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ABSTRACT

Playboy magazine’s role in the Vietnam War has often been ignored as many assume its

only function was to provide soldiers with erotic images of women. This study analyzes

Playboy’s presence in Vietnam and the various ways in which soldiers manipulate the magazine

to suit their various needs. Starting in the Playboy Clubs stateside, this study explores the lives of

Playboy Bunnies to illustrate the type of women that epitomized Playboy. Though the magazine

is often accused of objectifying women, the centerfolds soldiers consumed were meant to

represent more than empty measurements. The Playboy Bunny, the living embodiment of the

Playboy woman, was a strong, independent, woman. The women in these clubs used their

position to gain access to better education, better pay, and independence. The women employed

at Playboy were able to manipulate their role as sex object to realize feminist goals long before

the women’s movement was at its peak.

Moving from the ultimate bachelor pad to the jungles of Vietnam, this study analyzes

Playboy’s opinion of the Vietnam War to explain its popularity in the war and branding thereof.

Soldiers used the magazine to fulfill more than just a sexual desire. The magazine functioned in

various ways to provide soldiers with not only entertainment, but provided access to uncensored

information, consumer products, and a forum for soldiers to vent their frustrations and

communicate with themselves and the rest of the world. Finally, this study seeks to understand

Playboy’s role in military consumption as Vietnam soldiers bought their way through the war.

From the bachelor pads in the United States to the hooches in the jungles of Vietnam, soldiers and

civilians alike manipulated the magazine to fulfill a number of various needs and wants.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: WOMEN WORKERS, MALE CONSUMERS AND THE
EMPOWERMENT OF PORNOGRAPHY

“Playboy nudes are one thing the Americans will leave over here. The Vietnamese

woman don’t seem to care, but the Vietnamese men love women in Playboy. Isn’t it a

strange mark of our involvement in Vietnam?”1

“I read it for the articles,” has been a long running joke for those who subscribe to

Playboy magazine. Said with a nudge and wink, this statement has worked wonders in

disregarding the different facets the magazine has to offer while it highlights the “fluff”

of the centerfolds. Scholars studying the magazine have shown that this statement is not

just a facetious one. Playboy surrounded serious articles concerning political, social, and

cultural issues with nude images of women because both appealed to men. As the articles

outnumbered the images of naked women in the magazines, it seems Playboy wanted

readers to focus on its reporting as well as its centerfolds. Despite the acknowledgement

Playboy has received in recent years, though, its influence on soldiers in Vietnam has

continued to be treated in this same regard. With a nudge and knowing smirk, Playboy

was cast as a masturbatory aid in the least and a time-waster at the most for soldiers.

However, this study has shown that Playboy provided soldiers with more than just naked

pictures of women. The magazine functioned on numerous levels to meet various needs

of different people throughout Vietnam and the United States.

Playboy’s most famous contribution will always be its centerfold. But, as we will

see, a one dimensional naked image is not all that Playboy provided soldiers, or its other

1 Manuscript copy - A Journey to Geneva: A Vietnam Memior by Van M. Davidson (pages 1-167), 2001,
Folder 01, Box 04, Van Michael Davidson Collection, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech
University, 133.
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customers, when it came to women. By studying the Playboy Bunny, the real-life

embodiment of the Playmates, we can see that the type of woman the magazine portrayed

in its pages was far more complex than previously acknowledged. The Playboy Bunny

was a smart woman who used her position in Playboy to her advantage. As the Bunny

was popular during the rise of feminism, many Bunnies faced criticism for working for a

corporation run by the likes of Hefner, but these “objectified” women realized major

goals of feminism long before the majority of other working-class women did. Playboy

wanted a perfect mate for their playboys, and that meant a woman who was smart,

sophisticated, beautiful, and independent. Playboy encouraged the women working for

them to pursue their education and careers and paid them enough money to do so.

Women working for Playboy became financially independent before many other

waitresses and service industry workers. Soldiers reading Playboy magazine in Vietnam

or visiting a Playboy Club in the states were exposed to these kinds of women. The

typical image of a brainless centerfold falls apart when we study the reality of the women

of Playboy. These women manipulated a job, that on the surface seemed degrading and

sexist, and made it work for them. The women who posed for Playboy or worked for the

clubs operated within the confines of their class and status in society to better their lives.

They were able to get what they needed from the magazine, despite any original

intentions of Hefner or the managers.

Soldiers also manipulated Playboy to suit their needs while serving in the jungles

of Vietnam. The magazine did not only provide erotic images of the girl-next-door to

remind soldiers of home, but it also acted as a forum in which soldiers could
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communicate with one another and with the world back home. It provided space for

soldiers who were against the war and the military to voice their objections and remain

safe from persecution. Soldiers believed Playboy cared about them and their problems.

The magazine also informed soldiers of events occurring in the states. With its emphasis

on antiwar movements and the counterculture, soldiers could use Playboy as a news

source for keeping abreast of the political debates surrounding the war they were fighting.

The magazine also functioned as a morale booster during the war. The military used the

magazine along with luxuries and consumer goods in an attempt to alleviate the doubts

troops had about the war. Leaders could not, or would not, change the military strategies

in Vietnam nor could they provide a sufficient reason for America’s continued presence

in Southeast Asia, so they turned to consumer items as a draw for soldiers’ compliance.

By tracing Playboy’s presence in Vietnam, we can unearth how very different

groups of people, soldiers and waitresses, used the magazine to benefit their own needs.

Playboy is commonly seen as an overtly sexist magazine, and there is no denying that

those aspects of the magazine existed. The image of beauty that Playboy perpetuates is

based off of one man’s taste. Women are featured more prominently in subservient roles

as the playboy’s playmate than as part of the target audience. However, Playboy Bunnies

used the company and the magazine to attain their own personal goals of financial

independence, education, career, and autonomy. Beyond that, the magazine’s rhetoric

was predominately antiwar, and yet, within its pages, soldiers found a place in which they

could express their concerns about the war. Two major figures of the 1960s, the Playboy
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Bunny and the Vietnam veteran found in Playboy a tool they could utilize to suit their

own needs.

There is no shortage of studies on a publication like Playboy magazine. With the

sheer number of books, articles, news reports, and documentaries dedicated to either the

magazine or the founder, Hugh M. Hefner, scholars may believe there is little more to be

added to the study of such an influential cultural icon. Though the multitude of studies

done on Playboy span a wide range of topics, many of the works are biographies of the

founder or accounts of the development and lifespan of the publication. Scholars like

Barbara Ehrenreich in her 1983 work and more recently, Elizabeth Fraterrigo, delve

deeper into the rich history of Playboy to further explore its impact on society, culture,

and the individual with more analytical regard. Despite these new studies, few works

explore the magazine’s incredible popularity and influence in the Vietnam War. It might

seem obvious (soldiers have, historically, been very fond of scantily-clad women), but

this explanation fails to acknowledge many other factors. Previous scholars have

explored Playboy’s impact on gender ideals, notions of sexuality, consumerism, and

women’s status in society, but the continual answer for the magazine’s popularity in

Vietnam has been the naked woman. This answer ignores the social and cultural

influence of the magazine and ignores similar influences on the soldier, making them

seemingly immune to the same concerns and pressures that affect citizens stateside.

Playboy was a formal guide to Hefner’s version of the good life. The magazine

espoused his ideals on men’s roles in society, relationships, consumerism, women, and

politics. Simultaneously providing them with erotic images and cultural influences,
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Playboy spread the message of the good life to soldiers in Vietnam as well as the

Vietnamese. As Davidson’s quote at the beginning of this chapter implies, Playboy was a

mark of America and one of the legacies left behind long after the last chopper flew. The

centerfold, the bunny logo, and the magazine did not only represent Hugh Hefner’s

empire, but it developed into a symbol representing America and American values. While

the centerfold was a significant part of Playboy’s appeal, the content of the magazine also

pervades the life of the soldiers. Giving credence to the centerfold alone ignores how

Hefner’s version of the ‘good life’ affected soldiers’ lives in Vietnam.

The Vietnam War occurred during the years Playboy was at its most successful,

which can account for part of the reason the magazine appears repeatedly in the war.

Playboy’s circulation grew from five million readers by the late 1960s to over seven

million in the early 1970s; at the same time, American involvement increased in Vietnam

from 1965 to 1973, seeing the height of the war mirroring the height of Playboy’s

popularity.2 However, the popularity of a liberal, antiwar magazine among soldiers, who

are often stereotyped as conservative and seen as targets of the antiwar movement, is a

dynamic that deserves further attention to determine if such a contradiction, and the

assumptions therein, existed. The rabbit-head logo’s overwhelming presence in Vietnam

signifies more than soldiers’ desires to view scantily-clad white women. Its presence in

Vietnam influenced soldiers just as it influenced civilians back home. Moving from the

urban bachelor pad to Vietnam’s crude jungle hooches, Playboy helped soldiers embrace

2 Watts, Steven, Mr. Playboy: Hugh Hefner and the American Dream (Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley
& Sons, 2008), 2. For this project, the period of the Vietnam War that is most relevant is with the
introduction of US combat forces after the Gulf Tonkin Resolution in 1964. When referring to the Vietnam
War timeframe here, I am referring to the period from 1964 to 1975 roughly.
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their role as consumers, influenced their views of women, gender roles, and sexuality,

and informed men thousands of miles from home of the cultural battles changing the

home front. Far from just another “girlie mag,” Playboy branded the Vietnam War as a

symbol that represented the ideals, desires, insecurities, and aspirations of a generation.

Not all who study the magazine have ignored its presence in Vietnam. An analysis

of the more popular studies on Playboy reveals that each reference the war to some

extent, and in doing so, posit interesting questions concerning Playboy’s role in Vietnam

and its influence on the soldiers. For instance, Barbara Ehrenreich’s 1983 study, The

Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight from Commitment takes a serious

analytical approach to the role of Playboy in men’s life after World War II. She frames

her analysis within the context of the male revolt, which, she argues, occurred as men

turned against the breadwinner ethic that seemingly controlled their life in the 1950s. For

Ehrenreich, Playboy provided a forum in which men could vent their frustrations for the

roles society forced upon them. Playboy became the voice for those dissenters as Hefner

used his magazine to promote an alternative, single lifestyle for men. Playboy was the

physical expression of Hef’s discontent with his own life and his own role as the family

breadwinner. “What upset him was the ‘conformity, togetherness, anonymity, and slow

death’ men were supposed to endure when the good life, the life which he himself came

to represent, was so close at hand.”3 Ehrenreich’s analysis of Playboy portrays a

magazine that set out to reclaim the domestic scene for men while espousing an

alternative lifestyle to that of the family man, who was a hardworking breadwinner, and

3 Ehrenreich, Barbara, The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight from Commitment (New York:
Anchor Press/Doubeday, 1983), 44.



Texas Tech University, Amber Batura, August 2012

7

replaced it with a hardworking, single, fun-loving man that spent his well-earned money

on himself, and he spent lavishly. Setting the stage for Fraterrigo’s later work, Ehrenreich

also highlights Playboy’s impact on the consumer society of postwar America.4

Ehrenreich discusses the Vietnam War in her study, but she does not draw much

of a connection between the war and Playboy. Instead, Ehrenreich discusses the Vietnam

War’s influence on notions of masculinity. She argues that for twenty years prior,

American men measured their masculinity against the invisible enemy, the Cold War

Communist. When Americans finally met the enemy on the battlefields in Southeast

Asia, “[t]he war discredited American foreign policy even in the eyes of Western allies;

within America, it discredited the style of aggressive masculinity kept fervently alive by

two decades of Cold War anticommunism.”5 Though Ehrenreich does not draw a

connection between Playboy and this interpretation of the impact of the Vietnam War, a

connection very much exists and deserves further study. Playboy advocated a strong

sense of masculinity and was one of the most popular reading materials during a war that

Ehrenreich argues emasculated America in both the eyes of its own citizens and foreign

powers. Soldiers may have felt this same doubt and confusion over their masculinity that

citizens back home were experiencing. Ehrenreich states, “[h]ere was the enemy against

who American men had measured their masculinity […] and the enemy turned out to be

women, the thinnest of youths, old men and children.” 6 This idea of a threatened

masculinity might account for part of Playboy’s popularity in the war as soldiers turned

to the magazine to reaffirm a sense of masculinity they felt was under attack in Vietnam.

4 Ehrenreich, 49.
5 Ehrenreich, 105.
6 Ehrenreich, 104-105.
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Ehrenreich’s argument has some validity in that Playboy did encourage a

masculine attitude and helped men adjust to a different masculinity than the one to which

they were accustomed; however, her argument also emasculates the soldiers further. The

notion that the Americans were fighting old men, women and children has some measure

of truth as civilians were often caught in the crossfire. But to argue that those groups

made up the demographic of the North Vietnamese forces and the Viet Cong detracts

from their own fighting forces. The NVA was a tested and respected formal army, and

the VC,7 the southern guerilla forces that rose up against the South Vietnamese

government, was also a proven fighting force. Based on numerous veteran accounts,

American troops respected “Charlie” far more than they respected their allies in the South

Vietnamese forces. While soldiers might have used Playboy to reassert their masculinity,

it was probably not because they felt emasculated by the enemy.

Where Ehrenreich’s study argues Playboy provided unhappy men with an

alternative lifestyle that, arguably, makes a positive impact on men dealing with a crisis

of masculinity, Russell Miller’s work, written two years later, focuses on the negative

influence Playboy exerts on its male readership. Russell Miller’s work, Bunny: The Real

Story of Playboy, strives to provide readers with a more ‘realistic’ picture of the Playboy

empire and its founder, Hugh Hefner. Bunny focuses on the culture that Playboy

influenced, leaving men seemingly unable to think for themselves. Miller writes,

“Playboy told its readers what to wear, what wine to drink with what meals, what records

to listen to, what movies to see. Its authoritative tone soothed their anxieties that they

7 Though there are some instances when the term “VC” has been used as a derogatory name for the Viet
Cong, that is not true here. Any time I use the term “VC,” it is simply an abbreviation for the Viet Cong
and does not take on any of the derogatory aspects associated with it.
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might inadvertently wear the wrong necktie or mix a cocktail incorrectly.”8 While

criticizing the dependent lifestyle Playboy encouraged in its bachelors, Miller also

highlights the extent of the influence Playboy had on its readers. It not only provided

entertainment for men, but it also provided a how-to guide on class mobility – or at least

a how-to guide for donning the appearance of the upper class.

Miller’s focus on Vietnam is peripheral at best. Similar to a discussion that

appears in Elizabeth Fraterrigo’s study some two decades later, Miller points out the

apparent contradiction between Playboy and its antiwar rhetoric and the magazine’s

popularity in the Vietnam War:

Playboy began to give more and more space to voices of liberal dissent,
publishing antiwar polemic […]. It did nothing to harm the magazine’s popularity
with the American forces in Vietnam, and Hefner was tickled when someone told
him that the quickest way to know how long a unit had been in Vietnam was to
count the Playmates pinned to the wall of the base recreation room.9

Though Miller does not continue with this line of thought, it is necessary to explore the

reason why a magazine that advertised a full page for the Vietnam Veterans Against the

War (VVAW) and espoused antiwar sentiments from authors like John Kenneth

Galbraith, Senator William Fullbright, and Allen Ginsberg pervaded a war it was so

against. It is also important to attempt to understand what that magazine, and that

contradiction, meant for the troops that consumed Playboy.10 Was the popularity of an

antiwar magazine in the midst of battle contradictory? On the surface, maybe, but for

some soldiers, Playboy’s agenda might have provided them an outlet for their own

feelings on the war. The major contradiction that lies in Playboy’s popularity was not the

8 Miller, Russell, Bunny: The Real Story of Playboy (Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1985), 46.
9 Miller, 142.
10 Miller, 218.
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soldier’s consumption of the magazine, but rather the military’s promotion of it. Miller

does not mention Vietnam again except in passing, making the war a mere footnote in the

“real” story of Playboy.

In Mr. Playboy: Hugh Hefner and the American Dream, author Steven Watts

follows along the lines of Russell Miller to produce an encompassing biography of Hugh

Hefner and Playboy. Writing twenty years after Miller, Watts utilizes the additional two

decades of Playboy history to discuss the personification of changing sexual mores in the

sixties.11 Watt’s research provides an extensive history into Hefner’s life and the

magazine’s development and growth. Watt’s states, “[…] Hefner must be analyzed as a

historical figure, not merely a controversial celebrity.” He acknowledges Hefner’s role as

rebel but argues, “the image of Hefner as rebel also misleads. In more profound ways, he

has expressed many of the deepest impulses of mainstream American culture.”12

Following arguments found in both Miller and Ehrenreich’s work, and one that is later

expressed in Fraterrigo’s study, Watts argues that Hefner’s life and Playboy both

reflected and influenced society during post war America. Watt’s study offers, beyond his

exhaustive research, an interesting attempt to use Hefner’s personal life as a mirror for

the changes American society underwent through the fifties, sixties, and seventies.

Beyond championing the virtues of Hefner without offering more insightful

critiques, Watts also neglects another aspect of discussion in his extensive biography.

With only passing references to a war that provides the backdrop to Playboy for more

than two decades, Watts almost completely ignores any relationship between the

11 Watts, 4.
12 Watts, 7.
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magazine and the war. Early on in the work, Watts states, “During the Vietnam War in

1969, for instance, American soldiers were amused to find a dog-eared copy of Playboy

in a captured North Vietnamese bunker. Hefner’s vision of the good life, it seemed, even

piqued the imagination (or at least the libidos) of hardened communist revolutionaries.”13

This is the only significant commentary Watts provides about the war or Playboy’s

presence there. Watts only goes on to mention Vietnam again as he illustrates Hefner’s

liberal stance in the magazine during the rise of the counterculture movement. This is

unfortunate as Watts’ anecdote about finding the magazine, dog-eared, in an NVA

bunker, poses interesting questions about the influence of American culture and the

spread of consumer ideology in a country under communist influence. Whether intended

or not, Playboy became a symbol of America and American ideology in Southeast Asia.

Elizabeth Fraterrigo’s study moves away from Miller’s and Watts’ biographical

trend to analyze Playboy’s role in post war American society. Published just one year

after Watt’s extensive work, Fraterrigo’s Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in

Modern America, offers an insightful look into how postwar American society affected

the magazine’s content at the same time the magazine influenced society. Fraterrigo’s

analysis moves beyond the centerfolds of Playboy to discuss how the magazine promoted

the individual, consumer-oriented lifestyle that started to develop in the 1950s over the

traditional family-oriented lifestyle that was more common. Playboy, Fraterrigo argues,

pushed the boundaries of sexuality and gender roles while still conforming to mainstream

gender constructions by justifying the promiscuous single life within a narrative of

wedded bliss. “The playboy and his bevy of female companions challenged the

13 Watts, 2.



Texas Tech University, Amber Batura, August 2012

12

conservative family-centered society without upsetting the gender order; the women in

Playboy were not wives and mothers, but they remained supportive and solicitous to

men.”14 Playboy provided a space in which men could rebel against, and explore beyond,

traditional gender roles, but still provided them with a structure that was familiar and

comforting.

Hefner, and Playboy, also promoted the fairly new idea of the citizen-consumer

that was taking hold in America after the devastation of the Depression and the prosperity

of World War II. In tune with the government’s advocacy for citizen’s spending, Playboy

encouraged their readers to embrace consumerism. “In highlighting the link between the

spheres of production and consumption, work and play, he [Hefner] posited private

consumption as the key to economic growth and thus national well-being.”15 By offering

a masculine perspective of consumption, Playboy helped put men at ease about becoming

a consumer – a term fraught with feminine overtones. Consumption, often categorized as

a feminine endeavor for much of the twentieth century, targeted women as the caretakers

of the house, which made them responsible for the shopping. Unnecessary spending on

luxury items also fell under the charge of women as well. Traditionally, a man was

productive; he saved his money; he did not participate in frivolous spending. But in post

war America, spending was acting out a civil duty to ensure the prosperity of the nation.16

Playboy not only directed its readers to spend their money, but told them which items to

buy.

14 Fraterrigo, Elizabeth, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern America (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2009), 5.
15 Fraterrigo, 9.
16 Fraterrigo, 8-9.
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For Fraterrigo, Playboy’s relationship with Vietnam is complicated as it

introduces the ideology of counterculture movements stateside. As she explores the

development and the rise of the counterculture in the sixties, she focuses on the youth

culture’s resistance to the mainstream. Instead of Playboy influencing the youth, the

counterculture movement influenced Playboy’s editorial decisions. According to

Fraterrigo, “[i]n addition to its attention to the civil rights movement, the magazine

assessed America’s involvement in Vietnam as that conflict polarized the nation. […]

Playboy went on to adopt a critical stance against the war, providing space for incisive

condemnation of U.S. foreign policy.”17 The magazine took a decisive antiwar stance, but

the other ideology in the magazine served the military’s purposes well. The Vietnam War

lacked the justification of previous wars. Military officials could not reaffirm soldiers’

sense of duty and honor with a definite enemy as they did in World War II. Instead, they

relied on the idea of economic prosperity and adventurism to boost morale. Hefner’s

vision of the good life for the men who read Playboy played into this type of morale

boosting. Therefore, despite the antiwar rhetoric, it remained such a popular magazine

amongst troops that it sold at most post exchanges across South Vietnam.

The most recent scholarly work on Playboy studies the evolution of gender

politics in Playboy and argues the magazine professed a “pro-woman, even quasi-

feminist” outlook than previously acknowledged.18 Carrie Pitzulo’s Bachelors and

Bunnies: The Sexual Politics of Playboy traces the magazine’s editorial content from its

start in 1953 through the sixties and seventies. In doing so, Pitzulo illustrates how

17Fraterrigo, 161.
18 Carrie Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies: The Sexual Politics of Playboy (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2011), 7.
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Playboy’s stance on gender roles and politics matured and transformed from its

antagonistic attitude in the early years to one that professed women deserve the same

sexual freedom men experienced. With full access to the archives in Chicago, Pitzulo is

able to provide memos and letters to support the content she highlights in the magazine,

illustrating Playboy’s editors’ genuine interest in gender politics and the “quasi-feminist”

stand she argues Hefner adopts.

Pitzulo’s work does not focus on Vietnam; thus, there is little specific analysis of

the magazine’s role there. However, when discussing the decision to include nonwhite

Playmates in the magazine, Pitzulo opens the door for more questions concerning

Playboy’s influence on soldiers in Southeast Asia. Without having access to the Playboy

Archives, it is impossible to tell the motivation behind decisions made for the magazine,

but when Playboy first decided to break racial boundaries in their magazine, they did not

do so with a black woman. Instead, in August 1964, Playboy’s centerfold revealed the

first Asian American woman to pose for the pullout spread, China Lee. “By the time

Playboy ventured to include an Asian American centerfold … the conflation of Asian

women with sexual availability was firmly established in many readers’ minds.”19 The

timing of such a move cannot be ignored. In the same month, hostilities increased in

Vietnam with the Tonkin Gulf incident, where torpedo boats attacked the USS Maddox,

followed by the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution that provided for Lyndon B. Johnson’s

19 Pitzulo, 60.
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justification to move a conventional military force into Vietnam later in 1965 without a

formal declaration of war.20

Whether the decision to include an Asian woman as a centerfold had anything to

do with what was happening halfway across the world is not necessarily the point. That

Americans had been involved in Vietnam since the fifties was not something that would

have gone unnoticed by the editors of Playboy, and it is reasonable to assume that

experiences in Southeast Asia might have influenced their decision to include an Asian

centerfold.

Playboy once again pushed racial boundaries seven months later with the

inclusion of the first African American centerfold, Jennifer Jackson, in the March 1965

issue. Pitzulo argues, “many Americans considered Playboy a standard-bearer of

feminine attractiveness, and Hefner’s inclusion of Jackson struck a blow to the country’s

longstanding racist beauty standards.”21 Beyond challenging the traditional notions of

what was considered beautiful, Jackson’s presence in the magazine affected African

American soldiers serving in Vietnam. “Initially,” Pitzulo asserts, “she [Jackson] felt

ashamed, and did not fully appreciate the trailblazing nature of her photos until she began

to receive mail from African American soldiers in Vietnam.” Jackson then realized that,

“’having my picture in Playboy, for African American males, meant that they could be a

part of that elite manhood.’”22 While Playboy challenged racial notions of beauty at

home, Jackson’s photos also influenced black soldiers’ lives in Vietnam as they realized

20 John Prados, Vietnam: The History of an Unwinnable War, 1945-1975 (Lawrence: The University Press
of Kansas, 2009), 93.
21 Pitzulo, 63.
22 Pitzulo 64; Jackson quoted in Pitzulo, 64.
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that the lifestyle Playboy espoused in its pages could include them as well. Though

Pitzulo does not analyze these statements beyond the implications of race and sexuality, it

clearly leaves room for scholars to ponder how Playboy affected black soldiers’ ideas of

class mobility as well as their ideas of beauty, sexuality, and race - topics closely tied

with their experiences in Vietnam.

One book in the historiography that dedicates a significant amount of discussion

to Playboy’s connection to the Vietnam War is found in Thomas Weyr’s 1978

publication entitled Reaching for Paradise: The Playboy Vision of America. Weyr’s

analysis of Playboy originated based on his confusion of how and why a “girlie

magazine” was garnering so much respect and attention from his fellow journalists.

Though Weyr remains strongly critical of some of the Playboy ideology, he

acknowledges the influence Playboy had on millions of lives as it changed ideas

concerning social issues and sex in the fifties and sixties. Maybe more importantly for the

magazine itself, Weyr also looks at how Playboy changed the idea that a publication of

that nature “be read secretly or pugnaciously or with shame” and became acceptable to

display on the coffee table.23

Weyr’s analysis on Playboy’s role in the Vietnam War is extensive compared to

the studies discussed thus far. Weyr pinpoints Operation Playmate as Hefner’s first

entanglement in the war – one that would lead him to turn his men’s entertainment

magazine into one of the top political commentary forces in the nation. Operation

Playmate, or Jo Collins’ visit to Vietnam to deliver a lifetime subscription to a company

23 Weyr, Thomas, Reaching for Paradise: The Playboy Vision of America (New York: Times Books, 1978),
xviii.
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of soldiers, provided Hefner the ultimate publicity.24 Though Weyr criticizes the

accompanying spread of this trip as “unfeeling” and “conventional,” he posits that this

“badly written” and “inept” article “would prove to be Playboy’s ideological bar mitzvah,

and crossing the border into manhood would be much tougher than tackling drugs, sex,

literature, religion, or civil rights.”25

Weyr continues to discuss Playboy’s foray into politics and into the war that was

destroying a nation by providing a synopsis of the articles and interviews Playboy began

to run. One of the first interviews occurred in the summer of 1966 and was published in

November of 1966, a moment when the war had not yet reached the forefront of many

American’s minds. Playboy asked Norman Thomas, the Socialist presidential candidate,

if he supported total withdrawal from Vietnam. Thomas did not, but used the interview to

voice his criticisms of Vietnam and advocate his own solution to the war. 26 Weyr

supports his argument that Playboy took up the Vietnam War as a serious issue by listing

the different interviews, articles, forum discussions, and authors that were featured in the

magazine.

Weyr does more than just show that the Vietnam War was an interesting topic for

Playboy, one that thrust the magazine into the political realm against which its first issue

spoke. Weyr also analyzes reactions to Playboy and offers a discussion on the

significance of the impact of the magazine on the soldiers. How much of an effect the

24 Weyr, 156.
25 Weyr, 157.
26 Ibid.
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magazine had is uncertain for both the scholar and the founder, as Hefner states that it did

make an impact, but to what extent, he is unsure.27 Weyr states:

[t]hey [Playboy] know the magazine sold thousands of copies, that
soldiers bought lavishly at Vietnam PXs products advertised in the magazine, […]
that pilots plastered decals of Little Annie Fanny […] and that thousands of
soldiers wrote letters detailing their feelings about the war, drugs, sex, the
military, the agony of combat, the pain of groping for meaning.28

For Weyr, there is no question that the magazine had a significant presence in the war.

The only question that remains is how much of an impact it made. Based on the letters

addressed to the magazine alone, it is clear that the magazine moved people, but how

much and in what ways are questions that have yet to be explored or answered.

Weyr also addresses what aspects of the magazine influenced the troops. While

many would not argue the popularity of the magazine, or its significance to the soldiers,

many would argue that its influence did not extend beyond the measurements of the

centerfold. Weyr counters that belief, instead proposing that the centerfold was an

“opening wedge” but that “soldiers read it [the magazine] and those who wrote for

Playboy knew that.”29 What soldiers read was important. Playboy honed their opinions of

the war and their arguments against it to present a “reasonable opposition” to the war.

Just as Playboy pushed the boundaries of sexuality without completely abandoning

mainstream American ideology, the magazine also provided their readers with a way to

be against the war but avoid being labeled a “hippie” or part of the counterculture

movement. Weyr’s study, written only a few years after the fall of Saigon, might spend

so much time on Vietnam because of the war’s proximity, and further research can

27 Weyr, 165.
28 Ibid.
29 “opening wedge”: Weyr, 164; “soldiers”: Weyr, 159.
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explore this subject to better understand not only Playboy’s significance to the troops, but

why it was significant and how it affected soldiers’ daily lives and their identities in

Vietnam.

There are few areas of Hugh Hefner’s magazine that have not been explored, but

one consistently overlooked is the magazine’s role in Vietnam. Scholars have mined the

magazine for its stance on civil rights, the counterculture movement, and the sexual

revolution; they have explored the famous interviews that caused upstanding, moral

citizens to admit lusting in their hearts; academics have dissected the images in Playboy

to determine whether the women portrayed are active agents or passive sex objects.  But

no one has provided extensive research into the prevalence of Playboy in Vietnam or the

presence of the war in the magazine.

This study seeks to fill the current void in the historiography of both Playboy and

the Vietnam War. That Playboy is an influential cultural icon is undeniable. By ignoring

its influence on soldiers and its role in the war, scholars are leaving areas of study

unexplored in both social and military history. Assuming that the magazine’s only

influence on soldiers resided in the middle of the magazine ignores Ehrenreich’s,

Fraterrigo’s, and Pitzulo’s work. By ignoring the cultural influence Playboy had on

soldiers, we miss an entire aspect of soldiers’ experiences of war. When a man put on a

uniform, he did not stop being a citizen, an average Joe, an everyman. The uniform was

not a shield that protected soldiers from the factors that affected him as a civilian. The

soldier brought with him those cares, concerns, influences, experiences and desires that

informed his decisions back home to the jungles of Vietnam. By exploring Playboy’s
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presence in Vietnam and the ways in which it influenced soldiers’ ideas of consumption,

sexuality, gender roles, and social issues, we not only discover another aspect of a

popular cultural icon, but we develop a more complicated image of the soldier.

In order to do so, this research utilizes various sources to support its arguments.

Since this work seeks to understand the experiences of the soldiers and the role Playboy

had in their lives, oral histories and memoirs play a significant role in privileging the

voices of the soldiers and their own memories of the war. There is always a risk in using

oral histories regarding the subjectivity of the speaker and the affect memory and time

have on the details, but oral histories remain an invaluable tool as they provide historians

with the actors’ own perspective of events. The study also utilizes archival material from

The Vietnam Archive at Texas Tech that acts in conjunction with the oral histories to

establish Playboy’s presence in Vietnam and its relation to soldiers’ experiences there.

Material from the magazine itself is also a central tool used to understand the

magazine’s influence on the soldier. Although there is no denying that the centerfold

remained an extremely important aspect in soldiers’ lives, it stands to reason that many

soldiers found themselves reading the magazine during the long hours of downtime

during the war. The editorial content, ads, articles, and forum topics worked together to

paint a picture of the good life for soldiers as they counted down the number of days left

in their tour. By studying the magazine, we understand not only the messages those

soldiers were receiving, we also better understand Playboy’s own stance on the war and

its place therein.
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As Davidson muses in the quote at the beginning of this chapter, Playboy is a

strange, but interesting, legacy for Americans to leave behind in Vietnam. Looking at

both soldiers’ perspectives of Playboy and the magazine’s understanding of Vietnam

helps scholars understand just what that legacy entailed. From the centerfolds to the

magazine’s content, Playboy typified American thought for millions of men in America,

therefore becoming a symbol of America (n) to the Vietnamese.

Playboy provided erotic images of women to men in Vietnam, of that there is no

doubt. The magazine, though, did not just promote a one-dimensional woman that was all

bust and no brains. The women Playboy desired for its playboys were not just beautiful

shells. Chapter 1 starts at the ultimate fantasy bachelor pad, the Playboy Clubs, and

focuses on the women within, the Playboy Bunnies. Analyzing how the Bunnies actually

fulfilled many goals of feminism, and how Playboy worked to encourage or help them do

so, illustrates the type of woman Playboy believed a playboy should want. The women

hired for the clubs were not only beautiful, but also smart, well spoken and ambitious. By

understanding the perfect Playboy woman, we better understand the type of woman that

soldiers were consuming. Though their main focus might have been on the centerfold’s

physical attributes, the magazine nevertheless encouraged their readers to desire a woman

that was beautiful, independent, intelligent, and enjoyed sex as much as a true playboy.

Moving from the bachelor pad to the jungle, Chapter 2 explores the ways in

which Playboy appeared throughout Vietnam. Providing more than just pornography, the

magazine acted as an uncensored source of news for many of the young men overseas. It

also provided unhappy soldiers with a venue in which to vent their frustrations over the
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war, the draft, and other aspects of life. This outlet created a safe zone for many soldiers

who felt they could not express their thoughts and beliefs without fear of retribution or

rejection from their fellow servicemen. Chapter 2 also delves into the magazine to

understand Playboy’s opinion of the war and the troops in order to better understand why

the magazine was such a popular presence in the war. While the centerfolds remain a

significant contribution to the proliferation of the magazine, it also functioned in various

capacities that made it invaluable to troops in Vietnam.

Chapter 3 explores the soldier’s role as a consumer and how Playboy contributed

to creating such a consumer. In Vietnam as in no other war, military leaders struggled to

maintain morale. With no clear reasons for their presence in Southeast Asia and no clear

enemy for soldiers to envision, the military turned to the promise of goods as a way to

boost morale and attain soldiers’ compliance. Playboy functioned as a how-to guide on

not only their role as consumers, but also on what items they should be consuming.

Soldiers responded to Playboy in unpredictable ways though. While some embraced the

magazine as an adviser into the world of consumption and a reference for what to

consume, many consumed Playboy in alternative ways, effectively manipulating the

magazine to suit their own needs. American soldiers were not the only ones exposed to

Playboy during the war. Chapter 3 also explores the capacities in which Playboy

functioned for the Vietnamese soldiers and citizens as they were exposed to “the good

life.”

The Playboy logo has come to mean many different things to many different

people, and scholars have searched the depths of the magazine and the founder to further
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understand its various meanings. For soldiers in the Vietnam War, the bunny logo

represented more than just a moment of lust in a place far from home. It came to

represent home itself, to represent hope, and yes, to represent sex. Playboy’s brand on the

Vietnam War has largely been ignored, but the magazine molded and cultured the men in

the jungles of Vietnam just as it refined and informed their counterparts in American

cities.
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CHAPTER II

THE QUEEN OF THE ULTIMATE BACHELOR PAD: THE REAL WOMEN OF

PLAYBOY

“The loneliness here is a terrible thing – and we long to see a real, living, breathing

American girl.”30 – Lt. Jack Price

For many soldiers counting down their 365 days in Vietnam, seeing an American

woman was high on their list of priorities. Though 68,000 women served in Vietnam,

many of those jobs were located in the rearward bases or in the Medical corps. Seeing an

American woman in any of their forward bases was only a dream to many stationed there,

but Playboy provided an answer to those dreams. While Playboy filled many other roles

and influenced men in many other ways, the magazine’s offering of attractive women in

various states of undress was a key aspect of its role for soldiers in Vietnam. The

centerfolds and other pictorials provided men with images of femininity and beauty they

could juxtapose against the reality of the Vietnamese women they saw while in country.

However, the women Playboy portrayed were not only there to alleviate men’s sexual

frustrations and desires. Though often critiqued for casting women in the role of sexual

objects, Playboy’s concept of women was far more complex and liberating than Hefner or

the editorial staff have been credited. Hefner’s magazine desired to be a how-to guide for

the urban male to achieve the good life, and its advice extended to the urban male’s

choice in mates. The playboy’s playmate was not just the girl-next-door, but a smart,

sophisticated, independent woman who enjoyed sex, politics, and intellectual debate.

30 Jack Price, quoted in “Playmate First Class: Jo Collins in Vietnam,” Playboy, May 1966, 145.
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Though the images in Playboy focused on the physicality and sexual desirability of

women, the magazine’s total package was something else entirely.

“One of the most important manifestations of Playboy outside the pages of the

magazine were the Playboy Clubs […] with their sexy “bunny” waitresses.31 As Pitzulo

argues here, the Playboy Clubs were designed to bring the magazine to life, and did so

with resounding success. Hired as waitresses to entertain men, Playboy Bunnies became

the real-life representation of the playboy’s playmate. In fact, some of the women hired to

work at the clubs modeled in the magazine. Often seen and depicted as hapless, helpless

victims, unintentionally setting back women’s roles and catering to men’s hedonistic

tendencies, the women that lived as Playboy Bunnies seem to be the antithesis of strong,

independent women. However, these women experienced freedom and liberation in ways

many of their working counterparts only dreamed. By analyzing the reality of Playboy

Bunnies lives and working conditions, we are better able to understand what type of

woman Playboy wanted for their readership. Though soldiers might have only desired to

see the girl-next-door centerfold, the true woman of Playboy was much more than mere

looks.

The Playboy Bunny came to fruition with the start of the Playboy Clubs. The club

idea developed after Playboy published an article spotlighting a popular key club in

Chicago called the Gaslight Club. After the article ran, thousands of subscribers wrote

into the magazine with questions about attaining membership. With such an

overwhelming response, Hugh Hefner and Victor Lownes, Playboy’s promotion director,

began to formulate plans to open their own exclusive club. For Hefner, the clubs would

31 Pitzulo, 11.
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[…] project the plush and romantic mood of the magazine into a private club of good

fellows interested in a better, more pleasurable life.”32

On February 29, 1960, the first Playboy club opened in Chicago. Hundreds waited

outside for the doors to open. Acting as a “private club,” patrons had to purchase a key

for $25 or $50.33 Within a year, the Chicago club boasted a membership of over fifty

thousand key owners and as the popularity of the clubs, and more importantly the

Bunnies, spread, the clubs expanded into fifteen cities across the United States with a

membership of approximately half a million.34 The New York club highlighted the

success of the Playboy Clubs. In 1961, almost a year before the club planned to open;

Hefner had already gained $400,000 in key sales.35

The Playboy Clubs were a success, at their heyday peaking at 30 clubs

internationally. But by the mid-to-late 1970s, numerous elements were working against

the Playboy Clubs including over-diversification, competitors (including topless bars),

and feminism. By 1982, due to economic concerns, many of the clubs closed, and after a

final failed attempt at revamping the New York Club, the remaining three company-

owned clubs closed in 1986. The remaining franchised clubs closed their doors in 1988,

and clubs in Japan and Manila finally shut down in the early 1990s.36

32 Watts, 160.
33 Alan Petigny, “Illegitimacy, Postwar Psychology, and the Reperiodization of the Sexual Revolution,”
Journal of Social History 38, no. 1 (2004): 71, in JSTOR [database online], 30, April 2011.
34 Watts, 162.
35 Petigny, 71.
36 Bruce Handy, “A Bunny Thing Happened: An Oral History of the Playboy Clubs,” Vanity Fair, May
2011.
http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/features/2011/05/playboy-clubs-201105?currentPage=1 (accessed April
30, 2011).

http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/features/2011/05/playboy-clubs-201105
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Though the clubs went out of favor in the 1980s, the Playboy Bunny remained a

pop cultural icon, of not only beauty but also one that represented Playboy as clearly as

the Bunny-head logo. Often portrayed as naïve or helpless, the reality of the Playboy

Bunnies depicts women who were trying to discover who they were during a time that

sent them conflicting notions of what it meant to be a woman. By juxtaposing the

experiences of the Playboy Bunnies with the tenants and goals of feminism and the

sexual revolution that were beginning at the same time, a clearer image of a woman

trying to reconcile her femininity with the conflicting nature of feminism and the 1950s

era idea of femininity emerges. The Bunny, more than just a pretty face, was an iconic

image of the fight for liberation that was occurring stateside while soldiers dreamed of

centerfolds 8,000 miles away.

As key to the success of the Playboy Clubs and as the embodiment of the women

portrayed in Playboy magazine, the Bunny has faced her share of critics. Coming of age

during the start of the women’s liberation movement, the Bunny faced critiques for

perpetuating demeaning notions of women. Often depicted as “brainless, buxom, and

blonde,” few works that address the Playboy Bunny have ever delved beyond the surface

to develop a more compelling image of the woman representing Playboy.

Probably the most famous work done concerning the Playboy Bunnies appeared

in Show magazine in 1963 titled “I Was a Playboy Bunny.” Gloria Steinem hired on at

the Playboy Clubs under a false identity to expose the true working conditions to which

the women were subjected. Republished in her book, Outrageous Acts and Everyday

Rebellions, the article depicts and perpetuated the most common view of the Playboy
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Bunny. Steinem’s article revealed difficult working conditions, low pay, and long hours

for the women who were promised a job and work environment that was “the most

exciting and glamorous” in the world.37 Some major concerns she highlights in her

exposé include the invasive physical (which included a gynecological exam) new hires

were required to have, pay that was below what the brochures and ads advertised, and

long uncomfortable hours serving drinks and food on three inch heels.

However, Steinem revealed something else to the world, whether intentional or

not. In her article, the Bunnies were never named and often crafted to sound unintelligent

and moronic. For example, Steinem writes of her fellow new hires:

I could see the Texas model looking perplexed, her mouth slightly open, and the
Bunny named Gloria was chewing on her knuckle. I decided it wouldn’t pay to be too
smart, and wrote down six wrong answers. […] I was top of the class with nine wrong,
the magician’s assistant had ten, and everyone else missed fourteen or more. Texas
missed nearly thirty. When the club says a Bunny is chosen for “1) Beauty, 2)
Personality, and 3) Ability,” the order must be significant.38

It is clear by Steinem’s statement that she went in expecting these women to be of

average intelligence at best. In the article, she does not attempt to explain the bad scores.

For example, a large number of the women reveal they did not study for the examination;

another explanation could be the sheer number of liquors, over 140 different varieties,

they were required to learn although most of the women had never even drank. Not only

did “I Was a Playboy Bunny” expose the Bunny’s job as hard work and long hours, but it

exposed, and exploited, the women as the “dumb blonde” stereotype.

37 Gloria Steinem, Outrageous Acts and Everyday Rebellions (New York: Hold, Rinehart and Winston,
1983), 67.
38 Ibid., 46.
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The next significant work to focus on the Playboy Bunnies was published some

years later in 1998.  Titled The Bunny Years, Kathryn Leigh Scott, a former Playboy

Bunny, tells the story of the Playboy Clubs through the experiences of over 250 women

who worked there. The book reveals what the women who wore the costume thought and

felt about their jobs, and also depicts what each woman has gone on to do with her life.

The book was in direct response to the image Gloria Steinem’s article presented of the

women who worked in the club.39 For Scott, and many of the interviewed women, the

Playboy Club was a good-paying job that provided them with a flexible schedule for

other needs, like attending to children or school. The interviews reveal a wide variety of

women, with a wide variety of goals, who were caught up in a chaotic and shifting

culture attempting to reconcile their femininity with the conflicting cultural messages

being received.

Few studies have bothered to explore the Playboy Bunnies beyond the two works

mentioned here. Though Bunnies are mentioned, even the topic, of a few other

monographs, they rarely move beyond the two images portrayed by Steinem or Scott. But

based on the oral histories of the Playboy Bunnies in Scott’s book as well as the evidence

presented in Steinem’s expose, these women were more than objectified, overworked

labor. They fulfilled tenets of the burgeoning women’s movement long before the

movement had gained steady ground.

The women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s was riddled with different

groups fighting to achieve different goals, but despite the disparities and differences

among the groups of women fighting for liberation, there were key goals on which they

39 Kathryn Leigh Scott, The Bunny Years (Los Angeles: Pomegranate Press, Ltd., 1998), 2, 9.
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could all agree.40 Essentially, women were fighting for financial independence, equal

career and educational opportunities, equality in the workplace, and eradicating sexism

and notions of unrealistic beauty.41 By comparing the life of Playboy Bunnies with these

fundamental goals of feminism, it is clear that the Bunny was more than another symbol

of unrealistic beauty, but was a woman liberated, and this image was one encouraged by

Playboy.

The financial status of women during the 1960s was an important issue for

women liberationists. In the decade before, women were told their goal in life was to

become a good wife and good mother. As TV grew more and more popular, images like

June Cleaver reinforced these arguments. Girls worked to find men who would support

them and then focused on raising children.42 The 1960s saw the start of transformations

in thinking, but these notions of the home and family remained strong, especially in the

early 1960s. The Playboy Bunny found herself in the midst of two contradicting notions

of femininity. Not old enough to be forced into the mold of the 1950s woman, the young

women who became Bunnies still had to reckon with the housewife ideal and the painful

realities that came from trying to gain a decent salary on their own.

According to a U.S. Department of Commerce report, in1960, the average income

for women was $1,300. Of the twenty-eight percent of women who worked full-time, the

average income $3,300. Women who worked in retail or the service industry averaged

40 For a discussion of second wave feminism see: Gail Collins, When Everything Changed (New York:
Little, Brown and Company, 2009); Susan J. Douglas, Where the Girls Are (New York: Times Books,
1994); Betty Friedan, “The Feminine Mystique,” in America in the Sixties, ed. Peter B. Levy (Connecticut:
Praeger Publishers, 1998), 202.
41 National Organization for Women, “Statement of Purpose,” in America in the Sixties ed. Peter B. Levy
(Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 1998), 202-203; Natasha Zaretsky, No Direction Home (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 15.
42 Douglas, 51.
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approximately $1,100. Men, in the same report, averaged $4,100 for all workers and

$5,400 for year-round full-time workers.43 When the women’s liberation movement

gained momentum in the late 1960s, NOW would address the discrepancy between

wages and claim equality in the workplace as one of the major goals for the

organization,44 but until then, this was the reality women who became Playboy Bunnies

dealt with in the workforce.

In “I Was a Playboy Bunny,” Steinem focuses on the low wages the employees

are paid, especially in comparison to the promised two hundred dollars a week wage on

the brochures and advertisements.45 One of Steinem’s examples of the low pay the girls

received is a comment she hears as the girls are reading an article about the Playboy

Clubs. After the author quotes the two hundred to three hundred dollar figure, Steinem

describes a Bunny’s reaction, “Two hundred dollars to three hundred a what? […] I got a

hundred and eight dollars this week, and the girl with the biggest check got a hundred and

forty-five.”46 Taking that $145 figure, though, we can determine that a Playboy Bunny

who worked 50 weeks out of the year (full-time) would make $7250 before taxes.

Assuming a woman might only work 30 weeks a year, which still put her at $4350 annual

income, not including tips. It is evident that despite the fact that Bunnies were not always

making what the brochures claimed, they still earned far more money than other women

43 U.S. Department of Commerce. “Current Population Reports: Consumer Income.” Bureau of the Census,
June 9, 1961. http://www2.census.gov/prod2/popscan/p60-036.pdf (accessed April 30, 2011).
44 National Organization for Women, 203. The figures for 1964 are close to those of 1960. NOW claimed
89% of women with a yearly income earned under $5,000, with half of all year-round, full-time workers
earning less than $3,690. I could not verify these numbers, so used the more specific data, but the
difference in dates does not show a significant difference in income.
45 Playboy Clubs International. “Be a Playboy Club Bunny!” 1968.
http://www.explayboybunnies.com/history/bunnybrochure/brochure4.html (accessed April 30, 2011).
46 Steinem, 53.

http://www2.census.gov/prod2/popscan/p60-036.pdf
http://www.explayboybunnies.com/history/bunnybrochure/brochure4.html
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in 1960, and more money than many men, which provided these women with a level of

freedom and autonomy previously unrealized.

Kathryn Leigh Scott, author of The Bunny Years and an ex-Playboy Bunny herself

recalls her job before working at the New York Club, “[Bloomingdale’s] hired me at

$1.40 an hour to work in the Customer Service Department […] Thursday nights and all

day Saturdays. I made $21 a week.”47 Assuming Scott worked all fifty-two weeks in a

year that put her annual income at $1,092. Later, Scott recalls her first night after working

at the Playboy Club, “[…] I’d earned $45 – more money than I made in two weeks of

working at Bloomingdale’s.” 48 Scott was simultaneously financing her education at the

American Academy of Dramatic Arts as well as paying for an apartment when she hired

on at Playboy. The financial opportunity working as a Playboy Bunny provided allowed

her to further those goals.

Women working as Playboy Bunnies experienced something most women of their

generation and the one’s before never had: they were making more money than some

men, namely their fathers and the room directors they worked under.49 Working as a

Playboy Bunny offered these women a chance to be financially independent. They did

not have to rely on the men in their life to finance an education, pay for boarding, or take

care of their children. Being a Playboy Bunny provided these women with a sense of

independence for which women six years down the road would be fighting.

Financial independence provided for more than better choices of apartments. As

seen by Scott’s example, women working as Playboy Bunnies were now able to finance

47 Scott, 13.
48 Scott, 20. For more examples of Bunnies benefitting from the job see pages 62, 74, 78, 98, 137.
49 Scott, 141.
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their own careers and educations – two major issues concerning the women’s liberation

movement. NOW’s 1966 “Statement of Purpose” claimed, “Although 46.4% of all

American women between the ages of 18 and 65 now work outside the home, the

overwhelming majority – 75% - are in routine clerical, sales, or factory jobs, or they are

household workers, cleaning women, hospital attendants.”50 In the late sixties, more and

more women were becoming involved in the workforce, but the overwhelming majority

only retained positions in low-level positions or those suited to an understood idea of

femininity.51

The women hired as Playboy Bunnies had to negotiate their personal goals in this

environment. Many were working at the Playboy Club because that was the type of work

available to women; at least at the club, they were paid better. The Playboy Club Bunny

Application illustrates the most common choices women of the time had if they were

pursuing a career outside of the home. In the middle of the application under the heading

“Present or most recent occupation,” the application provides the women with ten options

in three columns: “college student,” “stewardess,” “schoolteacher,” “actress,” “dancer,”

“model,” “secretary,” “office clerical,” “receptionist,” and finally, “other.” It was

obviously not expected that any of these women worked in executive positions.52

While Playboy may not have expected the women they hired to have held

executive positions, that did not stop Playboy from encouraging their female employees

50 National Organization for Women, 203.
51 Collins, 16.
52 Playboy Clubs International. Playboy Club Bunny Application. 1968.
http://www.explayboybunnies.com/history/bunnybrochure/brochure11.html (accessed April 30, 2011). It is
worth noting that the Club was aiming for women 18-25 years of age. This also might account for the type
of job women at this young of an age were able to get.

http://www.explayboybunnies.com/history/bunnybrochure/brochure11.html
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to do so or providing some of the women with the opportunity and the means. Many of

these women used the opportunity to invest in careers outside of Playboy. For example,

Sue Ling Gin began working at the Playboy Club in Chicago in 1960 at about age

seventeen. Gin used the money she earned at the club to buy property in Chicago. After

working at the club for four years, she discussed taking a managerial role with Playboy,

but after discovering her pay would be much lower than her pay as a Bunny, she pursued

a career in real estate. Gin later launched a food service company called Flying Food Fare

with the knowledge she gained about business at Playboy.53

Other women took advantage of Playboy’s willingness to hire women to positions

higher than clerical and wait staff. Marilyn Miller, who worked for Playboy for seven

years, became ill while working as a Bunny. When she recovered, she was too weak to

continue working as a waitress and was promptly hired as a room director, a position

previously only held by men.54Another Bunny, Delilah Henry, took advantage of

Playboy’s stance on women in the workplace:

In 1964, I began working full-time in the photo department at Playboy […] From
the beginning I admired Hefner’s great respect for professional women. He took pains to
advance their careers, promoting women who had started as secretaries to executive
positions. I had no idea I had creative talents that could lead to a career until I was given
an opportunity at Playboy to do setups […]55

For Henry, and others like her, working as a Playboy Bunny opened doors for her into a

workforce many women had yet to enter. While Playboy commonly hired Bunnies to

pursue other careers within the company, they also hired women with no previous Bunny

experience. A 1971 article from the Calgary Herald features Michelle Urry, who was

53 Scott, 78-79.
54 Scott, 85.
55 Scott, 67.
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hired in 1966 as the cartoon editor for Playboy. The article emphasizes Urry’s political

position as a feminist and addresses how she negotiates her seemingly conflicting roles.

Urry claims Playboy is no more chauvinistic than any other company at the time and cites

Hefner’s hiring of her as evidence to the contradictory stating, “’He just thought I could

do it.”56

Playboy Bunnies were not only earning more money than most women were, but

they were working in an environment where they could pursue outside careers with a

unique support system of fellow women and the support of their employers. With a high,

steady income, flexible hours, and a supportive environment, the Playboy Bunny helped

close the gap in job discrimination. Even though Playboy Bunnies did not work as

Bunnies forever, the stigma of the Bunny remained with them. Such a stigma often saw

these women relegated to the opposite end of the spectrum of higher education, but the

reality of working as a Playboy Bunny provided these women a chance to further their

education as well as train for a career.

Playboy Clubs offered their Bunnies a tuition reimbursement program for those

interested in pursuing higher education. “Playboy provides a continuing program of

training for all employees and maintains a climate in which personal development is

encouraged and rewarded. The company will consider tuition aid for permanent, full-

time, and part-time (20 hours per week or more) employees.”57 Bunnies were in a

position few women, especially waitresses, found themselves at the time. If they chose,

56 Susan Stocking, “A feminist is hiding out in the offices of Playboy,” The Calgary Herald, April 28,
1971.
57 Scott, 174.
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as many of them did, Bunnies were able to pursue an education while working at the club

and living financially independent.

Financial independence along with career and educational opportunities placed

the Playboy Bunny in a tense situation in the struggle for women’s liberation. While it is

evident through the previous analysis of interviews and documents that the Playboy

Bunnies embodied some aspects of feminism, feminists still opposed the Bunny and what

she represented. The Bunny, who felt liberated, was labeled exploited and degraded.

Caught between changing times and changing social and cultural norms, the Playboy

Bunny embodied feminist goals on the one hand, but on the other, stood as symbols for

women’s continued suppression.

Another large effort on women’s part during the second wave feminist movement

was to eradicate sexism from society. Women did not want to be measured against ideals

of beauty and femininity created by men. Justifiably, the Playboy Bunny became a target

as women fought to liberate themselves from a male-dominated gender construction that

forced a narrow view of beauty onto all women.58 Women also targeted the Bunny for her

seemingly subservient role to the sexual desires of men. Many argued the Playboy Bunny

was an aesthetically pleasing sex object, created by Hugh Hefner, for the satisfaction and

enjoyment of men. Though these claims are accurate, the reality of the role of the

Playboy Bunny as a sex object is not so simple.

The claim that the Playboy Bunny perpetuated an unrealistic ideal of beauty for

the average woman is undeniable. Scott’s interviews of Playboy Bunnies reveal that

many of the women were completely surprised they were hired, none believing they

58 Fraterrigo, 180-181.
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really “fit” the Bunny Image. Bunny Image, however, was an important part of the job

and strictly enforced. First mentioned in the Playboy Bunny Manual under “Appearance

and Grooming,” the Bunny Image was deliberately vague, “[y]our public and Playboy

expect you to be a beautiful, well groomed young lady who projects warmth and

graciousness at all times. Therefore, you will always want to look your best and be the

perfect personification of ‘Bunny Image.’” Bunnies who failed to maintain this vague

notion of beauty were subject to dismissal.59

While Bunny Image was vague, analyzing the Playboy Bunny Brochure and

Application as well as further reading in the Bunny Manual gives a clear picture of what

Playboy conceived as the Bunny Image and what image these women were expected to

portray. The checklist in Figure 1 is taken from the Playboy Bunny Brochure and depicts

Playboy’s definition of beauty.60 Women hired at the clubs were expected to have a well-

rounded sense of beauty and style.

Figure 1: Be A Playboy Club Bunny!

59 The Playboy Club. “Playboy Club Bunny Manual.” 1968, 23.
http://www.explayboybunnies.com/history/bunnymanual/ (accessed April 30, 2011).
60 Playboy Clubs International. “Be a Playboy Club Bunny!” 1968.

http://www.explayboybunnies.com/history/bunnymanual/
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They were also expected to maintain the “assets” they were hired on with for the duration

of their stay. Bunnies were expected to undergo inspection from the Bunny Mother every

night before they started their shift. Demerits were earned for any of the following:

“unkept hair,” “improper makeup,” “unmatched or shabby shoes,” “dirty or unpolished

fingernails,” and “bikini panties showing or not worn.”61

Even though Playboy never stated specifically that weight or measurements

played a factor in hiring, all the evidence pointed to just that. The Playboy Club Bunny

Application is useful in determining the order of significance of the listed credentials

above. On the application, after filling in previous job experience, there are three lines:

the first for height and weight, the second for color of hair and eyes, and the third for

measurements of bust, waist, and hips. As the application also stipulated a photograph be

attached, it is clear that physical beauty was the number one factor in hiring the Playboy

Bunny.62

The standards a Bunny was hired under were strictly enforced throughout her

employment with the Playboy Clubs. The costume itself was tailored for the Bunny at her

time of hire, so any addition in weight would show. Costumes came in twelve sizes, but

for all twelve sizes, only two cup sizes were available, a 34D and 36D – most women

stuffed. Measurements for the twelve sizes did not vary much either. According to the

costume designer, measurements averaged regionally. Miami measured 34-22-34, New

Orleans 36-24-36, and Chicago averaged 34-24-37. Bunnies were also subjected to daily

weigh-ins as well as further inspection to check for “crinkly skin, a crepey neck, circles

61 The Playboy Club. “Playboy Club Bunny Manual.” 1968, 10.
62 Playboy Clubs International. Playboy Club Bunny Application. 1968.
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under the eyes, [and] laugh lines or crow’s feet.”63 All this worked against the youthful,

girl-next-door, feminine ideal Hefner wanted to portray. Once Bunnies lost this image,

they were fired.

Women striving to rid the society of sexism in the sixties and seventies were right

to critique the Playboy Clubs and the Playboy Bunny for perpetuating and symbolizing

an idealized notion of beauty. Hefner’s definition of beautiful was based on the images of

women he wanted to see, how he thought a woman should look, and in what manner he

thought a woman should act. For women fighting to be seen on their own terms, this was

unacceptable.

While the Playboy Bunny seemed to fail as a symbol of women’s discontinued

objectification in society, there were degrees to which she did not fit into the feminist

critique. The Bunny was not hired on her looks alone. The Bunny application also

included space for one more question underneath the weights and measurements –

education. Playboy requested applicants fill out the last year of education an applicant

completed including both high school and all four years of college on the application. In

1966, women were earning one in three of the B.A. and M.A. degrees awarded, but

Hefner and Playboy illustrated an acceptance that women were in college, had finished

college or planned to attend.64 Hefner might have wanted a male-defined beauty in his

Bunnies, but he also wanted intelligence. The Bunnies embodied the perfect mate to the

urban playboy, and that mate was not just for decoration.

63 Measurements: Scott, 56. Weigh-ins and inspection: Scott, 196, 174. For more on the Bunny Image see
267, 202, 173, 161.
64 Playboy Clubs International. Playboy Club Bunny Application. 1968; Education statistic: National
Organization for Women, 203.
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Obviously not started on the ideas of women’s liberation, Playboy was

nonetheless spawned from another break away from accepted social norms. In the early

1950s, Hugh Hefner was unsatisfied with the life the current society culled out for men.

Just as women were encouraged to fit into the housewife and mother stereotypes, men in

the postwar Era were molded to a form of domesticity as well. Hefner believed there had

to be an alternative to the breadwinner ideal into which men were type casted. When

Playboy launched in 1953, it was an act of rebellion against the good provider mystique

the fifties enforced.65

Playboy magazine provided an alternative lifestyle for men. “This man worked

hard, but for himself, not for his family; he was actively heterosexual, but with lots of

young, beautiful women […] not with a wife.”66 Hefner pictured the man who read

playboy as a man fed up with the outdoors magazines available for men at the time. In the

first issue, Hefner wrote, “We [men] like our apartment. We enjoy mixing up cocktails

and an hors d’oeuvre or two, putting a little mood music on the phonograph and inviting

in a female acquaintance for a quiet discussion on Picasso, Nietzsche, jazz, sex.”67 The

women playboys associated with were not the contemporaries of the domestic man – the

housewife – but rather, were independent, educated women with whom playboys could

converse.

Most critiques of the women associated with Playboy, whether the Playmates or

Bunnies, lie in their depiction as commercialized sex objects. It is taken for granted that

Playboy, in displaying these women nude and in suggestive positions (or in the case of

65 Susan Bordo, The Male Body (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999), 121.
66 Gail Dines, Pornland: How Porn Has Hijacked Our Sexuality (Boston: Beacon Press, 2010), 5.
67 Playboy, “Playboy FAQ: The First Issue,” Playboy.com.
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the Bunny, in a very revealing costume), implies that a woman is only good for her looks

and what she can do for a man. But analyses of the magazine’s text prove otherwise. The

Playmates in the magazines are often showcased in the accompanying text as tough,

independent women. Though the image is pushing what many would argue is a

heterosexual, male-defined image of beauty, the text is portraying women who are

independent, intelligent, and successful.68

The magazine was also a vehicle used to inform their readers of important issues,

including the women’s liberation movement. The magazine had numerous pieces

discussing the topic of the women’s liberation movement, and though many of the works

reinforced traditional gender roles, some also supported other issues, like those

highlighted above. As Pitzulo argues, “alongside the visual messages of female

objectification that Hefner may have sent, he also sent equally potent messages of liberal

activism that could not have been lost on many readers.”69 The magazine encouraged

readers to send in letters concerning issues presented and many of them did regarding the

women’s liberation movement and this new idea of feminism. In the late 1960s, Playboy

had circulation figures of 4.5 million per month. By 1972, they had reached 7 million. A

vast majority of those readers came from working class backgrounds. With such a large

and encompassing audience, Playboy arguably exposed many readers to issues of

68 James K. Beggan and Scott T. Allison, “Tough Women in the Unlikeliest of Places: The Unexpected
Toughness of the Playboy Playmate,” The Journal of Popular Culture, 38 no. 5, (2005), 797.
69 Carrie Pitzulo, “The Battle in Every Man’s Bed: Playboy and the Fiery Feminists,” Journal of the
History of Sexuality, 17 no. 2, (2008), 289.
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women’s liberation, feminism and equality for the sexes (in certain arenas) who would

never have taken an interest otherwise. 70

The Playboy Clubs were manifestations of the magazine. Hefner and Lownes

created the clubs in order to make the lifestyle and atmosphere Playboy espoused a

reality. The key figure of the Playboy Clubs, the symbol that outlasted the clubs’ demise

and remains in popular culture today, the Playboy Bunny, was therefore meant to

represent the women that the magazine felt fit into the world of Playboy. She was not

only beautiful, but she was independent and intelligent. A playboy needed an independent

woman if she were to fit into his hopes of spending a carefree evening discussing art and

enjoying sex. The one thing a Playboy Bunny, and the ideal Playboy woman, was not was

a threat to the established heterosexual gender roles. After all, without a man-woman

relationship, there would be no Playboy.

So where did the Playboy Bunny fit in women’s arguments against sexist

representation and Hefner’s rebellion of male domesticity? She found herself in a

complicated and convoluted situation in which she was forced to negotiate society’s

views on gender and femininity and her own views of the same. Bunnies had to negotiate

the fact that their positions provided them with a level of autonomy, self-confidence and

independence they had not been able to achieve elsewhere, while at the same time,

enforced sexist notions of gender roles. As Fraterrigo argues, “In this sense, these women

experienced something akin to the turn-of-the-century working women for whom

sexuality was both liberating and constraining.”71

70 Dines, 11, 13.
71 Fraterrigo, 132.
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Though the Playboy Bunny epitomized generations of the ideal male fantasy, this

was not the only factor responsible for her longevity or popularity. To become such a

well-known and long-lived icon, both men and women had to be attracted to the image. It

is because the Playboy Bunny represented the struggle many women faced during the

chaotic period of the sexual revolution that she remains an icon of sexuality and

femininity as well as the image young soldiers pined for a world away. Her success in

becoming a popular and beloved icon was not because of her twenty-four inch waist but

because the Playboy Bunny experienced the tension most women faced in reconciling

their femininity, sexuality, and status as citizens with conflicting ideals. Embracing many

of the tenets of women’s liberation, the young women who worked as Bunnies

experienced independence and autonomy few women enjoyed, all the while pursuing

educations and careers in a supportive environment during a time when women were

expected to work in low-level positions if they worked at all. However, the Bunny also

had to face the conflicting nature of her sexuality. On the one hand, many of the women

felt liberated as they used their status as Bunnies to explore their own sexuality, develop

their self-confidence and test out the empowering nature of being beautiful.72 On the

other hand, these same women reinforced sexist notions of beauty and out-dated gender

stereotypes that suggested a woman was there for the pleasure of a man. The Playboy

Bunny was the embodiment of the turmoil women found themselves experiencing in the

1960s and 70s.

Not only did Bunnies represent the struggles of working women at home, but they

embodied the longing and desires of soldiers abroad. The Playboy Clubs popularity

72 Scott, 184, 153, 144, 110, 101, 97, 83, 76, 64, 45.
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transcended the boundaries of country and safety to make an appearance at almost every

base in Vietnam. Soldiers were well aware of the Playboy Bunny and her status as a

symbol of the women in Playboy. Playboy fulfilled soldiers’ desire to see American

women with their pictorials and centerfolds, but the men were also reading the magazine,

the forum, and reading letters from their girls back home. This complicated the

“objectified” images featured in the magazine. As soldiers discovered, the United States

did not remain untouched as social movements and protests flooded the nation with new

ideas. Those notions carried over into the text and images of the women of Playboy. So

though Playboy continued to push a sexist notion of beauty, it also encouraged its readers

to see women as more than just objects of desire, but as companions to the men they

hoped to be. This attitude encouraged women like the Playboy Bunnies to fill goals of

women’s liberation long before other working women were able to achieve them. The

“real, living, breathing American girl[s]” soldiers longed to see were discovering their

own independence and autonomy, setting up their own bachelor pads, and probably

reading Playboy themselves.

At home, Playboy was helping readers discover the type of women they wanted to

bring home to their bachelor pads in the city. While beauty and bust size played a role,

the entire package now included knowledge, a sense of independence, and an interest in

and enjoyment of sex. Playboy might be accused of turning women into victims or sexual

objects to be used, but with the example of the Playboy Bunny, it is clear that Playboy

provided its readers with a more complex and compelling image of women. More than

that, women took advantage of the opportunities provided by an apparently sexist
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magazine and negotiated the experience to their advantage. Women manipulated Playboy

to work for them even while they were in Playboy’s employ. Promoting change in the

urban landscape was Hefner’s mission, but how did the magazine move from the coffee

tables of young singles to the packs of young soldiers? Playboy’s presence in Vietnam

not only provided men with glimpses of these new American girls, but fulfilled an untold

number of roles for the young men fighting overseas. Moving from stateside to a

warzone, Playboy magazine brought a piece of home to soldiers amidst the M-16s and

mortar rounds.
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CHAPTER III

THE PLAYBOYWAY: PLAYBOY, SOLDIERS AND THE MILITARY IN VIETNAM

In December 1953, a new men’s entertainment magazine appeared at select

newsstands. With the attractive Marilyn Monroe on the cover and promises of more

revealing images of her within, the magazine rapidly flew of shelves. With approximately

70,000 copies of that first issue, Playboy magazine set a precedent and discovered a

winning formula for a men’s entertainment magazine.73 In the inaugural editorial of that

now infamous first issue, editor Hugh Hefner explained his vision for the magazine.

“Affairs of state will be out of our province. We don’t expect to solve any world

problems or prove any great moral truths. If we are able to give the American male a few

extra laughs and a little diversion from the anxieties of the Atomic Age, we’ll feel we’ve

justified our existence.”74 But just over ten years later, despite Hefner’s initial intent to

focus on the lighter side of life, Playboy would be featuring articles discussing a variety

of issues concerning politics, economics, and social affairs. In particular, the war in

Vietnam became an important topic for the magazine and its readers.

The Vietnam War became a recurring theme for the magazine starting roughly

around 1965. The magazine’s stance on the war, the soldiers, and the antiwar elements

stateside are key issues to explore, as the magazine became an important and frequent

element for soldiers in Vietnam. By analyzing various articles and letters submitted to the

magazine, we are able to discern Playboy’s antiwar stance mixed with a strong pro-troop

element that helps explain the magazine’s popularity among the troops. Many of the

73 Watts, 80.
74 Playboy, December 1953, 3.
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soldiers were young draftees or volunteered only to avoid the uncertainty of draft

placement.75 Playboy’s obvious antiwar attitude attracted soldiers as it provided them an

outlet to vent their own frustrations, confusion, and doubts concerning the war. It also

acted as an informative news source for soldiers, one that offered a vastly different

opinion than the more common Stars and Stripes or Army-run television and radio

programs. Attracted to the magazine for a variety of reasons, soldiers manipulated the

magazine’s agenda to suit their own needs. While Playboy espoused its opinions

regarding the war and the domestic scene, troops derived what they wished from its

pages. Playboy, intended to be an urban man’s how-to guide to the sophisticated,

hedonistic good life, actually fulfilled a multitude of roles for a group of men far outside

its demographic.

Playboy’s target audience was very specific. Defined in a monthly feature titled

“What Sort of Man Reads Playboy,” the man who read Playboy usually lived in the city,

worked in a well-paying business, management, or technical position, went on winter

vacations, and enjoyed small joys in life like hi-fi stereo systems, the newest cameras,

music, alcohol, tobacco, and much more.76 Each feature included a fact about the

75 Christian G. Appy, Working-Class War: American Combat Soldiers and Vietnam (Chapel Hill: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 28.
76 For examples of the characteristics of Playboy readers, see: “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,”
Playboy, May 1965, 77; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, November 1965, 85; “What Sort of
Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, February 1966, 67; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, June
1966, 75; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, August 1967, 59; “What Sort of Man Reads
Playboy?,” Playboy, December 1967, 109; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, September 1968,
97; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, March 1968, 63; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,”
Playboy, January 1969, 79; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, October 1969, 101; “What Sort
of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, April 1970, 79; “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, July
1970, 63.
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magazine’s readership that highlighted the magazine’s place in their lives. For example,

in the April 1969 issue, it states:

He’s his own man. An individualist. And he can afford to express himself with
style – in everything from the girls he dates to the way he dresses. Facts:
PLAYBOY is read by nearly 5,000,000 men in U.S. households with incomes of
$10,000 and over. And when they get ready to buy, they look to the new looks in
PLAYBOY. Which is why it’s first among all magazines in apparel advertising
revenue. PLAYBOY can work miracles for your ad appearance, too. (Sources:
1968 Simmons and P.I.B)77

Typical of the other features, this example illustrates the ideal readership Playboy

envisioned. Masculine and suave, he knew himself and his desires, and he was rich or at

the very least, well off. According the United States Census Bureau, the average annual

income for households in 1969 in the United States was $8, 486.78 As the quoted income

in the ad places readers in a higher income bracket, Playboy intended its readership who

existed in lower income brackets to feel connected to the wealthy through the magazine.

By doing so, the magazine appealed to readers’ desire for affluence, class mobility, and

luxury.

Though Playboy geared their magazine toward a richer, urban male, many of its

readers fell far outside that goal. The magazine also drew a lot of attention from men too

young to have established themselves in such high paying jobs or successful households.

College students, sons, soldiers, men, women, working-class, and the rich were attracted

to the magazine, but despite this knowledge, Playboy continued to aim its advertisements

and articles to a select (and probably small) portion of its readers. Though others tried to

include articles that would appeal to Playboy’s other demographics, the editorial staff

77 “What Sort of Man Reads Playboy?,” Playboy, April 1969, 93.
78 US Census Bureau. “Income.” http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/state/state1.html
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often rejected these attempts. When a reader submitted a request for an article concerning

the social life of camp counselors, the editorial staff responded:

Thanks for the spanking fresh article idea. I’m afraid, though, that it isn’t right for
Playboy. Though we do have a high percentage of college readers, we rarely, if
ever, aim any articles in their direction […] It is our feeling that the college man
does want to read very much about his own breed but would rather phantasize
[sic] about the urban executive world he is about to enter.79

Playboy was aware that much of their readership were not men depicted in the magazine

and who were unable to live the lifestyle advertised amidst its pages of the magazine;

Playboy’s success came because they recognized their readers desire to become the type

of men that read Playboy despite their current economic reality.

Acknowledging the snobbish attitude apparent in this ideology, Hefner explained

in the same 1961 interview, “[t]his isn’t the negativistic kind of snob appeal that says,

‘I’m better than you are because my father’s name was So-and-so,’ or ‘I’m descended

from the Revolution,’ or ‘I’m white,’ or Protestant or what have you. It’s tied closely,

instead, to the prestige of accomplishment and the rewards for same.”80 This could

explain why Playboy stayed so popular to such a large and diverse readership. It

continued to write articles, advertise, and feature items much of its audience would find

unattainable, but it also projected the attitude that one day, those who did not fit this

category could do so. The magazine did not turn its nose up at its college readers, rural

fans or young soldiers, but instead, spoke to them as though it was only a matter of time

before they too were the sort of man featured in Playboy.

79 “An Impolite Interview with Hugh Hefner,” The Realist, May 1961, 10.
http://www.ep.tc/realist/26/09.html
80 Ibid., 11-14.

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/state/state1.html
http://www.ep.tc/realist/26/09.html
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This attitude stayed with the magazine throughout the 1960s and 1970s, which

constituted the heightened period of the Vietnam War. As more young men became

soldiers, some noticed the magazine’s tendency to focus on the urban male and

questioned it. In a response letter sent to a soldier in March of 1970, Janet Pilgrim of

reader service states:

Although servicemen are an important and valued segment of our readership
(hardly the “biggest single buying factor” though), our “What Sort of Man Reads
PLAYBOY” ad – like the rest of our editorial pages – appeals to the total man and
our total readership, not any particular segment of it. And one of the reasons that
we’re so popular with servicemen (as with college men) is that we talk to them in
other than military or collegiate terms, but rather in terms of the urban, young,
civilian swinger they plan to become once they get out of the service.81

Playboy acknowledged their broad readership, but continued to maintain that all these

men desired to experience Hefner’s version of the American dream – the good life – by

becoming what Playboy imagined was the ideal man living the ideal lifestyle. To

Playboy, the servicemen were valued readers; not because they were servicemen, but

because they were servicemen who dreamed of becoming playboys.

The average serviceman in Vietnam definitely did not reflect the men pictured in

Playboy. The soldier serving in Vietnam was hardly old enough to vote, much less attain

the type of job needed to live the Playboy lifestyle. Soldiers in Vietnam were, perhaps,

the youngest the nation had seen with the average age among the troops nineteen.82

Young, and inexperienced, the forces did not have much worldly experience. Fresh out of

high school or with only a year or two of college, few had the “jet-setter” attitude of the

targeted Playboy audience. Troops in Vietnam were overwhelmingly from working-class

81 Letter from Janet Pilgrim to Berry Burks, March 24, 1970. Playboy Records Center (hereafter PRC),
folder 5 “Playboy General Mail – Reader Service” (no box). From the personal collection of Carrie Pitzulo.
82 Appy, 27. Compare this to the average age of a soldier in WWII at 26.
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families. Christian G. Appy, in his study Working-Class War: American Combat Soldiers

in Vietnam, approximates that “enlisted ranks in Vietnam were comprised of about 25

percent poor, 55 percent working class, and 20 percent middle class, with a statistically

negligible number of wealthy.”83 Young, with only a high school education (mostly), and

largely residing on the low side of the income bracket, the soldier in Vietnam was the

antithesis of the man described in the pages of Playboy.

Their reasons for joining the military varied, depending on their circumstances.

Coming out of the World War II generation, growing up with films starring John Wayne

and on the war stories of their fathers, many of the young men who fought in Vietnam

had idealized war as a child. Heroic images of United States troops landing on the

beaches of Normandy, saving the innocent and grateful, throwing chocolate to children,

and coming home to parades in their honor filled their minds when they thought of war.

Though this was not necessarily a reason for a majority of the men joining the war, it

played a role in what they believed Vietnam and their service there would be like.84

The draft was the single greatest motivator for men joining the armed forces

during the Vietnam War. “From 1964 to 1973, 2.2 million men were drafted, 8.7 million

men enlisted, and 16 million men did not serve.”85 For a large portion of the 8.7 million

men who enlisted, the threat of the draft drove them to volunteer in hopes for receiving a

better position in the military or choosing a branch of service that would keep them out of

Vietnam or out of the fighting. Those who were drafted often became infantry, or grunts,

83 Ibid.
84 Longley, Kyle. Grunts: The American Combat Soldier in Vietnam (New York: M.E. Sharpe, Inc., 2008),
24-27.
85 Appy, 28.
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and were more likely to see heavy combat while in country. At the beginning of the

buildup of armed forces in Vietnam, roughly starting in 1965, the Selective Service

System was in place for the draft. This system encouraged “channeling,” which favored

protecting men pursuing academic endeavors in an attempt to push them into careers that

would help the national interest. By offering educational and professional deferments,

men who were able to afford a college education, graduate school, or were qualified to

serve in jobs such as engineering were saved from the draft. Thus, the working-class,

who often could not afford to attend college full time, became the largest pool from

which to gather draftees.86 In 1969, the Selective Service System was replaced with the

draft lottery, which produced a more representative draftee pool, but deferments were still

granted to students and those of privilege who could attain health exemptions.87

The 1960s saw the rise of various social movements, not the least of which was

the Civil Rights Movement. As African American men and women were struggling for

their rights and liberties at home, those same struggles, tensions, and hopes played out in

the military. Vietnam was the first battlefield in which fully integrated units fought. The

opportunity to advance in the military attracted many African Americans, as well as poor

and working-class whites. For African Americans, the military offered them employment

with opportunities for advancement based on merit and talent with better pay than most

of the jobs they found at home.88

But the military was not free from similar racial tensions that existed in the states.

As black and white soldiers mixed in different units, prejudices and tensions they

86 Appy, 30.
87 Appy, 29.
88 Longley, 29.
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experienced at home carried over into their time in Vietnam. During the war, African

Americans made up roughly 12 percent of the population in the United States, but in the

early years of the war, the proportion of black men who died in combat was almost twice

that figure.89 As draft procedure and other changes were implemented, the rate of black

casualties ultimately subsided to reflect stateside population, but significant damage was

done in the mean time. Black soldiers were well aware of the fact they were often placed

in dangerous jobs when in combat and were more likely to be in a combat role than white

soldiers. That notion brought up another area of racial tension as black soldiers comprised

only 2 percent of the total number of officers in Vietnam. Though they were promised the

opportunity for advancement, few African American troops realized that goal in the same

way white soldiers were able.90

Tensions between soldiers have been the topic of discussion for untold numbers

of books, television shows, and movies about the war. While individual soldiers still

carried the same prejudices and preconceptions from home into the war, racial conflict

became a much greater problem in the rear echelon than for soldiers in the field. As the

men in “the bush” relied on one another to stay alive and alert, racial tension remained

relatively low compared to the situation in the rear. Without the constant threat of life or

death, those in the rear base camps had time to drink and deal with racial issues. An

article written in 1969 for the Washington Post illustrates examples of the tensions faced

by soldiers by highlighting fighting appearing at China Beach and clubs the soldiers

frequented. Though the military created action committees to investigate racial problems,

89 Longley, 30.
90 Longley, 28.
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some soldiers were still hesitant to report discrimination for fear of being sent to the front

in retaliation.91

Racial tension was not the only kind of conflict that existed between the soldiers

in Vietnam. There was a vast difference in experience between soldiers that served in the

rear echelon and those that experienced combat. For many soldiers humping in the

jungle, the individuals stationed at the rear, referred to as REMFs (Rear Echelon Mother

Fuckers) or other derogatory names, seemed to be a lower class of soldier, even though

they were often higher class in terms of socio-economic standing back home. One veteran

recalls,

We used to refer to them as office pogues. […[] A pogie is like somebody who
would be like a little kid always stuffing their mouth with candy, putting in the
candy type of thing. That’s the way that the grunts liked to look at the rear troops.
It’s a way of less than. Not quite meeting up to our standards and that kind of
thing. […] It’s not like I ever spoke down to them when I got back to the rear.
[…] [B]ut there was this unspoken thing that we are the combat veterans, we are
the ones with our lives on the line on a day to day, minute to minute basis. You’re
the guy sitting back here on your ass, catching the movies at night, having all of
the hot meals and the hot showers and sleeping in some relatively comfortable
conditions by comparison. So don’t give us no shit.92

Though the soldiers in the rear experienced mortar attacks, rocket attacks, and some

ground attacks from NVA and VC troops, they were often looked down upon by combat

soldiers because of the material comfort they experienced for most of their tours.

Playboy played a role in some of the tension between rear echelon personnel and

soldiers in the bush. Many soldiers had subscriptions to the magazine or asked their

family members to send the magazine their way. As the rear echelon handled the mail

91 “Black Power comes to Vietnam as Racial Tensions Increase,” April 20, 1969. Vietnam Center and
Archive (hereafter VCA), Texas Tech University (hereafter TTU), folder 09, box 42, Douglas Pike
Collection: Unit 03 – US Economy and US Mission (Saigon).
92 Interview with Calixto Cabrera, May 12, 2005, Calixto Cabrera Collection, VCA, TTU, 47, 62.
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service, forward combatants would often receive their mail only to find things missing.

Veteran John McNown recalls, “For instance people that subscribed to […] Playboy they

would often arrive without the centerfolds out in the field, because people in [the] rear

would open the [combat] people’s mail and take out the part they wanted sometimes,

which wasn’t too exciting.”93 Soldiers, who valued Playboy on numerous levels, would

often find that their magazine had been picked apart long before it ever arrived to their

combat positions. This only escalated tensions between the rear echelon soldiers and

those in combat, as it seemed like just another material good rear echelon soldiers

experienced while combat soldiers remained deprived.

Playboy’s popularity was due to more than its offering of centerfolds and

pictorials. The magazine functioned in various roles throughout the war, in ways that are

both simple and complicated. The magazines articles and editorial content provided

soldiers with an alternative news source to life and concerns in the United States,

including the Vietnam War. The magazine’s stance was clearly antiwar from the very

beginning. As early as 1965, Playboy began including articles and interviews that

expressed reservations toward escalating the war in Vietnam. The magazine, having no

traditional editorial, used such articles to express its own opinion about the conflict

arising in Southeast Asia. In response to a reader’s inquiry, Playboy stated, “our views

are usually expressed by those articles we commission, purchase and publish,” continuing

with examples of nine articles which expressed Playboy’s opinion of the war.94 Exploring

93 Interview with John McNown, Jr., January 28, 2004. John R. McNown Jr. Collection, VCA, TTU, 112.
94 Vietnam, our editorial view, (no date). PRC, folder 5 “Playboy General Mail – Reader Service” (no box).
From the personal collection of Carrie Pitzulo. Articles cited include “Resolving our Vietnam Problem,”
“Open Letter to an American Liberal.” “Galbraith interview” “Newman Interview” “For a New Order of
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these articles as well as others published in the magazine illustrates Playboy’s stance on

the soldiers, the war, foreign policy, and the antiwar movement.

The articles reveal Playboy was against Lyndon Johnson’s decisions to escalate

the war, and much of his administration’s decisions concerning the war thereafter. The

contributors and writers for Playboy, and Playboy itself, scrutinized the motivations and

justifications for continuing a military offensive in Vietnam. In an article in the

December 1967 issue, John Kenneth Galbraith asserts, “[n]o part of the original

justification [for Vietnam] – I do not exaggerate – remains intact.”95 He goes on to argue

that the assumptions of a monolithic Communism were incorrect when applied to

Vietnam. Playboy believed that the Johnson Administration’s assumptions that Vietnam’s

fall to Communism would cause a domino effect were uninformed and incorrect. For the

magazine and its contributors, it was clear that what the country faced in Vietnam was a

civil war, a nationalist movement, or an isolated Communist movement, without ties to

China or Russia.

In an interview a year later, after the shock of the Tet Offensive earlier in 1968,

Galbraith criticizes what he feels were the Administration’s true motives for continuing

in Vietnam: “There’s the overwhelming fact that a large part of our reason for being in

Vietnam is that we are now concerned with saving reputations. Military reputations,

diplomatic reputations, the reputation of the Administration – all these have become

committed in this enterprise. We’re not trying to save the Vietnamese; we’re trying to

Priorities” “Coffin Interview” “The War on Dissent” “The Americanization of Vietnam” and “The
Vietnamization of America.”
95 John Kenneth Galbraith, “Resolving our Vietnam Predicament,” Playboy, December 1967, 139.
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save Americans.”96 Other articles and interviews coincide with this sentiment: that the

war in Vietnam was unjust, based on misinformation if not outright lies, and the

administration kept fighting for their own interests, against the country’s wishes. An

interview with Al Capp, creator of “Lil Abner” comics sums up the idea well:

Our foreign policy is perfectly sensible; it’s our explanation of it that’s absurd.
We ought to abandon the pretense that we’re in Vietnam or Santo Domingo to
protect their rights. We can no longer afford the luxury of permitting our excitable
little neighbors the right to choose their own form of government – not if there’s
the slightest chance that it may be one dedicated to joining our enemies in
destroying us.97

While Playboy and its contributors harshly questioned Johnson and his

administration for the actions in Vietnam, they rarely spoke out against the soldier

fighting the war. While critiques of the military abounded, they were usually reserved for

the higher authority and decision makers, not the enlisted men and junior officers serving

in the field. In fact, the pieces hardly mentioned soldiers directly. When they were called

to mind, it was usually tied to the draft, which many of the contributors were against.98

Probably the most critical of the soldiers was William Sloane Coffin in his August 1968

interview. As a chaplain who was under indictment for counseling men to avoid the draft,

Coffin was unwilling to compromise his conscience, or that of any other men’s, to serve

in what he saw as an unjust and immoral war. When questioned about the atrocities of

war and the rumors of American GIs cutting off ears as trophies, he replied, “If true, this

is a further indication of the dehumanization of our own men that the war in Vietnam has

96 John Kenneth Galbraith Interview, Playboy, June 1968, 76.
97 Al Capp Interview, Playboy, December 1965, 94.
98 Many of the contributors were against having a draft period, but for some they were only opposed to the
current form of the draft at the time of these articles, which would have been the Selective Service System.
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caused.”99 Even when lamenting the actions of American troops against the Vietnamese,

he blames the dehumanization caused by the war (which was fueled by the decisions of

the Administration) for the abhorrent actions of those men. While he finds the acts

against the Vietnamese violent, immoral and unconstitutional, he does not blame the

entire fighting force or even harshly speak out against those committing the atrocities.

Even an article covering the worst of American actions in Vietnam, My Lai, is not

overtly harsh concerning the soldiers. In Jesse Frosch’s 1970 article, “Anatomy of a

Massacre,” he discusses the course of events and decisions that led to the murder of

hundreds of innocent civilians in a small village in Vietnam. Instead of ripping apart the

soldiers involved in the massacre, he spends his time following the lies, misinformation,

cover-ups and poor decisions that led to the murders. He neither condones or damns the

troops, but seems to leave it up to the reader to make their own moral judgments. He

states, “The lesson of the My Lai massacre is not only that young Americans thrown into

combat can react in a barbaric fashion but that their superiors, knowingly or

unknowingly, are likely to cover up such actions.”100 There is no denying the atrocities

the soldiers committed, and he acknowledges their barbarism, but refuses to damn the

entire fighting force.101

Paul Newman’s 1968 interview is listed as one that expresses Playboy’s opinion

of the war. Newman was not only a respected actor but also lent support to his favorite

99 William Sloan Coffin Interview, Playboy, August 1968, 54.
100 Jesse Frank Frosch, “Anatomy of a Massacre,” Playboy, July 1970, 138.
101 The atrocities that occurred at My Lai illustrate the worst of American soldiers’ behavior in Southeast
Asia. With approximately 500 villagers massacred in the span of four hours, the tragedy that occurred here
left critics the opportunity to disparage the troops, and yet, this Playboy contributor refrained. For more
information on the My Lai Massacre, see Michael Bilton and Kevin Sim, Four Hours in My Lai (New
York: Penguin Books, 1993).
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political candidates at the time. Newman expresses distrust and distaste for the

administration that led the country into Vietnam. His stance focuses on the importance of

making a stand against that which an individual disagrees. In his most critical statement

of the war, Newman posits that he would be able to kill for numerous reasons, including

protection and self-defense, “[b]ut to kill Vietnamese, to slaughter them wholesale, in an

undeclared war against other Vietnamese halfway around the world, at the request of a

corrupt puppet regime that doesn’t reflect the will of its own people – that I couldn’t

do.”102 He makes no specific critique of the soldier and, in fact, in some ways relates to

them by acknowledging his ability to kill for survival. Instead, his critique remains

largely focused on the military institution itself, the administration, and the officials who

move men around in battle.

Many of the articles appearing in Playboy, when they do speak of American

troops, are usually supportive, if not sympathetic to their plight. The reality that much of

the fighting force was poor whites and blacks forced overseas by the draft was not lost on

those involved with the magazine. In the 1970 article, “The Americanization of

Vietnam,” David Halberstam describes the soldiers in Vietnam in the early 1960s,

stating, “…we identified with them, admired their bravery and their idealism, their

courage and dedication in the face of endless problems. We believed that they

represented the best of American society: They were intelligent, tough, idealistic.”103 For

Halberstam, the problems of the war did not fall to those called to serve the country, but

those who did the calling. As the article continues tracing the corruption of the

102 Paul Newman Interview, Playboy, July 1968, 72.
103 David Halberstam, “The Americanization of Vietnam,” Playboy, January 1970, 114.
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Vietnamese way of life, he never singles out individual soldiers or even blames the

enlisted, but blames the war and the institution for the problems. The soldiers remain kids

doing the duty they were forced to do as best as they knew how.

In 1966, Playboy, Inc. and Hugh Hefner attempted to express their opinion of the

soldiers (while cashing in on undeniably good publicity) when they sent Jo Collins, 1965

Playmate of the Year, to Vietnam to deliver a lifetime subscription to Jack Price and the

rest of B Company.  In the pictorial essay that followed in May 1966, Collins recounts

that many of the soldiers she visited asked her to help them write letters home, light their

cigarettes, “but most of them just wanted to talk a while with a girl from their own native

land.”104 For the soldiers, Collins visit reminded them that someone cared enough to

make such a gesture. In the letter Lieutenant Jack Price sent to Playboy along with the

lifetime subscription fee, he stated, “If we are not important enough … to send a

Playmate for, please just forget about us and we will quietly fade back into the jungle.”105

Playboy’s choice to send Collins to deliver the subscription was not only a chance for

some positive publicity, but it served to boost morale and recognize the troops’ efforts. It

also served as an opportunity for Playboy to express their views on the soldiers: “When

asked how she felt about becoming the official mascot for this troop of front-line sky

soldiers, a jubilant Jo replied, ‘I’ve never been prouder.’ As the company’s new

namesake, Playboy seconds that statement.”106 While unnecessary, Playboy made a point

to express pride in being a central role in the troops lives overseas. While the magazine

104 “Playmate First Class: Jo Collins in Vietnam,” Playboy, May 1966, 198.
105 Ibid, 146.
106 Ibid, 200.
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remained staunchly antiwar, they continued to support the troops throughout their time in

Vietnam and at home.

Playboy’s support of the troops did not stop within Vietnam’s borders. Back

within the United States’ borders, Playboy Bunnies often made trips to veterans’

hospitals to visit servicemen that had returned home from the war. Dr. Polly Matzinger,

who worked as a Bunny from 1968 to 1970 recalls, “Apart from waitressing, there were

promotional activities. I was selected as one of the bunnies that delivered chocolate eggs

to Vietnam amputees at Easter. I was so shocked by the sight of them I began protesting

against the war.”107 Playboy Enterprises made a distinct effort to be good to returning

veterans. Some clubs even offered a special one night a week for returned servicemen to

come into the clubs and enjoy free drinks.108

The magazine did not just criticize the war, but made a point to offer and explore

various strategies that would pull America out of Vietnam. Hefner himself did not

support total withdrawal from Vietnam by the later ‘60s, and while many of his

contributors might have hoped for it, they recognized it was not an option.109 Instead,

writers expressed the magazine’s desire for plans to end the war with articles like John K.

Galbraith’s and Senator J. William Fulbright’s. In “Resolving Our Vietnam

Predicament,” Galbraith suggests peace negotiations while holding small areas of

territory to protect U.S. allies from retaliation, ceasing air raids, and allows for active

defense if enemy forces were to attack ‘safe zones.’ Galbraith felt that the United States

107 Anna Van Praagh, “Playboy Bunnies 50 Years On,” The Telegraph, May 2010,
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/7719952/Playboy-Bunnies-50-years-on.html
108 Author Interview with Kathryn Leigh Scott, 2011.
109 Memo from Bobbie Arnstein to Bob Preuss, October 31, 1967. Spectorsky Papers (hereafter ACS
Papers), box 40, folder 3, 1967 H-M. From the personal collection of Carrie Pitzulo.

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/7719952/Playboy-Bunnies-50-years-on.html
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could not carry out an immediate and total withdrawal because of the danger to the South

Vietnamese who sided with the Americans against the North and the Viet Cong.110 Not

only that, but he recognized the vast majority of Americans and GIs would not support

complete withdrawal.111

In “For a New Order of Priorities at Home and Abroad,” Senator Fulbright

focuses on the problems and concerns the United States government should focus on

instead of Vietnam. Illustrating how the Vietnam war and the United States’ actions there

went against not only their own justifications but also human instinct (love of the

underdog and hatred for the top dog), Fulbright argues instead to shift the nations

attentions to other concerns both affecting the United States and other countries globally.

Fulbright argues for ending the war and channeling the money spent on military

operations into dismantling poverty both at home and abroad. Involvement in Vietnam,

he argues, betrays the founding principles of America and will lead the country to failure

in the eyes of their own citizens and the rest of the world.112

More than just arguing against the war, Playboy made a distinct effort to support

and showcase the dissent occurring at home and abroad. In almost every article

mentioned, there is some discussion of the protest movement happening throughout the

United States. There are numerous articles and interviews discussing young men and

women protesting the administrations decisions and actions concerning Vietnam. In

“Open Letter to an American Liberal,” author Kenneth Tynan criticizes some of the

American left for not joining students and other dissenters in protesting the war. He

110 Galbraith, “Resolving Our Vietnam Predicament,” 281.
111 Galbraith Interview, 171.
112 J. William Fulbright, “For a New Order of Priorities at Home and Abroad,” Playboy, July 1968.
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accuses American liberals of cowardice as they say they personally oppose the war but

watch silently from the sidelines as others actively protest it. He calls for all American

liberals to “…defeat the military-industrial machine by noncooperation and passive

resistance. Regard the Government as an occupying power, just as Ghandi regarded the

British in India.”113 He warns that the liberals’ failure to stand up for their own

convictions caused bad feelings among fellow liberals in London and other places

throughout England and the world. Dissent, in this article, was necessary to save the

reputation of both America and its citizens.114

Nat Hentoff contributes multiple articles to the magazine throughout the 1960s

that discuss the various protest movements occurring at the time. In his 1965 article,

“We’re Happening All Over, Baby!” he explores the various groups protesting the war

and their motives for doing so. “It has been in the past year especially that American

foreign policy – as practiced in Vietnam and the Dominican Republic – has acted as a

further source of student unrest.”115 In another article submitted two years later, Hentoff

discusses the backlash the dissent began to experience. He criticizes the government for

taking measures to oppress and intimidate those who choose to act against the war and

those involved in the black militant groups. He also attacks officials for using the “war on

poverty” to suppress dissent, using a steady job as blackmail against those who would

choose to dissent.116 Using articles such as this, Playboy promoted the antiwar and other

protest movements. Moving beyond merely disparaging the war, Playboy was advocating

113 Kenneth Tynan, “Open Letter to an American Liberal,” Playboy, March 1968, 139.
114 Ibid.
115 Nat Hentoff, “We’re Happening All Over, Baby!,” Playboy, March 1966, 149.
116 Nat Hentoff, “The War on Dissent,” Playboy, September 1968.
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rebellion and calling for people to take action and stand up against the government for its

continuance of a war unsupported by a significant percentage of Americans.

Why is Playboy’s opinion of the war significant? It allows us to better understand

the interesting dynamic concerning the popularity of an antiwar magazine among the

military and the troops. First of all, Playboy’s antiwar sentiments expressed feelings with

which soldiers sympathized. As many were drafted into the war, were objectors

themselves, or just found the war tiresome, the articles criticizing the administration and

the system that sent them overseas provided them an outlet that other sources such as

Stars and Stripes could not. Second, Playboy’s refusal to outright condemn the soldiers

played to their favor as soldiers could read the magazine without fear of critique. As the

war progressed and more soldiers felt rejected or heard rumors of American’s reactions to

fellow soldiers, Playboy provided them with a piece of popular culture that refused to

turn its back on them, if not accept them. Finally, Playboy’s coverage of the dissent

occurring in America and the debates over the war were outweighed by its affect on the

troops. Boosting morale was a full-time job for higher military officials among the

enlisted, and Playboy was a sure morale booster.117

Playboy did not only act as a tool to boost morale among the men in Vietnam. It

fulfilled numerous roles for the men, becoming an inescapable presence in the war.

Beyond providing men with erotic images of women, the magazine also functioned as a

source of news for the troops in combat and in the rear areas. In Vietnam, as in no other

war, troops in the rear had access to television, and many troops had stereos and radios

117 Playboy’s function as a morale booster will be explored to greater lengths in the following chapter. For
now, it is pertinent to recognize that the magazine boosted the soldiers’ attitudes, or at least the military
hoped.
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that could pick up various channels. However, the most common news source for the

majority of troops remained Stars and Stripes, the army’s official newspaper. Soldiers

recognized the government control of those sources though:

The Stars and Stripes was the big thing and of course that was all kind of
government controlled […] it was all government controlled, whatever got into
there. We had Armed Forces radio and TV there. […] But once again that was
definitely government controlled there as far as what kind of news and stuff they
were putting out. Some guys would get hometown newspapers but […] there were
really small town newspapers that didn’t have that much about the war or
anything else in it. We didn’t hear too much other than what they fed us so to
speak.118

Because of this government control in many of the media materials to which soldiers had

access, Playboy became one of the few sources free from military censorship. For many

soldiers, one of the most common reading materials they recall having in-country was

Playboy. Often not certain where it came from, whether from a soldier whose parents sent

it, the PX, or the Library Service Center, the young men nevertheless recall Playboy as

the most common reading material available to them, more than Time, The New York

Times, or any other magazine.119

Not only disseminating information to troops overseas, Playboy also functioned

as an outlet for troops to express their own opinions on topics brought up in the

magazine. Letters from soldiers in the jungles of Vietnam were often present in features

118 Interview with Russell McDonald, April 4, 2001, Russell McDonald, Sr. Collection, VCA, TTU, 19-20.
119 Soldiers discussing Playboy as a primary source of news/reading material: Interview with Russell
McDonald, 19; Interview with Brad Senter, March 11, 2003, Brad Senter Collection, VCA, TTU; Interview
with Rodney Kilduff, May 22, 2003, Rodney Kilduff Collection, VCA, TTU; Interview with John R.
Milam, January 31, 2006, John R. (Ron) Milam Collection, VCA, TTU, 270. Soldiers receiving Playboy
from family members: A Letter From John Kniffin To His Mother, August 28, 1968, Folder 08, Box 02,
John W. Kniffin Collection, VCA, TTU; Interview with Gary Cummings, April 21, 2001, Gary Cummings
Collection, VCA, TTU; Interview with Ray Janes, March 7, 2003, Ray Janes Collection, VCA, TTU.
Playboy in the PX: Interview with Rodney Kilduff; Interview with John R. Milam. Playboy from Library
Services: Interview with Ann Kelsey, March 27, 2001, Ann Kelsey Collection, VCA, TTU.
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such as The Playboy Forum, established due to the large reader response to The Playboy

Philosophy. Troops used the venue to express their own opinions about issues brought up

in The Playboy Philosophy, which often indicated their feelings toward aspects of the

war. Speaking on everything from military court systems, drugs in the military, race, the

treatment of the enlisted by officers, and being for peace while serving in Vietnam, these

soldiers, whether at home or abroad, used Playboy as a way to vent frustrations they

could not express.120 In the April 1970 feature of The Playboy Forum, a letter entitled

“Friend in Need” stated,

Traditionally, a soldier with a gripe is advised by friends to tell it to the chaplain,
take it to the Inspector General or write to his Congressman […]. Now, probably
because of letters about military injustice in The Playboy Forum, another court of
last resort has been added to the list. […] The New York Times quoted a buddy of
[a] shafted soldier as saying, “I told him he should write to Congressman or
PLAYBOY or something.121

Soldiers felt comfortable sending in complaints and requests to Playboy, believing they

had found a source that would not only listen to their opinions and problems, but would

care and do something about them.

Playboy was also a tool used to spread messages to other soldiers in Vietnam and

in the United States. The best example of this use is Playboy’s donation of a full-page ad

to the Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW). The ad’s picture, a single flag-

draped coffin, accompanied text that described what the VVAW believed about the war

in Vietnam and their goal to get troops back home.122 The “We Don’t Think It’s Worth

It” ad generated a lot of publicity for the group and, credited with bringing in thousands

120 For example letters, see “The Playboy Forum,” Playboy, January 1966 – 1975.
121 John Benson, “Friend in Need: The Playboy Forum,” Playboy, April 1970, 53.
122 VVAW, “We Don’t Think It’s Worth It,” Playboy, February 1971, 65.
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of new members, succeeded in its goal to raise awareness. In interoffice correspondence

in October 1970, Nat Lehrman discusses the benefits of including the ad, “This is a small

young group of volunteers, who have not established credentials yet. But I think that is all

the more reason to help them, particularly in view of the striking nature of their ad, which

by itself should help turn some people against the war.”123 The magazine provided a

space in which veterans could reach out to other soldiers while supporting and

propagating Playboy’s own agenda concerning the war.

The magazine also proved helpful in interrogation. Recognizing that force rarely

worked with enemy prisoners when trying to get information from them, soldiers looked

for other ways to get the information they needed. One technique developed by a naval

officer with the help of his U.S. Air Force counterpart was dubbed the Playboy technique.

If he [prisoner] was cooperating, normally, I would leave for a moment and John
[Air Force] would take out a Playboy with a fold-out of an oriental gal. If John
could get the guy to assure him that all the gals from his village had shapes like
that then we would treat everything he said with a healthy degree of skepticism. If
not […] the phony paper was presented to him […] The story was one of those
PAO (Public Affairs Office) blurbs about “Lucky So-and So” having seen the
light and voluntarily come over to the government side […] If the guy was NVA,
or if his village was firmly under VC control, publishing such a story would result
in his family being summarily shot and he knew it. Again the Playboy came out,
and we would see what we could get. She [China Lee, the centerfold] was a great
validity check.124

Though Hefner and the editorial staff at Playboy would probably cringe at horror in the

magazine being used in such a way when they were so against the war, the magazine was

used as a tool to verify the truth of enemy prisoners without causing them physical harm.

123 Playboy Interoffice Correspondence, 1970. HMH Papers, box 135, 1970 Lehrman –L mise, folder 1,
From the personal collection of Carrie Pitzulo.
124 Robert C. Doyle, The Enemy in Our Hands: America’s Treatment of Enemy Prisoners of War from the
Revolution to the War on Terror (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2010), 280.
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The use of fear, the threat of the death of family, was often a more persuasive motivator

for the Vietnamese than physical force anyway.

Playboy magazine fulfilled more than just a sexual urge for soldiers in Vietnam.

Often joked aside, the proliferation of Playboy is much more significant than previously

acknowledged. Acting as an uncensored source of news, an outlet for soldiers’ opinions

and concerns, as well as just fulfilling the role of day-to-day items, like short-timers

calendars or decorations, Playboy was a significant feature in the lives of soldiers serving

during the Vietnam War. A magazine that espoused definite antiwar rhetoric became a

tool for soldiers who used the magazine to deal with the reality of war. Soldiers took a

magazine that, on the surface, seemed against all they represented and managed to mold

Playboy to suit their diverse needs. Not only did it fulfill soldiers’ needs, but military

brass also used the magazine for their own purposes. Playboy acted as a morale booster in

more ways than just providing men with images of naked women. The magazine also

worked in conjunction with the military to promote and increase consumption among the

soldiers, which the military hoped would be enough to placate soldiers’ doubts about the

war.
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CHAPTER IV

THE THINGS THEY BOUGHT: SOLDIER’S CONSUMPTION AND PLAYBOY
MAGAZINE IN VIETNAM

Playboy magazine operated at various levels to fulfill different needs of soldiers

stationed in Vietnam. Known for providing soldiers with erotic images of the girl-next-

door, the magazine also fulfilled another equally important function for men overseas as

well as its subscribers back home. Embracing capitalism and the consumer boom of post

World War II America, Playboy acted as a how-to guide for men exploring new roles as

consumers. Believing strongly in spending and indulging self-interest, the magazine

emphasized men’s roles as consumers from its inception in 1953. For soldiers serving in

Vietnam over a decade later, Playboy provided them a guide in how to spend their

military paychecks in a country where the American dollar went much farther than it

could in the states. With the cheaper prices for consumer items available to soldiers in

Vietnam, the fantasy of the Playboy lifestyle seemed like an attainable reality. But

soldiers were not the only ones using the magazine as a tool in consumption. For the

Vietnamese, Playboy became another symbol of America and the American lifestyle. For

the soldiers loyal to the North, it represented American imperialism. For others, Playboy

represented capitalism and American culture. The Vietnamese used the magazine to not

only experience American values and beliefs, but also to gain entrance into the market.

Playboy promoted a lifestyle of hedonistic pleasure and self-indulgence, encouraging

superficial spending and an enjoyment of consumption that came to represent not only

the readers of Playboy but symbolized the American lifestyle in Vietnam.
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Discussing soldiers as consumers expands not only our understanding of soldiers’

lives both in and out of the military, but it also works to highlight the contested nature of

consumption. Gender ideology influences all studies of consumption, consumers, and

consumerism. Even studies that make no effort to address the gendered aspect of

consumption find themselves falling victim to prevailing assumptions of traditional

gender roles placed on consumers. Gender, “the culturally and socially prescribed roles

[people] play as women and men,” also informs the roles people play as consumers.125

Traditional gender roles cast women as cooks, food procurers, and the main shoppers of

the household. Postwar gender constructions relegated women to the confines of the

house, placing the day-to-day responsibilities of the home and family under her care,

while men were relegated to the “bread-winner” role, a man that took care of his family

and his home through his job. Following these notions of men’s and women’s roles in the

household, producers in the consumption process focused their attention on women as

consumers. Much of the historiography of consumption might challenge older ideas about

women as consumers, but it is only recently that these studies have shifted their focus

away from women and femininity altogether to focus on the other half of the consumer

population – men. The history of consumption is a gendered one, but “gender” does not

automatically assume female and neither should “consumer.”

Discussing soldiers as consumers proves even more complicated as soldiers are

seen as the epitome of masculinity in American culture. Some critics of the consumption

process argue that producers manipulate their consumers into making purchases against

125 Jennifer Scanlon, The Gender and Consumer Culture Reader (New York: New York University Press,
2000), 1.
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their better judgment. This idea of manipulation further complicates our ideas of soldiers

as it suggests that those who consume are always manipulated. This notion goes against

perceptions of the “masculine” consumer who spends money as his patriotic duty and to

serve a specific need, not because an ad tricked him into it. While some producers

successfully manipulate consumers into purchasing products or buying into ideologies, it

is often the consumers who manipulate the product to suit their own needs, despite the

producer’s goals. Discussing soldiers as consumers and their indulging in the acquisition

of material goods contests our notion of the citizen-soldier that sacrifices and goes

without to serve his country.126 Men, and soldiers, are an important and vital part of the

consumption process that have often received inadequate attention in histories of

consumption. Instead of juxtaposing men’s consumption with women’s, it is time to

focus on their roles as consumers without the need for justification as much of the

historiography has done.

Consumption played a large role in the daily lives of citizens in postwar America.

World War II brought America out of the depression and into an age of wealth and

prosperity that allowed men and women to spend on consumer items as never before.

Soon, spending became a part of the national identity as the government encouraged

people to buy consumer luxury items such as cars, ovens, and televisions in order to help

the economy. At the end of World War II, Americans identities became tied to

consumption. Some studies on consumption criticize this idea of developing an identity

centered on the concept of consumption. In The Myth of Consumerism, Conrad Lodziak

126 Meredith Lair, Armed with Abundance: Consumerism and Soldiering in the Vietnam War (Chapel Hill:
The University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 5.
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comments on what he dubs the “ideology of consumption,” arguing that the current trend

to believe that consumption and consumerism play a significant role in identity

construction is “irrelevant to the experiences of the vast majority, even the vast majority

in the advanced capitalist societies.127 For Lodziak, the need to consume is based

primarily off basic needs than out of any desire for social or political meanings. Creating

an identity based on consumption “transforms the concept of identity into something

other than it actually is – something less substantial, less enduring, more trivial and

superficial, and thus less meaningful and important.”128 Lodziak instead insists on the

importance of other influences in identity creation, such as jobs.129 However, for soldiers

during Vietnam, consumption and their employment went hand in hand. Soldiers were

encouraged by the military institution to spend their money on luxury items and

consumer goods as a way to boost morale. For soldiers, it was a part of their job and duty

to become a consumer. It was not possible to separate the two activities as Lodziak

suggests.

Lodziak acknowledges that both men and women are consumers in his study, but

their experiences are jumbled together implying that both sexes experience consumption

with no differences. When he does finally pinpoint certain examples of consumption (or

the pitfalls therein) it is usually aimed at women. For example, in discussing producer

manipulation of consumers, he states, “…advertisers do attempt to manipulate and

deceive and that these attempts may be effective on the most vulnerable.”130 His example

127 Lodziak, Conrad, The Myth of Consumerism (Virginia: Pluto Press, 2002), 4.
128 Lodziak, 24.
129 Lodziak, 49.
130 Lodziak, 64.
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following this statement is how women, “who know better,” continue to buy anti-aging

products or the “right” brand of clothes.131 This statement suggests that women are the

“vulnerable” of this consumer culture and are susceptible to buying frivolous items, but

men are stronger-willed and rarely fall for the advertiser’s trap to buy “useless things.”

Though Lodziak does not address men in detail in his work, it is clear from certain

statements and assumptions that he believes women are consumers; men just buy things.

A glance into the pages of Playboy belies this argument. Hefner saw men as consumers

and consumption as a necessary, and enjoyable, part of the good life. The ads in Playboy

targeted men in similar ways the ads Lodziak describes in his study targeted women,

making men just as susceptible to buying “useless things” as women. Before Playboy,

consumption of luxury items and “frivolous” goods was often understood to be feminine

just as the consumer was understood to be female.

Previous studies of consumption have focused heavily on women’s roles and

relationship regarding the process, mentioning men only in relation to women and their

attachment to the home. For example, in Tracey Deutsch’s Building a Housewife’s

Paradise: Gender, Politics, and American Grocery Stores in the Twentieth Century, the

study explores how women operated the political milieu within the “traditional” space of

grocery stores. 132 Emphasizing how gender influenced ideas of the development of the

consumer, Deutsch illustrates how traditional gender roles placed the responsibility of

131 Lodziak, 65.
132 Deutsch, Tracey, Building a Housewife’s Paradise: Gender, Politics, and American Grocery Stores in
the Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 3.



Texas Tech University, Amber Batura, August 2012

74

family meals and food procurement on women, making them the more likely consumer

over men. 133

In this postwar society, men’s consumption also centered on the family. At the

same time grocery stores were targeting women, hardware stores surfaced as centers of

male consumption. As notions of masculinity shifted to incorporate the idea that men

should not only provide for their families economically, but also as active participants in

the family life, Do-It-Yourself projects became popular ways for men to safely consume

while contributing to their family’s dynamic. 134 In these masculine counterparts to

grocery stores, male consumers were carefully developed and encouraged to spend.

Because consumption, shopping, and frivolous spending were assumed female, hardware

stores took measures to pacify men by emphasizing heterosexual, masculine ideals. Many

displays included scantily clad women to advertise the product, much as Playboy relied

on its centerfolds to keep the magazine strictly heterosexual. 135 The hardware stores of

postwar America set up their entire store based on the current understanding of

masculinity. The stores were self-service because men knew what they wanted. They

provided sales people for advice to appeal to the growing number of amateur DIYers. 136

The young men who travelled to Vietnam were raised with the notion that men’s

consumption was inherently different from women’s, just as men were inherently

different from women. The hardware store, a masculine site of consumption, was

designed for work and efficiency in order to help men provide better lives for their

133 Deutsch, 9, 40.
134 Deutsch, 202.
135 Deutsch, 205.
136 Deutsch, 205.
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families. Playboy would come along and counter this notion, instead pushing the idea that

consumption – the same kind of “frivolous” consumption women enjoyed – was, in fact,

masculine.

Other works concerning consumption reveal how gender differences affect the

way male consumers are approached versus their female counterparts. In “Listening to

Khakis: What America’s Most Popular Pants Tell Us About the Way Guys Think,”

Malcolm Gladwell studies the Levi’s Company success in selling fashion to men while

analyzing the methods used in advertising to achieve such success. What Gladwell

discovers are the strategies producers utilized to target men as consumers differed greatly

than those for women. For example, one reason for the success of Dockers’ campaign

rested in the realization that men did not want the variety women wanted in fashion;

instead, Dockers emphasized the sameness of the pants rather than the variety.137 The

advertizing cashed in on stereotypical notions of masculinity and femininity to reach its

audience but at the same time, it reinforced those stereotypes. For advertisers to persuade

men to consume their product, they often had to cater to stereotypes of what it meant to

be a heterosexual male: “In women’s advertising, self-confidence is sexy. But if a man is

self-confident – if he knows he is attractive and is beautifully dressed – then he’s not a

man anymore. He’s a fop. He’s effeminate.”138 In this idea of consumption and

masculinity, men are efficient, productive, and looking for a pair of pants that continue to

allow them to be so – they are not consumers. Their consumption is practical and useful –

137 Gladwell, Malcolm, “Listening to Khakis: What America’s Most Popular Pants Tell Us about the Way
Guys Think,” in The Gender and Consumer Culture Reader, ed. Jennifer Scanlon (New York: New York
University Press, 2000), 183.
138 Gladwell, 188.
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a necessity – unlike women’s self-indulgent, extravagant consumption.  For the Dockers’

campaign, a male consumer could not be concerned with his looks or it challenged his

masculinity, but Playboy disregarded this notion altogether. Instead, the magazine

challenged this stereotype of the masculine ideal and encouraged men to self-criticize

and care about their apparel and appearance.

In typical avenues of consumption, producers approached men as targets they had

to trick into being consumers. Playboy approached consumption as a natural advantage of

living the good life, thereby making the average man want to consume the way he

assumed a playboy might. But Playboy’s well-known attitude toward consumption did

not develop right away. The magazine first followed previous patterns of cultivating male

consumption before developing its own formula. Before Playboy magazine made an

appearance, its precursor, Esquire, took on a similar market, attempting to fulfill the need

for a men’s entertainment magazine. Esquire worked to construct a male consumer

identity by vilifying the traditional female role. The magazine felt the only way a male

consumer identity could be nurtured was to put it in opposition with that of female

consumption, arguing men’s superior taste against women’s ineptitude. 139 In “In Spite of

Women: Esquire Magazine and the Construction of the Male Consumer,” Kenon

Breazeale argues:

[T]he magazine was compelled to represent women in order to negotiate its
relationship to the feminine. Only with the question of femininity ‘settled’ could a
credible space be opened up wherein to construct the consuming male. Hence, the project
of the text was to displace the archetype of consuming femininity, the housewife. And

139 Breazeale, Kenon, “In Spite of Women: Esquire Magazine and the Construction of the Male
Consumer,” in The Gender and Consumer Culture Reader, ed. Jennifer Scanlon (New York: New York
University Press, 2000), 231.
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hence, the function of the visuals was to deny an even more dangerous association with
femininity, homosexuality.140

Esquire felt the only way to create a male consumer was to denigrate the current

view of the consumer, which was female. Doing so removed any taint to a man’s

heterosexuality and vitality. By attacking the traditional consumer image of the

housewife, men were able to feel their consumption was not only better, but macho.

In Playboy’s early days, they followed just this pattern of targeting male

consumers. Hefner created Playboy with the Esquire of old as a template. By 1953,

Esquire had rejected much of the bawdiness that attracted Hefner from the beginning.

Dropping the erotic illustrations, the magazine took on a more “dignified” role in its

market.141 Hefner designed Playboy with the Esquire of the 1930s and 1940s in mind. In

doing so, the first issues of Playboy featured articles that were often derogatory toward

women in an effort to build up the male consumer. For example, the first issue in

December 1953 featured an article titled Miss Gold-Digger of 1953. In the article, author

Bob Norman rants about the divorce court’s system of alimony warning playboys “the

modern gold digger comes in a variety of shapes and sizes. She’s after the wealthy

playboys, but she may also be after you.”142 Women are cast as money hungry and courts

as unfair as these women take advantage of the system to drain their ex-husbands of their

hard-earned money. The tone of these articles continued throughout the 1950s and early

1960s, but as historian Carrie Pitzulo shows, it was more than just woman-bashing as

140 Breazeale, 232.
141 Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies, 80.
142 Bob Norman, “Miss Gold Digger,” Playboy, December 1953, 8. Also in Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies,
23.
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gender anxieties were played out on the pages of the magazine.143 More importantly, by

the mid-1960s, Playboy did not feel the need to justify their readers’ statuses as both

consumers and masculine by attacking femininity.

Men have long been consumers, but in the past, calling them such has involved

justifying their consumption against feminine and superfluous consumption. Even

Playboy fell into this trap. While Hefner encouraged consumption and saw spending as

an inherently American duty and privilege, he still surrounded the ads and articles for

fashion and gadgets with images of naked women, reiterating the male readers’

heterosexuality. In much of the study of consumption, calling men consumers has gone

hand in hand with justifying male consumption. However, we will move beyond this

discussion. Men are consumers. American identity has embraced consumption as one of

its significant components and men have adopted that identity without restraint. As

soldiers are often used as an example of the epitome of masculinity, calling soldiers

consumers can cause problems in the image we carry of soldiers today. As Meredith Lair

suggests, our image of wartime soldiers revolves around their sacrifice and suffering. 144

To see soldiers participating in consumer society to such an extent in Vietnam

complicated this image and more so for the Vietnam soldier. Those fighting in Vietnam

not only had to contend with the citizen-soldier image of servicemen, but they also had to

compete with assumptions particular to Vietnam: drugs, sex, and brutality. The image of

soldiers destroying villages or shooting animals and then going back to their hooches to

143 Pitzulo, Bachelors and Bunnies, 34.
144 Lair, 5.
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watch television or listen to the latest radio hit added a layer of hedonism when thinking

of soldiers in terms of consumers.

Vietnam was a unique war for many reasons. Despite the affluence the nation had

become accustomed to after World War II, the idea of “plenty” never carried over into

battle before Vietnam. The war in Southeast Asia posed significant problems for military

officials. Because a large percentage of their fighting force consisted of drafted men,

soldiers support for the war was questionable and more were apt to speak and act out

against it.145 Also, unlike the example of World War II and the images of the good guys

defeating a clear and distinguishable evil, the reasons and enemies of the Vietnam war

were undefined. For soldiers who accepted the idea of stopping Communism, they still

found the reality of combat disheartening. Guerilla warfare in Vietnam left soldiers

without an enemy to target.146 Technological advancements in warfare on the part of the

United States also led to confusion and problems with morale. The war of attrition

strategy only further blurred the lines between Vietnamese civilian and combatant, as

bombs were equal opportunity destroyers. The Viet Cong’s infiltration of southern

villages also worked to confuse the average soldier’s understanding of the enemy. Viet

Cong could be any villager in any village at any time. The warfare demoralized the

troops. Along with the war of attrition, the military leaders’ position regarding land left

soldiers with no sense of gain as territory they fought for over the span of weeks was

abandoned soon after conquest, only to have other soldiers return again at a later date to

fight for the same piece of land again. As soldiers became disillusioned and disheartened

145 Prados, 171.
146 Ron Milam, Not a Gentleman’s War: An Inside View of Junior Officers in the Vietnam War (Chapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 4, 106.
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by the death and destruction they encountered in Vietnam, the military turned to

alternative means to boost morale among the troops.147

As discussed in the previous chapter, the majority of troops in Vietnam came

from working-class backgrounds. While many probably did not experience the level of

poverty of most Vietnamese, few had the extra income to spend on the consumer items

featured in the pages of Playboy before their service. Knowing this, the military took full

advantage. “Working-class young men, whether black or white, saw service in Vietnam

as a potential springboard to affluence, an impression cultivated by military authorities

who promoted consumption at military-run retail outlets in order to encourage enlistment

and quiescent service.”148 The military used the lure of attaining more consumer items

and material wealth as a way to entice men into the military, and once there, to boost

their morale.

Not only the opportunity to purchase material goods, but the paychecks the

military provided drew working-class men to serve. However, though middle- and upper-

class citizens back home had become accustomed to navigating consumer culture, these

young men were as new to their role as consumers as most of the nation had been in the

early fifties. Elizabeth Fraterrigo argues,

For American unaccustomed to abundance, the profusion of available goods not
only upended traditional notions of frugality and restraint, but it also intimidated
novice consumers. Through his magazine, Hefner offered a resolution for these

147 For more information on soldiers’ behavior, see James R. Ebert, A Life in a Year: The American
Infantryman in Vietnam, 1965-1972, (Novato, California: Presidio, 1993) and Richard Burks Verrone and
Laura M. Calkins, Voices from Vietnam: Eye Witness Accounts of the War, 1954-1975, (Cincinnati: David
and Charles, 2005).
148 Lair, 19.
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strains. Playboy promised to instruct readers in the fine art of consumption,
cultivating taste and imparting expertise on a variety of matters.149

Just as she argues here, soldiers in Vietnam were new to the level of consumption

available to them overseas. The power of the dollar went much farther than it could have

back home, so soldiers used Playboy as a guidebook for what type of gadgets to own,

what type of style to wear, and what type of alcohol to drink.

Most of the young soldiers found themselves in a unique position as a buyer in

Vietnam. With the average age of the soldiers at nineteen, most had barely graduated

with high school. The large number of working-class soldiers in the war meant few had

the luxury of large-scale superfluous spending in the United States even for those who

had gainful employment before they went to war. Vietnam opened up a world of

spending and consumption the likes that these young men had never experienced. Any

item they wanted was within reach thanks to well-stocked military post exchanges and

catalogs like the Pacific Exchange (PACEX). The amount of items available to soldiers in

the midst of war was staggering. “Some items carried by the exchange are jewelry,

sundries, men’s clothing, gift items, photographic supplies, hi-fi gear, beverages,

appliances, and military insignia. Selected high demand items are rationed […] to provide

an opportunity for all individuals authorized exchange privileges to purchase a fair

share.”150 Beyond the PX, soldiers could use concessionaires to make purchases of items

and services like American automobiles; diamonds and other jewelry; film processing

149 Fraterrigo, 49.
150 Helpful Hints for Personnel Ordered to the Republic of Vietnam, August 25, 1970, Folder 01, Box 01,
Glenn West Collection, VCA, TTU, 31.
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and photo developing; watch, radio, and television repair; laundry, dry-cleaning, and

tailoring; flowers-by-mail, and other gifts to send home.151

If soldiers could not find what they wanted through either the PX or the

concessionaires, they could turn to the PACEX catalog. The catalog allowed them to ship

ordered items directly back home instead of receiving them in Vietnam, and many took

advantage of the catalog to buy themselves items, but to provide for their families as

well. Men would often ship their PACEX catalogs to their parents, girlfriends, or wives.

Then, after receiving their orders, the soldiers would order from the catalog and have it

shipped directly to their family.152 The catalogs offered men another opportunity to care

for their family besides a paycheck. The PACEX catalog also offered a wide variety of

merchandise for soldiers’ consumption including, “jewelry, watches, dolls, china,

silverware, cameras, radios, tape recorders, stereo tuner-amplifiers, speakers, rings, silk,

brassware, wood carvings, television sets, and linens.”153 Vietnam soldiers experienced

an opportunity for consumption no other soldier in any other war had experienced.

One issue of Playboy alone represents the types of products Hefner encouraged

his readers to buy. In the over 300 pages of the December 1968 issue, readers

encountered approximately 27 ads for alcohol, 20 for shoes, clothes, or accessories, and

17 for cameras, televisions, or stereo equipment. Other ads included vehicles, toiletries,

tobacco, and other consumer items.154 The items advertised heaviest in the magazine

151 Ibid.
152 Letter from Jim B. ‘Bob’ Green to his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Raymond K. Green, January 21, 1972,
Folder 05, Box 01, Jim B. Green Collection, VCA, TTU; Manuscript copy - A Journey to Geneva: A
Vietnam Memior by Van M. Davidson (pages 1-167), 143.
153 Helpful Hints, 32.
154 December 1968, Playboy.
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often reappear when soldiers discuss their own purchasing habits while they served in

Vietnam. Soldiers often took advantage of the post exchanges available at bases

throughout the country as well as catalogs that would either ship items to Vietnam or

back home to the states. Soldiers bought cameras, televisions, and stereo equipment

frequently in Vietnam.  In fact, these products were so popular amongst the soldiers, they

were often difficult to come by. “You’d hear through the grapevine that they just got a

shipment at the PX and there’d be a ton of people standing there waiting for them to open

the door the next morning. […] By the end of the day it was all gone until the next

shipment. […] [T]ape recorders were almost impossible to come by.” 155 One of the most

common ads in Playboy, stereo equipment and tape recorders flew off the shelves in

Vietnam. Soldiers found ways to obtain these luxuries though. Many turned to clubs,

black markets, or catalogs when the PX ran out. Despite the wait or difficulties, soldiers

found a way to have the items they saw advertised in Playboy.

With catalogs like PACEX, the ability to purchase items was available to soldiers

both in the rear and in combat, but the ability to enjoy the purchased items largely fell to

the men stationed in rear echelon bases. Living on base and close to the black market

network, soldiers in the rear were able to buy and own items as they chose. For men in

combat, it was not feasible to carry around a television set or some of the other, bulkier

items. Combat soldiers still carried around stereos, cameras, and other luxuries, but this

155 Interview with Ray Janes,, 21. For references to soldiers purchases see, Interview with Milam; Interview
with Cabrera, 33; Interview with Janes, 21, 125, 148; Interview with Robert Devereux Slingluff, December
9, 2003, Robert Devereux Slingluff Collection, VCA, TTU, 79, 121, 123; Interview with William Culotta,
February 3&8, 2006, William Culotta Collection, VCA, TTU, 51, 74, 79. Interview with Edwin L. Oswald,
May 27, 2004, Edwin L. Oswald Collection, VCA, TTU, 180; Interview with Patrick Curry, July 26, 2005,
Patrick Curry Collection, VCA, TTU, 219, 220.
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added onto their ruck-sack as they humped endless miles throughout the jungle. When

combat soldiers returned from fighting in the jungle, the cleanliness of the rear echelon

soldiers and the overall abundance that characterized their surroundings juxtaposed with

the combat troops stinking fatigues and dwindling rations and created tension and

hostility between the two types of soldiers.

Playboy was not the only force in Vietnam driving consumption, but with its

popularity and its emphasis on spending and instructing its readers how to spend, it is

reasonable to assume that the magazine impacted soldiers’ buying. Combined with the

military’s promotion of consumption to boost morale and the move on the part of soldiers

to make their military environment more like their civilian environment, Playboy, the

military, and soldiers created a wartime environment that resembled home more than in

any other war. Soldiers were able to buy items in Vietnam they were unlikely to purchase

back in the states. By doing so, working-class soldiers were able to attain the items of the

middle-class, thus achieving a more affluent status. Some soldiers joined the military to

take advantage of the opportunities available to them in the service that jobs at home did

not provide. This indicates a desire to move beyond their circumstances, whether it be to

earn more money or to move beyond their class position. Surely not all working-class

soldiers would embrace the notion of becoming middle-class as some saw the middle-

class, wealthy-class, and elite as against them in some ways, but few would argue with

attaining the luxury of those classes.156

Military authorities encouraged this spending hoping that “[i]f soldiers […] were

allowed to purchase the goods that ameliorated the discrepancies between life in Vietnam

156 For information regarding soldiers and class see: Appy, Working Class War.
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and life in the United States, […] then spirits might rise and military efficiency might

improve.”157 The military encouraged soldiers’ spending professing that consumption in

Vietnam allowed soldiers the opportunity to bridge the gap in classes when they returned

home. Playboy, as the consumer guide for hundreds of thousands of men, fit into the

institutions goals. Though the magazine was unapologetically antiwar and often featured

articles about the counterculture movement – both things the military would want to stay

away from – it also encouraged and instructed its readers spending habits. This coincided

with the military’s attempt at morale boosting and explains why Playboy was allowed in

military posts when other magazines were not.

Playboy magazine was an important product for soldiers and highly valued in the

war. Young soldiers, away from home for the first time, often requested subscriptions

from family members, including women in their lives such as mothers, wives and

girlfriends.158 Helen Hegelheimer, a flight attendant that served aboard flights carrying

soldiers to Vietnam, often exchanged addresses with the soldiers she met aboard so they

could write to her. The idea was popular enough her and a friend created business cards

with their addresses and handed them out to the soldiers. This often meant for

Hegelheimer, though, that a great many soldiers were writing her and she could not

always remember who was whom. Wanting to do something for the young men she

watched go to war, she often sent them Playboys:

We’d go down and when the Playboys came out, this is 1966; nice women do not
pick up Playboy magazines. We’d go down to our local liquor store and buy out
the entire supply and have this sort of mass mailing and send these guys Playboy

157 Lair, 148.
158 A Letter From John Kniffin To His Mother, August 28, 1968, Folder 08, Box 02, John W. Kniffin
Collection, VCA, TTU.



Texas Tech University, Amber Batura, August 2012

86

magazines, everybody on our list. Everybody we were writing to. And apparently,
really made them hot stuff in Vietnam.159

Playboy worked on multiple levels here. Not only did it serve the soldiers in Vietnam,

making them “hot stuff” among their comrades, but it also served Hegelheimer and her

friend as they pushed against existing constraints placed on women in regards to

appropriate behavior. For Hegelheimer, “we kind of liked the idea that we were doing

that, you know, and that other women weren’t. […] [Y]ou can see the different sides of

the sixties, right.”160 Playboy provided her with an opportunity to explore the issue of

women’s liberation in the sixties in a way that made her feel empowered and

comfortable, while at the same time, in Vietnam, the magazine provided soldiers with the

comfort of home.

Playboy did not only act as a guide for soldiers’ consumption but was also a

major consumer item for many men in Vietnam. The centerfolds were often used to

decorate hooches in an attempt to make their experience in the war more comfortable as

seen in Figure 2. Bill Osgerby argues that Playboy’s showcasing of different bachelor

pads in the 1950s and 1960s were symbols of “high-living modernity.” The decadent and

gadget laden spaces depicted in Playboy were a celebration of male consumption.161 For

soldiers, decorating their hooches with Playboy centerfolds and other items and acquiring

luxuries like mini-fridges and high-fi stereo systems in the midst of war allowed them to

create their own versions of Playboy’s bachelor pads in Vietnam.

159 Interview with Helen Hegelheimer, June 15, 2004, Helen Hegelheimer Collection, VCA, TTU, 157.
160 Ibid., 156.
161 Bill Osgerby, The Bachelor Pad as Cultural Icon: Masculinity, Consumption and Interior Design in
American Men’s Magazines, 1930-1965, Journal of Design History vol 18, no 1, 2005. 99-113.
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Looking at Figure 2, it is impossible to tell the man relaxing in his chair is

actually stationed in Vietnam rather than at an apartment in the United States. The

number of women adorning the wall testifies to the importance of centerfolds providing

an in-demand product to soldiers: American women. This particular soldier’s hooch

boasts numerous gadgets including what appears to be a tape deck, stereo, speakers, and a

mini-refrigerator. The inclusion of women and gadgets into soldiers’ spaces reflects the

bachelor pads Playboy presented in their magazine. However, the soldier’s space differs

from the urban playboy as it lacks fine pieces of art and literature. The space is cluttered

and unkept, while images of bachelor pads in the magazine were usually efficient and

neat.

Figure 2: Don Kilgore's Hooch
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Figure 3: Soldier Painting Rabbit Logo

Soldiers adopted aspects of the Playboy pads they wanted and disregarded others that did

not suit their environment or personalities. For soldiers stationed in both the rear and in

combat, decorating their bunkers or hooches made their military environment seem more

like home. For soldiers in the rear especially, they “realized the possibilities afforded by

the stable tactical situation and the amenities on well-developed bases, […][and] sought

to emulate home-front standards of living as best they could.”162

The magazine was not the only aspect of Playboy that proliferated throughout the

war. Soldiers also consumed the Playboy logo, and in doing so, embraced the meaning

behind it. Hefner’s version of the good life appealed to young soldiers. The gadgets,

162 Lair, 86. For images of Playboy bachelor pads see, “A Playboy’s Pad: Airy Aerie,” Playboy, May 1964,
71-76; “A Playboy Pad: Manhattan Tower,” Playboy, August 1965, 61-66; “Duplex Digs,” Playboy,
October 1965, 97; “A Playboy Pad: Texas Retreat,” Playboy, October 1966, 105-107; “A Playboy Pad:
Walk-In Work of Art,” Playboy, March 1971, 85-89; and “Playboy Pad: Bigger than a Breadbox,” Playboy,
June 1973, 165-169.
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clothes, cars, and women the men in Playboy enjoyed were things that soldiers in

Vietnam wished to own and experience. However, the logo also came to represent

personal meanings as soldiers acquired the bunny for their own. As shown in Figure 3,

tanks, helicopters, prison camps, and uniform patches all bore the Playboy symbol: the

rabbit head logo. By appropriating the symbol, not only were the soldiers referencing an

American popular culture icon, but they were also identifying themselves with all that the

icon stood for: the good life, liberal sexual license, and consumption. As the average

soldier was from a working-class background, the chances of them ever living the high-

life depicted in the magazine were slim, but by plastering the symbol all over the war, the

soldiers expressed their hope to someday achieve that lifestyle.

Soldier’s use of the Playboy icon could also mean different things. Meanings are

often interpreted in various ways based on the experiences of the receivers and for

Playboy, this meant that the rabbit-head logo or the sophisticated bunny that graced the

magazine’s covers really expressed the good life for soldiers. For soldiers drafted into a

war they did not agree with, painting the Playboy logo on their tanks might have

represented an act of subversion against the military that brought them there. Soldiers

donned a variety of identities in war; amongst those identities was that of workers. By

painting a logo that represented the opposite of their life in Vietnam, soldier-workers

were expressing their discontent by adopting a symbol that was against the military.

Soldiers also “withheld compliance and productivity to negotiate more favorable terms of

employment.”163 Besides using symbols to express their discontent, soldiers often refused

to go out on dangerous patrols or neglected to follow dress code as a way to try to gain

163 Lair, 96.
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better conditions. In these situations, the Playboy icon came to represent more than the

good life.

The icon was not only painted or sewn onto items throughout the war, but units

and companies took on the name. Besides the 173rd Airborne Brigade’s Company B who

renamed their company Playboy Company after Jo Collins’ visit to Vietnam, an airborne

squadron also adopted the name. An elite group, Playboys had to meet a strict set of

requirements to join the squadron. However, the group did not first get its name from the

magazine. According to Richard Herbert, the Marine squadron picked up the name in

World War II, but during Vietnam, it did not take long for the unit to pick up the bunny

logo. He states, “We had one party there in Da Nang and we asked them [Playboy] to

send Playboy napkins and all the favors and things which they graciously did in a big

care package.”164 Even though the Playboys name did not originate from the magazine,

they were quick to affiliate themselves with it, and in turn, with its ethos. Though the

soldiers adopted the rabbit-head logo to represent their unit, their reputation, and their

style, the image still harkened back to the Playboy ethos that encouraged individualistic

self-indulgence, an embrace of consumption, and the enjoyment and freedom of sex.165

Though 8,000 miles away from home, soldiers still managed to be consumers of

one of Playboy’s most successful ventures. The Playboy Club was another embodiment

of Playboy that found a home amongst the soldiers in Vietnam. Numerous “Playboy

Clubs” existed on bases throughout the country, usually acting as officers clubs or bars

for the enlisted to patronize. Soldiers patronizing these establishments enjoyed an

164 Notes – Unknown Source – re: Richard Herbert, (no date), Folder 04, Box 03, Jan Churchill Collection,
VCA, TTU.
165 For a detailed discussion of Playboy’s consumer ethos, see Fraterrigo 77-79.
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experience many probably were unable to at home. While member rates were high for

clubs in the United States, reaching half a million just a few years after the first club

opened, many men were unable to enjoy the experience.166 While some most likely could

not afford a membership, others simply did not have access to the clubs. For nineteen-

year-old boys, participating in the Playboy Club experience in Vietnam afforded them an

opportunity they could not experience at home.

Official bars were not the only places to claim the Playboy moniker though.

Important to soldiers throughout any war is humor. Often used to escape the terrible

realities of their day-to-day lives, soldier humor is often crass, and Playboy and the clubs

helped alleviate some of the tension of living in a combat zone. One marine recalls his

unit deciding to start their own Playboy Club on an observation post. They made the keys

out of cases of C-rations and decided to offer the official key to Playboy Club Hill 591 to

the helicopter pilot that came in and restocked them.  A Marine agrees to dress up as a

bunny (no pictures or threat of death) to present the key to the pilot. They created a bikini

out of sandbag, ears from the c-ration cardboard, a bow-tie from wire, and a tail from the

c-ration toilet paper, using almost all of the valuable item. They get the call that the pilot

is coming in:

[E]verybody’s hiding this time […] So here comes the helicopter and he doesn’t
see everybody out there waving at him […] when he’s behind the mountain he called us
again and he says, hey what’s going [on] down there, where’s everybody at? We says, ah
hey, we’re here, we’re just trying to get out of the heat today. […] [A]s he’s landing here
comes this guy [The Marine Bunny] out with this thing and you know […] [the pilot] get
out, he rolled out, they all fell out of this thing […] [H]e was the exclusive first member,
first key of, key club member of hill 591.167

166 Watts, 162.
167 Bob Maras Inteview, (no date), Folder 15, Box 10, Douglas Pike Collection: Other Manuscripts –
Accuracy in Media, VCA, TTU, 21.
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The Marines on hill 591 were pulled off shortly after the helicopter pilot went back to

base and related the story. Thinking the soldiers had probably been out in combat too

long, they were sent back to the rear to enjoy some of the material splendor that waited

for them. They went back with a great story, and for a moment, had alleviated the stress

and terror of battle.

American soldiers were not the only ones who read and consumed Playboy.

Vietnamese soldiers and civilians were exposed to the magazine and influenced by it in

ways often different from American soldiers’ experiences with the magazine. Playboy’s

proliferation throughout the war landed it in the hands of both the South Vietnamese and

the North Vietnamese. In doing so, it became a symbol of American culture and ideals.

The Vietnamese consumed the images in Playboy just as the soldiers did. With Playboy’s

coverage of American politics, Vietnamese who could read English were exposed to the

problems and opinions going on in the states. By reading the magazine, they were also

exposed to Hefner’s good life, which embraced capitalism like a lover. The magazine

also introduced American ideals of beauty into Vietnamese culture as Vietnamese

soldiers also enjoyed the nudes found within Playboy’s pages.

Vietnam correspondent David Halberstam recalled a conversation he had with a

Polish friend concerning Playboy. The friend states,

But you don’t understand how important Playboy is …. It is for us the greatest
American export in the world. For us it is the good life. The boy, the girl, the pad, with
fancy lighting and sports car. The wine bottle, half-empty, then the lights out. The pinup
girls. But are they pinup girls? No, not at all, they are secretaries; girls next door, and
miracle, they are taking off their clothes, all of them. Your secretary is taking off all her
clothes. […] It doesn’t matter that all American young men don’t live like Playboy
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heroes; what matters is that we think they do. For us Playboy is the symbol of your good
life.168

The magazine represented a lifestyle overseas that was distinctly American. Though poor

and starving villagers in Vietnam did not probably share the same interests, some of the

same sentiments apply. The magazine portrayed a capitalistic, successful lifestyle, full of

men who owned fancy houses, fancy gadgets, drank fancy alcohol, and dated fancy

women. The Vietnamese reading Playboy observed this notion of “plenty” found in the

pages of the magazine and represented in the American military forces and tried to turn it

into a positive aspect in their own lives. Just as soldiers manipulated the magazine to

address their own needs and wants, the Vietnamese did the same.

American G.I. spending in Vietnam made the Vietnamese economy quickly

dependent on soldiers and the American dollar. Men who were considered poor, or close

to in America, found themselves wealthy against Vietnamese standards. As soldiers

pumped American money and goods into the economy, Vietnamese were quick to turn

this in their favor. Many began running businesses that would cater to the American

forces or working for the military or the soldiers themselves. Soldiers were able to hire

maids, drivers, and prostitutes to service them just as the military hired the Vietnamese to

fulfill other capacities on base.169 It was the same for inhabitants in areas where soldiers

spent R&R. The locals quickly learned what Americans liked and worked to provide

them with those things, including Playboy. One veteran recalls staying at a hotel when he

received a knock at the door and “there’s this dude […] wanting to sell me a silk suit.

Don’t want no silk suit. A lot of guys bought them. I didn’t want a silk suit, but they did

168 Fraterrigo, 134.
169 Lair, 205.
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happen to have a [Playboy] magazine.”170 From there, the soldier felt comfortable asking

the man for a prostitute, which the man was happy to provide. The magazine was not

only a valuable product itself, but acted as an indicator of doors into other markets in

which soldiers could spend. The people of Southeast Asia took Playboy and turned it into

a capitalistic venture for themselves.

American troops also discovered the magazine amidst the belongings of North

Vietnamese forces. After a battle, veteran Allen Suydam remembers, “[s]ome of the stuff

[…] confiscated afterwards was like a [Playboy] magazine that the centerfold is missing

in.” Finding the magazine struck something in him. “They were young humans just like

we were. All is fair in love and war.”171 Finding battered copies of the magazine in NVA

bunkers reminded American soldiers of their enemies’ humanity. It also illustrated the

magazine’s appeal to men across racial, ethical, political, and moral boundaries. In this

sense, the argument that Hefner’s ideal of the girl-next-door as a universal beauty had

some merit.

The Vietnamese were not interested in the magazine only for its marketability or

its nude women.  The magazine’s popularity among the soldiers ensured that it reached

remote locations throughout the country. In one such instance, soldiers recall seeing

children pouring through the magazine:

[T]he Montagnard and the Montagnards kids were really something really neat to
be around. We fed them. We dug holes deep enough where the water would come in and
they would bathe. They’d look at the [Playboy] magazines. We kept thinking what’s the
deal with these little bitty kids looking at all these naked women. It wasn’t that they were

170 Interview with Justin Frank Nicholas, April 5, 2001, Justin Frank Nicholas Collection, VCA, TTU, 36.
171 Interview with Allen Suydam, March 26, 2004, Allen W. Suydam Collection, VCA, TTU, 88.
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looking at. They’d never seen a book with colored pages. And it was in color and it was a
treat.172

In the less urbanized areas of Vietnam, Playboy fulfilled a need amongst the villagers as a

learning tool. In this instance, it was the first time Vietnamese children were exposed to

color pages in text. This example highlights how the Vietnamese were able to manipulate

the magazine into fulfilling their own purposes. Instead of operating as a consumer’s

guide into the good life, Montagnard’s ignored Playboy’s original objective and cast it as

a learning tool. Playboy functioned in an educational capacity by exposing the young

villagers to American culture and technological advances in the world outside their

village.

In the United States, Playboy “helped men become accustomed to the sphere of

domestic consumption. The idealized playboy offered a model for living that demystified

the male consumer, showing him how to display style and taste to assert status in the

social hierarchy while sanctioning a pleasure-seeking approach to life.”173 In Vietnam,

the magazine operated in the same capacity, working in tandem with the military to

encourage spending and owning consumer goods in hopes of boosting soldier morale.

Working-class soldiers used the magazine to guide them through their unfamiliar roles as

spenders, referencing the magazine for advice on what items to purchase in order to attain

the American dream of affluence. The soldiers had grown up with Playboy and had only

dreamed of achieving the lifestyle depicted within its pages. With the abundance of

products available at cheaper prices in Vietnam, they were now able to experience part of

that good life. The complexity of the consumption process is highlighted by soldiers’ use

172 Interview with Mike Mercer, January 12, 2001, Mike Mercer Collection, VCA, TTU, 21.
173 Fraterrigo, 8-9.
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of Playboy. Not only did the magazine influence the soldiers, allowing for some producer

“manipulation,” but soldiers manipulated the magazine to suit their own needs. Accepting

and rejecting what they took from the magazine, soldiers used Playboy to exert some

control over their time in Vietnam.

American soldiers were not the only ones who consumed Playboy. The

Vietnamese used the magazine to their own benefits by making the magazine fit their

own needs. Some chose to market the magazine while others used it as an invitation into

more lucrative markets like prostitution. North Vietnamese soldiers glanced through the

pages and enjoyed the nude images of women just as American soldiers. South

Vietnamese took advantage of the Playboy Empire to open Playboy Clubs in Saigon and

profit from the cultural icon. The magazine provided a glimpse into the world of

American culture and capitalism, providing the people in Southeast Asia a version of

American life. As Halberstam’s friend argued, whether that life was the truth or not did

not matter. What mattered was that he believed it to be the truth. It is just as likely that

Vietnamese saw the images and ads depicting wealth and prosperity and believed that

true of all Americans. Playboy, then, did not only encourage consumption but produced a

version of America consumed by millions.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION: THE VIETNAMIZATION OF PLAYBOY

In the summer of 2011, a small group of students and I visited Vietnam on a study

abroad tour. We started our exploration of the country in northern Vietnam, stopping first

in Hanoi. On our first day trip outside the city, we were headed to Ha Long Bay, which

required a few hours bus ride. As we travelled through the rice paddies and rural roads, it

was the first time any of us had seen anything other than the city. As we passed through a

smaller village, I was watching outside of the window, soaking up my first experience in

a foreign country when another student called my name. There, in a very small village,

between two other buildings, was a sign that baffles me today. In black and purple it read:

The Playboy Store. We were unable to convince our tour guide to stop, so I will never

know if it was indeed an actual Playboy Store, but that even the façade of one existed in a

tiny village far outside the city limits continues to speak to me today. Later that month, in

Ho Chi Minh City this time, we were walking a few blocks from our hotel in a busy area

of the city when we came across another Playboy Store. Again, we were unable to go

inside, but this one I know for sure actually housed Playboy merchandise. Playboy has

reached popularity not only in the south, an area largely influenced by the West and

America in particular, but also into the north, only hours away from the power central of

the Communist Party. Today, Playboy remains a reminder of American influence in

Vietnam, but it also serves to represent how the Vietnamese have taken something very

American and used it to their own benefit.174

174 Personal Observation, Vietnam Trip, 2011.
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America’s presence in Vietnam is still apparent. While the presence remains most

noticeable in the south, the country has imported and embraced ideas we understand as

typically American. Though a Communist country, the people still embrace the capitalist

culture to create extensive and exhaustive market districts throughout major cities in the

country, both North and South. Of all the legacies America expected to leave there,

possibly one of the unlikeliest is Playboy.175

By studying Playboy during the Vietnam War era, both at home and abroad, we

develop a clearer understanding of two icons from that time: the Playboy Bunny and the

Vietnam soldier. Both took a magazine and company that, on the surface, seemed to

represent everything they were not and manipulated it to suit their own diverse needs.

Bunnies embraced a job often labeled objectifying and sexist because it provided them

with better opportunities than similar jobs available to them at the time. The women used

the objectifying aspects of the job, like the costume and the ogling customers, to explore

their sexuality and build their self-confidence. Using a magazine and company devoted to

urban, wealthy men, these working-class women negotiated better jobs, better pay, better

hours, and better education. In fact, though the popular Playboy icon was the frisky male

rabbit that graced the covers of the magazine, women soon took over that image as the

waitress, the Playboy Bunny, became one of the most iconic symbols of Playboy, both

the corporation and the magazine.

Soldiers in the war embraced many aspects of the magazine because it catered to

their desire to see naked women. While many might have opened the pages of Playboy

for that alone, soldiers soon found a tool they could use to express their own negative

175 Ibid.
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opinions and beliefs about the war without fear of reprisal. The magazine not only

operated as a how-to guide for soldiers when navigating consumption, but soldiers also

consumed Playboy in ways Hefner and the other editors did not foresee. The logo

appeared throughout the war, not only bringing to mind the Playboy philosophy, but also

called to mind soldiers’ own stances and ideologies. Playboy’s target audience might

have been the wealthy and the urbane, but the working soldier found within its pages an

instrument to fulfill their own needs.

By studying Playboy magazine in the context of the Vietnam War, we open up

new avenues of research into military and social history. Combining the two fields

complicates the traditional narratives of each and provides for a richer, better

understanding of soldiers’ lives, in this instance. There is more work to be done that

explores soldiers’ consumption and how it complicates the traditional narrative of a

soldier’s wartime experience. While military history has previously focused on military

campaigns, battles, and strategy, there has been a definite movement to explore the social

and cultural aspects of wartime and military life. This study seeks to speak with that

historiography and bridge the gap between the two disciplines.

This study opened with a quote by Van Michael Davidson stating, “Playboy

nudes are one thing the Americans will leave over here. […] Isn’t it a strange mark of our

involvement in Vietnam?”176 Playboy was a strange legacy indeed, but one that has

endured for over 50 years. Playboy Clubs still exist in villages in both the northern part of

Vietnam as well as the south. The magazine and company serves as a symbol of the

176 Manuscript copy - A Journey to Geneva: A Vietnam Memior by Van M. Davidson (pages 1-167), 2001,
Folder 01, Box 04, Van Michael Davidson Collection, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech
University, 133.
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globalization of consumption and the draw of American life and leisure. The fun-loving,

adventurous, urbane lifestyle portrayed in the glossy pages of Playboy appeals to a

diverse audience to this day. Playboy functioned in an important capacity for soldiers in

Vietnam just as it served its purposes for the Vietnamese. A strange mark it might be, but

Playboy has been a lasting testament to American’s presence and impact on Vietnam.
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