex-based discrimination in U.S. immigration and citi-
zenship law continues to permit individual American men to father
children with foreign women abroad without any concern of pater-
nal accountability or parental responsibility. When considered in the
context of the large U.S. military presence abroad, these laws, along
with the unwillingness of policymakers to expose the U.S. military
and U.S. servicemen to public criticism, justify the irresponsible sex-
ual choices of American men who continue to create out-of-wedlock
children.

Although fraught with numerous other issues, the Amerasian ex-
perience in Vietnam and the United States remains important and
relevant. In an increasingly militarized, transracial, and transborder
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world, the Amerasian case forces Americans to confront the gendered
legalities of U.S. citizenship and immigration laws. It requires a con-
sideration of how those laws work in tandem with U.S. military pol-
icy and how they translate into parental and national responsibility.
Furthermore, effects at the ground level of policies imposed from
above are powerful and real. The Amerasian issue matters because
it affected and continues to affect the lives of real people like Pham
Chi Cuong, Robert Huynh, Tung Nguyen, and Le Van Minh, in crit-
ical and sometimes devastating ways. By understanding the Amera-
sian experience, America can begin to reckon with the defeat in the
Vietnam War and recognize how it reshaped, and ought to reshape,
what it means to be an American.
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