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March on Washington: The War Must
Be Stopped (1965)

Students for a Democratic Society

On April 17, 1965, thousands of people came together in Washington, D.C., for
the first national protest against the war in Vietnam. Few Americans ques-
tioned their government’s actions in Vietnam at this point; for most, the war was
a peripheral issue. There were very few American military personnel in Vietnam
before 1965. But questions about the war had begun to surface, especially on the
nation’s college and university campuses. This first national protest was organized by
Students for a Democratic Society, still a small and virtually unknown group. SDS
members had come to believe that the war was immoral, a threat to the cause of
democracy both at home and abroad, and they meant to shake the nation from what
they saw as a dangerous complacency. In a stirring speech, Paul Potter, president of
SDS, linked the war in Vietnam to failures of democracy within American society.
American intervention in Vietnam, he argued that day, did not represent the will of
the American people but instead the interests of an interlocking set of elites—military,
financial, technocratic. “We must name the system,” he declared.

The following document is an SDS leaflet from November 1965, calling for a second
protest, a March on Washington. Some historians have argued that the sort of logic
set forth in this leaflet represents a critical flaw in this strand of the American anti-
war movement: some leaders drew a false equivalency—largely based on ignorance of
Vietnam and its history—between social problems in the United States and the civil war
in Vietnam, between civil rights protesters in America and the Vietnamese National
Liberation Front. How might such an understanding of Americas involvement in
Vietnam shape the course of antiwar protest? Why might the authors of this leaflet have
seen the relationship between domestic social problems and foreign policy this way?

In the name of freedom, America is mutilating Vietnam. In the name of
peace, America turns that fertile country into a wasteland. And in the name
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of democracy, America is burying its own dreams and suffocating its own
potential.

Americans who can understand why the Negroes of Watts can rebel should
understand too why Vietnamese can rebel. And those who know the American
South and the grinding poverty of our northern cities should understand that our
real problems lie not in Vietnam but at home—that the fight we seek is not with
Communism but with the social desperation that makes good men violent, both
here and abroad.

THE WAR MUST BE STOPPED

Our aim in Vietnam is the same as our aim in the United States: that oligarchic rule
and privileged power be replaced by popular democracy where the people make
the decisions which affect their lives and share in the abundance and opportunity
that modern technology makes possible. This is the only solution for Vietnam
in which Americans can find honor and take pride. Perhaps the war has already
so embittered and devastated the Vietnamese that that ideal will require years of
rebuilding. But the war cannot achieve it, nor can American military presence, nor
our support of repressive unrepresentative governments.

The war must be stopped. There must be an immediate cease fire and demo-
bilization in South Vietnam. There must be a withdrawal of American troops.
Political amnesty must be guaranteed. All agreements must be ratified by the par-
tisans of the “other side”—the National Liberation Front and North Vietnam.

We must not deceive ourselves: a negotiated agreement cannot guarantee
democracy. Only the Vietnamese have the right of nationhood to make their
government democratic or not, free or not, neutral or not. It is not America’s role
to deny them the chance to be what they will make of themselves. That chance
grows more remote with every American bomb that explodes in a Vietnamese
village.

But our hopes extend not only to Vietnam. Our chance is the first in a genera-
tion to organize the powerless and the voiceless at home to confront America with
its racial injustice, its apathy, and its poverty, and with that same vision we dream
for Vietnam: a vision of a society in which all can control their own destinies.

We are convinced that the only way to stop this and future wars is to organize
a domestic social movement which challenges the very legitimacy of our foreign
policy; this movement must also fight to end racism, to end the paternalism of our
welfare system, to guarantee decent incomes for all, and to supplant the authori-
tarian control of our universities with a community of scholars.

This movement showed its potential when 25,000 people—students, the pov-
erty-stricken, ministers, faculty, unionists, and others—marched on Washington
last April. This movement must now show its force. SDS urges everyone who
believes that our warmaking must be ended and our democracy-building must

begin, to join in a March on Washington on November 27, at 11 A.M. in front of
the White House.
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Vietnam Veterans against

the War (1971)
John Kerry

y the early 1970s the American people’s initial support of the governn?ent po'lzcy
B in Vietnam had become a yearning for an end to what seemed an mtermma-
ble and unwinnable war. Americans from all walks of life now opeftly questioned
and protested against the war. The antiwar movement had come t(? include groups
such as Business Executives Move for a Vietnam Peace, the Federation of American
Scientists, and Another Mother for Peace. ;

Vietnam Veterans against the War was one of the most inﬂu'entzal an.d controver-
sial antiwar organizations. Created by six Vietnam veterans in 1967, it had thou(;
sands of members by the end of the decade. In April 1971, more than one thousan
VVAW members—many in wheelchairs or on crutches—]ome(i a 200,000-strong
antiwar protest in Washington, D.C. “Bring our brother..s home,” they chanted]:l OZ
April 23, thousands of veterans gathered at the U.S. Capitol, .took the medals they
been given by their nation—including Purple Hearts and Silver Stars—and threw
theI’::s?cZag;ze Capitol building that day, one of their own, John Kerry, tes.tiﬁec.l befor;
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Kerry, a graduate of Yale University, had
joined the navy and served as an officer on a gunboat in the Mekong Delta. He ha
received a Silver Star, Bronze Star, and three Purple Hearts. What he told the 4Senate
committee was devastating. “How do you ask a man to be the last man to die for a
1 ?” he demanded. .
ml;f)i’::Kerry was elected to the U.S. Senate (D., MA) in 1984 and has served since
that date. As Democratic nominee for president, Kerry was narrow'ly defeated in tl.1e
2004 election by the incumbent, George W. Bush. During that electt’on, as the war in
Iraq continued, dividing the American people, the meaning of Kerrys mzlftary service
in Vietnam and his protest against that war became key issues in the national debate
over who should lead the nation.

From “Vietnam Veterans against the War,” statement by John Kerry to the Senate Committee on

Foreign Relations, April 23, 1971.
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We found also that all too often American men were dying in those rice pad-
dies for want of support from their allies. We saw firsthand how monies from
American taxes were used for a corrupt dictatorial regime. We saw that many
people in this country had a one-sided idea of who was kept free by our flag,
and blacks provided the highest percentage of casualties. We saw Vietnam ravaged
equally by American bombs and search-and-destroy missions, as well as by Viet
Cong terrorism, and yet we listened while this country tried to blame all of the
havoc on the Viet Cong.

We rationalized destroying villages in order to save them. We saw America
lose her sense of morality as she accepted very coolly a My Lai and refused
to give up the image of American soldiers who hand out chocolate bars and
chewing gum.

We learned the meaning of free-fire zones, shooting anything that moves, and
we watched while America placed a cheapness on the lives of Orientals.

We watched the United States falsification of body counts, in fact the glori-
fication of body counts. We listened while month after month we were told the
back of the enemy was about to break. We fought using weapons against “oriental
human beings” We fought using weapons against those people which I do not
believe this country would dream of using were we fighting in the European the-
ater. We watched while men charged up hills because a general said that hill has to
be taken, and after losing one platoon or two platoons they marched away to leave

the hill for reoccupation by the North Vietnamese. We watched pride allow the
most unimportant battles to be blown into extravaganzas, because we couldnt
lose, and we couldn’t retreat, and because it didn’t matter how many American
bodies were lost to prove that point, and so there were Hamburger Hills and Khe
Sanhs and Hill 81s and Fire Base 6s, and so many others.

Now we are told that the men who fought there must watch quietly while
American lives are lost so that we can exercise the incredible arrogance of
Vietnamizing the Vietnamese.

Each day to facilitate the process by which the United States washes her hands
of Vietnam someone has to give up his life so that the United States doesn’t have
to admit something that the entire world already knows, so that we can't say that
we have made a mistake. Someone has to die so that President Nixon won't be, and
these are his words, “the first President to lose a war”

We are asking Americans to think about that because how do you ask a man
to be the last man to die in Vietnam? How do you ask a man to be the last man
to die for a mistake?... We are here in Washington also to say that the problem
of this war is not just a question of war and diplomacy. It is part and parcel of
everything that we are trying as human beings to communicate to people in this

country—the question of racism which is rampant in the military, and so many
other questions such as the use of weapons; the hypocrisy in our taking umbrage
at the Geneva Conventions and using that as justification for a continuation of this
war when we are more guilty than any other body of violations of those Geneva
Conventions: in the use of free-fire zones, harassment interdiction fire, search and
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destroy missions, the bombings, the torture of prisoners, the killing of prisoners,
all accepted policy by many units in South Vietnam. That is what we are trying to
say. It is part and parcel of everything.

An American Indian friend of mine who lives in the Indian Nation of Alcatraz
put it to me very succinctly. He told me how as a boy on an Indian reservation he
had watched television and he used to cheer the cowboys when they came in and
shot the Indians, and then suddenly one day he stopped in Vietnam and he said
“my God, I am doing to these people the very same thing that was done to my
people;” and he stopped. And that is what we are trying to say, that we think this
thing has to end.

We are here to ask, and we are here to ask vehemently, where are the leaders
of our country? Where is the leadership? We're here to ask where are McNamara,
Rostow, Bundy, Gilpatrick, and so many others? Where are they now that we, the
men they sent off to war, have returned? These are commanders who have deserted
their troops. And there is no more serious crime in the laws of war. The Army says
they never leave their wounded. The marines say they never leave even their dead.
These men have left all the casualties and retreated behind a pious shield of public
rectitude. They've left the real stuff of their reputations bleaching behind them in
the sun in this country....

We wish that a merciful God could wipe away our own memories of that
service as easily as this administration has wiped away their memories of us. But
all that they have done and all that they can do by this denial is to make more
clear than ever our own determination to undertake one last mission—to search
out and destroy the last vestige of this barbaric war, to pacify our own hearts, to
conquer the hate and the fear that have driven this country these last ten years
and more. And more. And so when thirty years from now our brothers go down
the street without a leg, without an arm, or a face, and small boys ask why, we will
be able to say “Vietnam” and not mean a desert, not a filthy obscene memory, but
mean instead the place where America finally turned and where soldiers like us
helped it in the turning.



