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Moving away from the battlefield, „Beyond
Combat“ explores the complex web of perso-
nal interactions between Americans and Viet-
namese that took place in the brothels, ba-
ses, and boulevards of South Vietnam du-
ring the 1960s and early 1970s. These high-
ly gendered interactions, Stur contends, were
shaped by a range of key images—the „dra-
gon lady,“ the „gentle warrior,“ the John Way-
ne figure, the „girl next door,“ etc.—that were
„passed down in basic training, popular cul-
ture, political speeches, and GI folk culture“
(p. 2). By carefully investigating these central
images, Stur reveals the ways in which Cold
War gender ideals framed both American po-
licy in and individual experiences of the Viet-
nam War.

Although Stur uses the war’s central gen-
der images to organize her study, „Beyond
Combat“ focuses on the gaps between these
representations and the lived experiences of
American servicemen and women, Red Cross
workers, antiwar activists, and Vietnamese
women. To explore this terrain, Stur draws
on ample secondary Vietnam War, Cold War,
and war and gender scholarship, along with
many rich primary source materials: oral his-
tories, memoirs, more than forty of her own
extensive interviews, a wide range of GI an-
tiwar newspapers, magazines, cartoons, pho-
tographs, military training manuals and bro-
chures, and other documents. By skillfully in-
corporating the voices of numerous nurses,
Red Cross „donut dollies“, and Women’s Ar-
my Corps (WAC) personnel, Stur enriches her
analysis while contributing to the growing bo-
dy of scholarship on American women and
the Vietnam War.

Despite the fact that „Beyond Combat“ pri-
marily investigates gender and the Vietnam
War from an American perspective, the stu-
dy fittingly begins with representations of
Vietnamese women in the popular and mili-
tary imaginations. At the heart of this ana-

lysis is a detailed examination of the „dra-
gon lady“—„a cunning, beautiful Asian wo-
man who transformed from seeming friend
to deadly foe at a moment’s notice“ (p. 21).
However, Stur quickly moves to nuanced ex-
aminations of the miniskirt, the „ao dai“, pro-
stitution policies and practices, and represen-
tations of Madame Nhu in the American me-
dia. Through Stur’s insightful analysis, these
images highlight the patriarchal nature of the
American mission, which called for protec-
ting and dominating a feminized South Viet-
nam.

Chapter two explores the images and ex-
periences of the approximately 700 American
women who served as „donut dollies“ in the
Red Cross Supplemental Recreational Activi-
ties Overseas (SRAO) program between 1965
and 1972. In contrast to depictions of sexua-
lized, sometimes dangerous Vietnamese wo-
men, these young, single, primarily white,
Red Cross SRAO volunteers were cast as the
American „girl next door,“ representing „‘all
that was wholesome and good about girls,
women, moms, sisters, [and] wives’ waiting
for U.S. servicemen back home.“ (p. 65) Alt-
hough the blue A-line dresses, makeup and
grooming requirements, and specified recrea-
tional activities of the SRAO workers were de-
signed to reflect American Cold War domestic
ideals, Stur argues that many „donut dollies“
challenged these ideals by escaping marriage
and family and by occasionally crossing unof-
ficial racial boundaries.

Building on the work of Elizabeth Norman,
Kara Dixon Vuic and others, chapter three
examines the ways in which the 10,000 mi-
litary women who served in Vietnam both
reinforced and challenged wartime gender ex-
pectations. Although Stur covers a fair bit
of familiar scholarly territory in this chapter,
her own interviews of nurses and WACs and
insightful analyses of their experiences help
complicate ideas about combat by identifying
how these women not only dealt with poten-
tial enemy attacks on hospitals and bases, but
also with threats of sexual assault and harass-
ment from their own troops.

Departing from its primary focus on images
and experiences of women, chapter four in-
vestigates three key representations of Ameri-
can masculinity and the respective roles they
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played in shaping American propaganda, po-
licies, and practices during the war. As Stur
carefully demonstrates, the popular „gentle
warrior“ image depicted the American ser-
viceman as both a tough fighter and a hu-
manitarian caregiver. Stur contends that this
image also served as a metaphor for the U.S.
mission in Vietnam; by building schools, hea-
ling the sick, and protecting South Vietname-
se families, the „gentle warrior“ democrati-
zed and modernized the nation even as his
presence „harmed the ally [he] was osten-
sibly meant to save“ (p. 143). Stur’s analy-
ses of the John Wayne and sexual aggressor
images are likewise compelling, and she ef-
fectively shows how representations of tough
„cowboy“ and heteronormative white mas-
culinities affected both foreign policy and the
actions and perceptions of servicemen them-
selves.

Stur’s final chapter focuses on the rejection
of the warrior myth articulated by veterans,
active duty soldiers and homefront activists
in antiwar newspapers and other forums. Per-
haps some of the book’s richest primary ma-
terial, these critiques of sexism and racism
in the American military highlight the inter-
connectedness of the antiwar, women’s liber-
ation and civil rights movements. Stur’s dis-
cussions of the Moynihan Report, Robert Mc-
Namara’s „Project 100,000“ plan and African
American women’s antiwar groups are espe-
cially interesting, and they call attention to the
ways in which the Vietnam War not only chal-
lenged Cold War gender norms but represen-
tations of race as well.

„Beyond Combat“ concludes by analyzing
the changes within the U.S. military preci-
pitated by ending the draft and by service-
men and women’s experiences during the la-
ter phases of the war. In particular, Stur ex-
amines 1970s recruitment campaigns targeted
toward women and broader efforts to rebrand
the U.S. armed forces „in response to the mo-
vement for women’s equality and the unpo-
pularity of the Vietnam War.“ (p. 217) Accord-
ing to Stur, despite efforts to expand occupati-
ons open to women, restrictions on women’s
participation in combat demonstrate just how
deeply engrained in military culture the hete-
rosexual male warrior ideal is.

Highly accessible and thoughtfully orga-

nized, „Beyond Combat“ will interest Viet-
nam War, gender studies, and Cold War his-
tory scholars alike. Because it is so fascina-
ting, many readers will wish that it were lon-
ger or that it included a wider range of po-
pular cultural materials such as films, televi-
sion programs, and literary works in its ex-
amination of key Vietnam era images. Like-
wise some scholars might feel shortchanged
by Stur’s lack of engagement with theories of
gender and sexuality. Stur’s interviews and
fresh use of GI antiwar newspapers and other
archival sources, however, more than make
up for any of these potential shortcomings.
„Beyond Combat“ is certain to inspire new re-
search – especially on the gendered experien-
ces of Vietnamese men and women – that will
continue to broaden our understanding of the
Vietnam War.
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