FO UND ER S O F T HE WA LL

ECHOES FROM
T H E WA LL

Throughout American
history, citizens have
organized collective
protests against wars
for various reasons.

DISCUSSION GUIDE

What is the History
of Protest Against
War in the U.S.?

The antiwar movement of the Vietnam
era was widespread across the nation
and included many students.
This lesson plan will involve a review of
public demonstrations and resistance to
US involvement in war, from the Civil War
until today. Students will consider and
debate the various arguments against
war in Vietnam and today, and write their
own opinion pieces on the reasons to
oppose or support military involvement in
a conflict occurring today.

Download the

for use in the
classroom

What is the History of Protest
Against War in the U.S.?

Accompanying
Powerpoint
Presentation

>

PRE-VISIT ACTIVITY

Civil War Conscription

The image to the right is taken from a Harper’s Weekly publication on the riots
that occurred in New York in August of 1863 in response to conscription for Union soldiers.
Ask students to look closely at the illustration and write down their observations:
• Who appears to be depicted? What details do you notice about the context/setting?
• Does there seem to be a particular perspective represented in this image (is the artist
sympathetic to one group or the other)? Why or why not?
• Does this scene look similar to or different from other images of protests against war that
you may have seen?

IN THE CLASSROOM

Why We Oppose War
Begin by asking students: What are some different reasons a person might

oppose a war? The reasons might involve questions of the legality or morality of the war in
question or of war in general, or reasons for opposition might be more personal.

During the Civil War, riots broke out in New York in response to a

draft that was enacted in the Union in 1863. Eligible men aged 25 to 45 were compelled to
serve unless they could pay $300 for a substitute. Much of the opposition expressed by the
public was in response to the draft, and the opposition to the draft was closely related to the
perception of status and power of working class white Americans (particularly Irish
immigrants) in relation to the status of black Americans, who were exempt from service
because they were not considered citizens but enjoyed some of the same freedoms as
citizens in the Union.

During World War I, opponents of U.S. involvement focused on the

inequities of the draft but also demanded protection of free speech, especially after the
enactment of the Sedition and Espionage Acts. The Sedition Act of 1918 made it illegal to
"willfully utter, print, write, or publish any disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abusive language
about the form of the Government of the United States" or to "willfully urge, incite, or
advocate any curtailment of the production" of the things "necessary or essential to the
prosecution of the war." Eugene Debs, pictured in slide 1, was a union leader and presidential
candidate under the Socialist Party of America, who in 1918 delivered a speech in Canton,
Ohio, that led to his arrest and imprisonment under the terms of the Sedition and Espionage
Acts. Ask students to read the excerpt of Debs’ speech included on slide 2. Do you agree or

Cover: Protests against the
war in Vietnam
Top: 1863 draft riots
Bottom: Protesting the
Sedition Act of 1918
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What is the History of Protest
Against War in the U.S.?

Students for a Democratic Society was a student activist
group founded in 1962 that played a prominent role in the spread of campus-based

anti-war activism, with over 450 chapters nationwide by 1966 (before splintering later). As
with previous wars, some of the opposition to the Vietnam war expressed by SDS and
others included a resistance to the draft (see slide 8). Resistance also involved an objection
to what was seen as an exercise in U.S. imperialism (see slide 9)—a resistance to becoming
involved in a foreign conflict that experts would characterize as a post-colonial struggle in
nation building, rather than " the simple fact that South Vietnam, a member of the free world
family, is striving to preserve its independence from communist attack,” as stated in 1964 by
then Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara.

A significant wartime change that came with Vietnam was the

disagree with Debs’ ideas about the nature of war? Do you think his words have relevance in
the 21st century? Slides 3 and 4 show some popular opposition to the Sedition Act, which
many viewed as unconstitutional—and it was repealed two years later in 1920.

Prior to and during World War II, opposition to the war also took the form of
isolationism and non-interventionism, the idea that the U.S. had no incentive or justification
to participate in a foreign war, because U.S. security was not directly threatened (see slide 5).
One of the main organizations leading this anti-war movement was the America First
Committee (formed in 1940), which advocated that American democracy would be
weakened by participation in a European war. Take a look at the poster included on slide 6.
Ask students: What message do you think this poster is trying to communicate?
Play the video of Charles Lindbergh’s address to the nation on behalf of the America First
Committee that is included on slide 7. Ask students: What is Lindbergh questioning or
criticizing about arguments in support of U.S. involvement in the war? How would you
describe Lindbergh’s tone? (Text of address: http://ibiblio.org/pha/policy/1940/1940-10-13a.html)

Opposition to the war in Vietnam involved many of the same reasons that
the American public had expressed in the past: a resistance to compulsory service via the
draft; opposition to U.S. intervention in a foreign conflict; a right to free speech expressing
disapproval for war as an immoral pursuit. There were also some reasons peculiar to
Vietnam: doubts that the Vietnamese communists were properly understood as communists; fears that the United States could not achieve its goals in Vietnam at a reasonable cost;
concerns that Vietnam was not important to US security interests to justify the cost of war.
The face of the anti-war movement of Vietnam was young, just as it was for those who
served- much of the public activism against the war was driven by college students,
especially in the early phases of the conflict.

immediacy and arguably transparency of news coverage of the war. For the first time,
American citizens were exposed to the grim realities of war, including coverage of war crimes
such as the massacre of the civilians of My Lai by U.S. troops in 1968 (see slide 10 for the
iconic news image). With exposure to incidents like these in the media, Americans grew
increasingly disillusioned with the war (disapproval ratings reached 64% in 1970), and
opposition to the war focused on the immorality and futility of U.S. operations in Vietnam.
Americans could see that their government’s policy was not bringing results in either the
military or political spheres. The war continued without an end in sight, and Americans began
to question the government’s conduct of the conflict. Many called for an end to the conflict,
whereas others demanded that the government escalate US involvement further in order to
achieve the elusive victory.

Beginning in 1965 and onward through the duration of the war, university faculty
and students around the nation responded to the increasing disapproval of the war by
hosting “teach-ins,” which involved multi-day seminars on various topics relating to the war’s
legality and morality (see slide 11). The teach-ins represented a non-violent means of voicing
disapproval and organizing for action.

Opposite Left: Eugene Debs
Opposite Right: Commentary on the
Sedition Act
Left: A poster of the America First
Committee
Middle/Right: Posters of the
Students for a Democratic Society
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Perhaps the peak of the anti-war movement was seen in the shootings

is the group Iraq Veterans Against the War
(see slide 16), who organized chapters
across the nation to voice disapproval of the
2003 war in Iraq, and who continue to be
active in warning against continued
operations against ISIS/Da’esh in Iraq and
Syria.

In 1971, the Vietnam Veterans Against the War, an organization of

On slide 17, ask students to compare the
graph of the left (compiling data from Gallup,
Harris, and NROC polls from 1966-1973),
which assesses the shift in Americans’
attitudes toward the Vietnam war and
toward the military, with the graph on the
right (2003-2007 Pew Research polls), which
assesses Americans’ attitudes toward the
Iraq war and toward the military. What trends
do these graphs show? Why might there have
been a shift over time?

at Kent State University in May 1970 (see slide 12). Students at Kent State had organized to
protest the US and South Vietnamese invasion into Cambodia that had been recently
authorized and announced to the public by President Nixon. The protest led to the deaths of
four students at the hands of the National Guard, and marked increasing public tensions
regarding the war. (Optional activity: Ask students to read the original New York Times
article on the event, and ask for their interpretations of President Nixon’s statement).

returned veterans who opposed the war for various reasons, organized what is known as
Operation Dewey Canyon III (see slide 13). This involved a march to the Capitol in Washington, DC, where hundreds of veterans threw their medals earned in war over the Capitol fence,
in a symbolic act of opposition to the war. Later on, VVAW member (now Secretary of State)
John Kerry testified against the war before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Ask
students to read the excerpt of Kerry’s testimony included on slide 14. What do Kerry and
VVAW cite as reasons to oppose the war?

The legacy of the anti-war movement of Vietnam can be seen in the
opposition to recent wars including the conflict in Iraq that began in 2003. On February 15,
2003, protests were staged in over 600 cities worldwide to express opposition to the
impending war in Iraq, which would later be declared in March of 2003 (see slide 15). Despite
the subsequent declaration of war, the February protest is considered to be the largest
protest event in history thus far. In the tradition of the Vietnam era, teach-ins were also
hosted by universities nationwide from 2006-2008 to educate and discuss the impacts and
legality of the war in Iraq. Also following in the path of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War

Regardless of public opinion
regarding any current conflict,
one of the lessons of Vietnam that has
persisted is the need to separate war and
warrior—those who serve should be
recognized for their service.

P O S T-V I S I T AC T I V I T Y

Current Conflicts

Assign students to write op-ed articles to
submit to local or national newspapers on why a given recent
conflict (e.g. Afghanistan, Iraq, etc) was or is:
• Legal vs. illegal – What legislation must be reviewed to
determine whether military involvement is legal?
Above: John Kerry
Right: Vietnam Veterans Against the
War march to the Capitol in 1971
Opposite Top: Iraq Veterans Against
the War participate in
demonstrations against the war
Opposite Bottom: Anti-war
protestors gather in Philadelphia in
2007 to call for support for US
troops and an end to the war in Iraq

• Moral vs. immoral – Just war theory states that some wars,
but not all, are morally justified. What factors determine
whether a war is moral or immoral?

FURTHER
SUGGESTED
READING
An American Ordeal: The
Antiwar Movement of
the Vietnam Era.
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Charles Chatfield.
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University Press, 1990.

Antiwarriors: The
Vietnam War and the
Battle for America’s
Hearts and Minds.

Small, Melvin. Wilmington,
Del.: Scholarly Resources,
2002.

Takin’ It To the Streets: A
Sixties Reader.

Bloom, Alexander and Wini
Breines, eds.
New York: Oxford University
Press, 2011.
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STANDARDS ADDRESSED

Common Core Standards
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.1

Cite specific textual evidence to support
analysis of primary and secondary sources,
attending to such features as the date and
origin of the information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.2

Determine the central ideas or information of
a primary or secondary source; provide an
accurate summary of how key events or
ideas develop over the course of the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.5
Analyze how a text uses structure to
emphasize key points or advance an
explanation or analysis.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specific textual evidence to support
analysis of primary and secondary sources,
connecting insights gained from specific
details to an understanding of the text as a
whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.2

Determine the central ideas or information of
a primary or secondary source; provide an
accurate summary that makes clear the
relationships among the key details and
ideas.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.3

Evaluate various explanations for actions or
events and determine which explanation
best accords with textual evidence,
acknowledging where the text leaves
matters uncertain.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9

Integrate information from diverse sources,
both primary and secondary, into a coherent
understanding of an idea or event, noting
discrepancies among sources.

College, Career, and Civic Life
(C3) Standards
D1.1.9-12

Explain how a question reflects an enduring
issue in the field

D2.Civ.2.9-12

Analyze the role of citizens in the US political
system, with attention to various theories of
democracy, changes in Americans’ participation over time, and alternative models from
other countries, past and present.

D2.Civ.8.9-12

evaluate social and political systems in
different contexts, times, and places, that
promote civic virtues and enact democratic
principles.

D2.His.10.9-12

Detect possible limitations in various kinds
of historical evidence and differing
secondary interpretations

D4.4.9-12

Critique the use of claims and evidence in
arguments for credibility

D4.7.9-12

Assess options for individual and collective
action to address local, regional, and global
problems by engaging in self-reflection,
strategy identification, and complex causal
reasoning.

D2.His.2.9-12

Analyze change and continuity in historical eras
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