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Abstract 
 

The Vietnam antiwar movement developed in stages that reflected the escalation of 

American involvement in South Vietnam. Between 1962 and 1964 radical pacifist leaders 

responded to this escalation by questioning the legitimacy of an American military 

presence in South Vietnam, identifying the issues of supporting a troubled national 

government that allegedly failed to meet its commitments to social justice, and 

challenging the foundational Cold War policies that defined American involvement in 

Southeast Asia. Through their collected response, the radical pacifists concluded that 

America’s military intervention against Communism in South Vietnam could not succeed 

because of the political, social, and economic instability of that country. For the radical 

pacifists, the American government’s only option was an immediate and complete 

withdrawal of its military personnel from South Vietnam. This thesis examines the work 

of radical pacifists published in Liberation magazine, and other key pacifist documents 

published during this period, to understand their contribution to the early stages of the 

antiwar movement.    
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Even worse, we are once again fighting the wrong war with the wrong 
weapons. The people of South Vietnam want land reform, honest 
government, and higher living standards. Instead we are giving them a 
lesson in the art of “limited war.” 

Sidney Lens1 

 

In 1961, President John F. Kennedy deepened America’s commitment to the 

government of South Vietnam in its fight against Communism, setting into motion the 

prolonged and tragic Vietnam War. As the levels of American military involvement 

intensified, public opposition to that involvement began to grow across America, from 

smaller protests to large-scale marches. Activists such as Sidney Lens challenged the 

American government’s position regarding South Vietnam, offered alternative strategies, 

and stirred the voices of opposition into action. Between 1962 and 1964, radical pacifists 

provided a foundation, in both the printed word and in protest actions, for understanding 

and ultimately rejecting the historical, political, and social dimensions of American 

policies in Southeast Asia.  

This thesis examines the efforts of the radical pacifists with a view toward 

establishing a more comprehensive timeframe of the Vietnam antiwar movement and 

recognizing the foundations established by pacifists upon which the larger movement was 

built. The work of the radical pacifists set the trajectory of opposition into motion by 

questioning the legitimacy of an American military presence in South Vietnam, 

identifying the issues of supporting a troubled national government that allegedly failed 

to meet its commitments to social justice, and challenging the foundational Cold War 

policies that defined American involvement in Southeast Asia. Examination of this earlier 

                                                
1 Sidney Lens, “The Art of Limited War,” Liberation, Vol. VII, No. 1, March 1962, 21; the thesis title is 
drawn from Lens. 
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phase of opposition to American involvement in Vietnam places the antiwar movement 

within the broader context of the peace and social reform movements that had been active 

throughout the twentieth century and in the decades following World War II in particular.  

Introduction 

Between the First and Second World Wars, pacifist ideologies developed in two 

particular directions. One was a moderate pacifism that opposed war in principle, but 

acknowledged it as a necessary response to aggression or as a means of self-defense. A 

second was radical pacifism, a term that refers to the branch of pacifist thought that 

opposed all expressions of war, rejecting all policies that could lead to military action, 

and sought to establish and uphold matters of social justice.2 In the 1940s and 1950s, the 

association of the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE) and the pacifist Fellowship of 

Reconciliation led the radical pacifists to adopt the policies of non-violence that came to 

reflect the national Civil Rights Movement.3 With the continuing growth of the peace 

movement of the late 1950s, the new radicals addressed a wide range of issues facing 

America, including personal expression and domestic issues, as well as international 

concerns.4 In the 1950s, radical pacifism became identified with a variety of distinct 

organizations representing differing aspects of social concern. In order to increase 

effectiveness in planning and communication, these organizations worked together in a 

                                                
2 Scott H. Bennett, Radical Pacifism: The War Resisters League and Gandhian Nonviolence in America, 
1915-1963 (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2003). Bennett also refers to the radical pacifists as 
absolute pacifists (italics in original), xii; Marian Mollin, Radical Pacifism in Modern America: 
Egalitarianism and Protest (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 1-2. 
3 Charles DeBenedetti and Charles Chatfield, An American Ordeal: The Antiwar Movement of the Vietnam 
Era (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1990), 23; Irwin Unger, The Movement: A History of the 
American New Left, 1959-1972 (New York, NY: Dodd, Mead, and Co., 1974), 15-16. Civil Rights leader, 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., challenged activists to stand strong in the face of public opposition and to not 
respond to violence with violence. Even in the midst of beatings, mob resistance, and arrests, civil rights 
activists continued to exercise restraint, demonstrating a commitment to constructive racial integration.  
4 DeBenedetti and Chatfield, American Ordeal, 40. 
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radical pacifist coalition, based in New York, producing publications such as Liberation, 

which provided a valuable expression of a wide range of pacifist causes. A number of 

important leaders, such as A. J. Muste, David Dellinger, David McReynolds, Bayard 

Rustin, and Sidney Lens, are identified with this radical pacifist coalition, as well as a 

wider range of activist associations.  

While radical pacifism has a long, respected history as a voice of opposition to 

American military and social policies, the social challenges of the 1950s such as the Civil 

Rights Movement and the anti-nuclear peace movement prompted a new pacifist 

mandate. In 1956, the radical pacifist core leadership determined America needed a fresh 

approach to radicalism. Their declaration is presented in the document “Tract of the 

Times” and published in the first edition of Liberation in March 1956. The growing 

tensions of the Cold War, the increasing threat of the atomic age, and the imbalance of 

power in the world called for a fresh expression of opposition to US policies.5 Their first 

direction was to reject the accepted forms of radical thought that had proven ineffective 

in the new age. In their view, the approaches of liberalism and Marxism were no longer 

equipped to handle their rapidly changing world. 

The building blocks for a new radicalism were a reaffirmation of the four “root 

traditions” at the heart of radical pacifism. While a detailed evaluation of all pacifist 

traditions is not possible here, identifying them is important in light of the radical pacifist 

response to Vietnam. The first tradition is founded on the Judeo-Christian principles that, 

using the terms “brotherhood” and “fraternity,” uphold issues of human dignity and 

social equality. The second tradition, rooted in the American principle of a “nation 

                                                
5 Editors of Liberation, “Tract of the Times” in Seeds of Liberation, Paul Goodman, ed. (New York, NY: 
G. Braziller, 1965), 3-4; the terms in quotation marks are from the original. 
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conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” 

asserted that the responsibility for human dignity, democracy, and effective institutions 

rests with the government. The third tradition affirmed was the heritage of a wide range 

of radical movements in both Europe and America that had informed their call for a 

“class-less and war-less world.” The fourth tradition identified the important heritage of 

pacifism and nonviolence in which “teachers and saints” such as Mahatma Gandhi 

“rejected war as accursed and unworthy of men and have insisted that injustice and 

violence cannot be overcome by injustice and violence but only by righteousness and 

peace.” The balanced principles of “non-violence and revolutionary collective action” 

became fundamental components of the radical pacifist agenda.6 

In their affirmation of these traditions, the authors of “Tract for the Times” 

rejected the contemporary expressions of liberalism and Marxism. While they affirmed 

liberalism for its emphasis on “humaneness and tolerance,” they ultimately rejected it 

because of its inability to deal with the challenging issues of “war, poverty, boredom, 

authoritarianism and other great evils of the modern world.” This inability stemmed from 

academic approaches to the issues rather than calls for definitive action.7 In their critique 

of Marxism, the writers affirmed its role in matters of economic justice and issues of 

poverty, but they rejected the Marxist acceptance of war and violence as means to social 

and political goals, as had been demonstrated in the Soviet Union. They declared, “It is 

not sound, therefore, to expect to achieve peace through war, justice through violence, 

freedom through dictatorship, or civil liberties through slave labor camps.”8 The radical 

                                                
6 “Tract of the Times,” 4-5. 
7 Ibid., 5-6. 
8 Ibid., 6-7. 
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pacifist pursued an agenda characterized by thoughtful action and a commitment to non-

violence. 

The radical pacifists proposed a “creative synthesis” of the ethical perspective of 

great religious leaders and the practices of the great revolutionists. For them, the 

questions of revolution were not answered by the accumulation of power, but rather 

explained in the transformation of society by “human decision and action.” They firmly 

believed the world could move toward the abolition of war and the building of a “society 

of freedom, mutuality, and peace.”9 In this context, Liberation played a significant role 

by providing information and identifying the implications of America’s expanding 

involvement in Southeast Asia.  

In light of this revised perspective, the radical pacifists were ready to respond to 

America’s growing involvement in South Vietnam. Their commitment to the abolition of 

war and willingness to express non-violent, direct action in opposition to war policies 

established an important foundation for the broader antiwar movement. In writing on 

Vietnam, the radical pacifists reflected the circumstances of their times, maintaining a 

fresh understanding of the events in Vietnam. The writing of the radical pacifists in 

Liberation and WRL News was intended as a call to action. The actions resulting from 

this call developed over time, from protest gatherings with relatively small attendance to 

large-scale events. 

The literature supporting this thesis reflects the central role of writing in 

establishing the radical pacifists’ voice in challenging American policies. In the late 

1950s and early 1960s, the printed word and public declaration were the two leading 

avenues open to pacifist groups for the expression of ideas. Their publications fit well 
                                                
9 “Tract of the Times,” 8-9. 



 6 

into the print culture identified by historian James P. Danky as the “oppositional press.” 

This is a protest print culture that shares “certain attributes: distinctive, radical, and 

sometimes unruly ideas; publishers with limited resources; uncertain distribution; and a 

niche outside the mainstream.”10 The editors and contributing writers of Liberation, WRL 

News, and other pacifist publications were committed to being this voice of opposition. 

One primary source in this study is Liberation magazine. Founded in 1956, 

Liberation grew out of the fresh expression of radical pacifism outlined in “Tract for the 

Times.”11 Under the editorial direction of A. J. Muste, David Dellinger, Bayard Rustin, 

and Sidney Lens, contributors to the monthly editions of Liberation offered evaluation, 

analysis, criticism, and alternatives to a wide range of American policies that appealed to 

a like-minded readership.12                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

 In the early 1960s, when American involvement in Vietnam became more public, 

the editors of Liberation responded with characteristic sober reflection. As the US 

government steadily increased its presence in South Vietnam, with greater numbers of 

military personnel and resources, the analysis and criticism of American policies 

                                                
10 James P. Danky, “The Oppositional Press,” in The Enduring Book: Print Culture in Postwar America, 
ed. David Paul Nord, Joan Shelley Rubin, and Michael Schudson, vol. 5 of A History of the Book in 
America (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 269; see also James Baughman, 
Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen, James P. Danky, eds. Protest on the Page: Essays on Print and the Culture of 
Dissent (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2015). 
11“Tract of the Times,” 3-11; Bennett, Radical Pacifism, 204; James J. Farrell, The Spirit of the Sixties: The 
Making of Postwar Radicalism (New York, NY: Routledge, 1997), 121; James Tracy, Direct Action: 
Radical Pacifism from the Union Eight to the Chicago Seven (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
1996), 85; Lawrence S. Wittner, Rebels Against War: The American Peace Movement, 1933-1983 
(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1984), 237. 
12 A 1959 Liberation reader’s poll indicated two-thirds of readers held college degrees, with more than half 
of these having received graduate degrees. Teachers inclined toward radical views represented the largest 
single occupational category. In terms of social structures, half of the respondents in the poll indicated they 
preferred “cooperative communities” over capitalist, socialist, or communist structures. Readers expressed 
no interest in political parties, but identified affiliation with a wide range of pacifist-radical-civil rights 
organizations. Overall, in matters of social thought, readers reflected “a high degree of tolerance and 
libertarianism,” particularly in relation to social issues. Roy Finch, “The Liberation Poll,” Liberation, IV 
(November 1959), 14-16, summarized in Wittner, Rebels Against War, 238-239.   
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concerning Vietnam in Liberation increased as well. The editors of Liberation were 

committed to informing the American public about the direction of involvement in South 

Vietnam. In addition to Liberation, the WRL News, first published by the War Resisters 

League (WRL) on September 13, 1945, provided insight on Vietnam through the 

perspective of one of the leading radical pacifist organizations of the twentieth Century. 

Founded in 1923 by Dr. Jessie Wallace Hughan (1876-1955), the WRL became a 

powerful voice for non-violent, radical pacifism for the next four decades, and continues 

to champion the cause of pacifist ideas. Historian Scott Bennett has identified the WRL 

as the central organization of the radical pacifist coalition of the 1950s and the 

organization behind the founding of Liberation.13 The WRL News was briefer than 

Liberation, with each edition being no more than six to eight pages in length, as 

compared to the forty-five to fifty pages of Liberation. In style, The WRL News was more 

of a formal newsletter, and less essay-oriented than Liberation. The WRL News reflected 

the specific interests of the WRL, including details related to its partner organization, 

War Resisters International (WRI). As with Liberation, the number of Vietnam-related 

articles in WRL News increased significantly in 1965 as America’s military commitment 

there deepened. In addition to WRL News, WRL leaders David McReynolds and A. J. 

Muste published in July 1964 the important pamphlet Memo on Vietnam, in which they 

developed a detailed explanation of American motivations for involvement in Vietnam 

and called for a withdrawal of American troops.14  

Liberation and WRL News were not the only publications in the early 1960s 

expressing a pacifist response to American involvement in Vietnam. A variety of other 

                                                
13 Bennett, Radical Pacifism, 204 
14 David McReynolds and A. J. Muste. Memo on Vietnam: A Statement Prepared for the War Resisters 
League (New York, NY: War Resisters League, 1964). 
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organizations and interests contributed to the atmosphere of opposition at that time. The 

Catholic Worker, founded by Dorothy Day in 1933, represented a religious expression of 

pacifism. Irving Howe’s Dissent served as a thoughtful counterpart to Liberation and the 

influential I. F. Stone’s Weekly, published by journalist I. F. Stone, presented an 

uncompromising socialist perspective on American policies.15 While these publications 

provided important contributions in distinct ways, Liberation and WRL News reflect the 

clearest radical pacifist perspectives as defined for a new age. 

The scholarly literature exploring the Vietnam antiwar movement presents a 

variety of perspectives concerning the radical pacifists in the development of the 

movement. For example, in The War Within: America’s Battle over Vietnam, Tom Wells 

begins his study of the antiwar movement in 1965, following the traditional historical 

interpretation, without an examination of the environment of opposition that had been 

part of the American social context throughout the twentieth century, including the role 

of radical pacifists in it.16 In contrast to Wells, Nancy Zaroulis and Gerald Sullivan, in the 

oft cited Who Spoke Up? American Protest Against the War in Vietnam, 1963-1975, 

provide more developmental context but in identifying December 29, 1964 as the 

beginning of the antiwar movement, these scholars do not fully assess the role of the 

radical pacifists in helping build a national antiwar movement.17  

A more complete context is found in the excellent work of Charles DeBenedetti 

and Charles Chatfield, An American Ordeal: The Antiwar Movement of the Vietnam Era, 

in which the authors establish the antiwar movement within the vitality of the spirit of 

                                                
15 Tracy, Direct Action, 85; Unger, The Movement, 15. 
16 Tom Wells, The War Within: America’s Battle over Vietnam (Berkley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1994), 13-15. 
17 Nancy Zaroulis & Gerald Sullivan, Who Spoke Up? American Protest Against the War in Vietnam, 1963-
1975 (New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1984). 
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opposition and reform in post-World War II America.18 In the 1950s, the growth of the 

Civil Rights Movement and development of the anti-nuclear Peace Movement provided 

the environment for an organized response opposing American involvement in South 

Vietnam. DeBenedetti’s consideration of the leadership role of the radical pacifists in the 

peace movement establishes their place as influential voices in the early days of the 

antiwar movement. While this contextual foundation is valuable, in following the 

December 29, 1964 origin date, DeBenedetti views the radical pacifists as a bridge 

between the last stages of the Peace Movement and the inauguration of a new type of 

antiwar movement. 

Adam Garfinkle provides a distinct alternative to the 1965 origins scenario. In 

Telltale Hearts: The Origins and Impact of the Vietnam Antiwar Movement, he proposes 

that the antiwar movement developed in three phases, reflecting stages of American 

military escalation. Phase one extends from 1962 to 1966, the second from 1966-

1968/69, and the third from 1969 through to the fall of Saigon in 1975.19 Garfinkle’s 

approach removes the focus on individual organizations and specific events, and supports 

the idea of the development of a broad-scale antiwar movement. He identifies the radical 

pacifists as being one branch of the antiwar perspective, but does not evaluate their 

contribution voice to the fledgling antiwar movement.20  

                                                
18 DeBenedetti and Chatfield, An American Ordeal, 95 . See also: Edward J. Bacciocco, The New Left in 
America: Reform to Revolution, 1956-1970 (Stanford: Hoover Institute Press, 1974); Maurice Isserman, If I 
Had a Hammer . . . : The Death of the Old Left and the Birth of the New Left (New York, NY: Basic Books, 
1987); Marian Mollin, “The Limits of Egalitarianism: Radical Pacifism, Civil Rights, and the Journey of 
Reconciliation.” Radical History Review, Issue 88, Winter 2004, pp. 112-138; Robert Francis Saxe, 
“’Citizens First, Veterans Second’: The American Veterans Committee and the Challenge of Postwar 
‘Independent Progressives.’ War & Society, Vol. 22, No. 2 (October 2004), pp. 75-94; Unger, The 
Movement, 1-24; Lawrence S. Wittner, Rebels Against War, 237.  
19 Adam Garfinkle, Telltale Hearts: The Origins and Impact of the Vietnam Antiwar Movement (New York, 
NY: St. Marten’s Press, 1995), 1-2. 
20 Ibid., 67-68. 
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Within the broader context of the antiwar movement, the role of radical pacifists 

is presented as one thread in the wholesale tapestry of opposition to the war in Vietnam. 

Other authors have expanded on the historical development of the radical pacifists from a 

variety of perspectives. In Radical Pacifism: The War Resisters League and Gandhian 

Nonviolence in America, 1915-1963, Scott Bennett examines the historical development 

of the War Resisters League but provides minimal analysis of the role of the WRL in the 

context of Vietnam. According to Bennett, the WRL filled the leader’s role among the 

radical pacifist organizations of the early 1960s, even as the editors of Liberation 

represented a variety of activist organizations.21 Marion Mollin in Radical Pacifism in 

Modern America: Egalitarianism and Protest builds her thorough study of radical 

pacifism in the decades following World War II around questions of egalitarian identity. 

Her claim is that while the radical pacifists presented a spirit of gender-equality, they 

were, in reality, a gendered organization in which the identities of men and women were 

shaped in distinct ways.22 This being said, Mollin’s work adds much to our understanding 

of the radical pacifist approach to non-violent direct action. 

Studies of the volatile 1960s present the antiwar movement within a textured, 

multi-faceted cultural context that included the Civil Rights Movement, the women’s 

liberation movement, racial tensions and urban unrest, and the counterculture 

movements. Because of these sweeping perspectives, detailed discussions of the antiwar 

movement are limited. At the same time, these studies offer distinct perspectives on the 

events of the decade. James J. Farrell in The Spirit of the Sixties:The Making of Postwar 

Radicalism emphasizes what he refers to as the concept of political personalism which, 

                                                
21 Bennett, Radical Pacifism, 204. 
22 Mollin, Radical Pacifism in Modern America, 2-3. 
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among other ideas, emphasized the “inviolable dignity of persons.”23 Examinations of 

transformative events provide helpful insights into the shifting cultural landscape. In The 

Free Speech Movement: Coming of Age in the 1960s, author David Goines explores 

events at the University of California, Berkley that profoundly shaped the antiwar 

movement. Participant histories of the radical movements of the 1960s reveal much about 

the volatility of that decade. Former SDS leader Todd Gitlin’s account, The Sixties: Years 

of Hope, Days of Rage, offers helpful insights into the ideological turmoil of that decade. 

While helpful for understanding the cultural context of the 1960s, these varied 

approaches do not provide detailed examination of the roots of the antiwar movement, 

and offer little concerning the role of the radical pacifists in that movement.24  

America’s involvement in South Vietnam was an unfolding drama, with each 

scene calling for a different type of oppositional response, which the radical pacifists 

provided in their writings. The changing nature of the social, political, and military 

situation in South Vietnam prompted a flexible response of opposition. Between 1962 

through 1964, Liberation magazine published a series of editorials and essays examining 

and challenging American policies in Vietnam. Its aim was to build an informed base of 

opposition in response to the policies established US government. Initially, President 

John F. Kennedy looked to national newspapers to help build public support concerning 

                                                
23 Farrell, The Spirit of the Sixties, 7-8. 
24 Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage (New York, NY: Bantam Books, 1987, 1989); 
David Lance Goines, The Free Speech Movement: Coming of Age in the 1960s (Berkley, CA: Ten Speed 
Press, 1993). For specific discussion of the 1960s see: Stewart Burns, Social Movements of the 1960s: 
Searching for Democracy (Boston, MA: Twayne Publishers, 1990); David Farber, ed. The Sixties: From 
Memory to History (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1994); Simon Hall, Peace 
and Freedom: The Civil Rights and Antiwar Movements in the 1960s (Philadelphia, PA: University of 
Philadelphia Press, 2005); Peter B. Levy, ed., America in the Sixties – Right, Left, and Center: A 
Documentary History (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1998); James Miller, “Democracy in the Streets”: From 
Port Huron to the Siege of Chicago (New York, NY: Touchstone, Simon & Shuster, Inc., 1987); Edward P. 
Morgan, The 60s Experience: Hard Lessons about Modern America (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University 
Press, 1991). 
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America’s role in South Vietnam. For example, on July 22, 1962, the New York Times 

published a full-page explanation of the circumstances in South Vietnam, complete with 

maps, titled “U. S. Heavily Committed in Struggle to Save South Vietnam.”25 However, 

as correspondents reported more and more unfavorable news, the administration opted for 

a policy of news management in which access to sources was limited and news reports 

were controlled to ensure presentation of a positive picture of Vietnam to the American 

people. The New York Times reported General Paul Harkins, former Military Assistance 

Group (MAG) commander in Saigon and supported by officials in Washington, had 

established a basic policy of optimism as an element in the war against the Communist 

insurgents in South Vietnam. In light of this policy, the Times stated, any news reports 

“that undermined such optimism, regardless of their accuracy, would be thwarted.”26 

Intentional management of the mainstream press by administration officials led to a one-

sided view of the state of conflict. Even with the diligent efforts of correspondents such 

as Homer Bigart of the New York Times, whose influential work explored the instability 

of the situation in South Vietnam, the American public remained largely uninformed 

about the military and political circumstances facing that country.27 A December 29, 

1964 New York Times editorial, acknowledging the Johnson administration’s much 

needed changes to their press policies, summarized the news environment in unflinching 
                                                
25 “U. S. Heavily Committed in Struggle to Save South Vietnam,” New York Times, Week in Review, July 
22, 1962, p. 3; map reprinted in Daniel C. Hallin, The “Uncensored War”: The Media and Vietnam 
(Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1986), ii.  
26 Jack Raymond, “U.S. Spurs Flow of Vietnam News,” New York Times, July 21, 1964, Sec. 1, p. 1; 
William Prochnau, Once Upon a War: David Halberstam, Neil Sheehan, Peter Arnett – Young War 
Correspondents and Their Early Vietnam Battles (New York, NY: Vintage Books, Random House, 1995), 
166. 
27 Homer Bigart, “Vietnam Victory Remote Despite U.S. Aid to Diem.” New York Times, July 25, 1962, 
Sec. 1, P. 1,4; Bigart, “Anti-Communist Struggle in South Vietnam Hampered by a Dictatorial Regime.” 
New York Times Service, The Globe and Mail, July 30, 1962, p. 6; Prochnau, Once Upon a War, 71-79; 
Hallin, The “Uncensored War,” 28-32; Gary C. Tallman & Joseph P. McKerns. ““Press Mess:” David 
Halberstam, the Buddhist Crisis, and U.S. Policy in Vietnam, 1963,” Journalism & Communication 
Monographs, 10/2000, Vol. 2, Issue 3, p. 115. 
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terms: “The US government’s negative – indeed repressive and distorted – news policies 

obscured the purposes and progress of the war. The public was not only misinformed by 

the government spokesmen but unpalatable facts were withheld and the truth 

subverted.”28 In light of this journalistic environment, the articles in Liberation stoked the 

fires of active opposition by informing readers, deepening their understanding of the 

issues, and stirring them to action.  

Criticism of the Diem Regime 

Social activist and Liberation editor Sidney Lens set the tone of radical pacifist 

opposition in a March 1962 editorial titled “The Art of Limited War.”29 This editorial is 

the earliest discussion in Liberation of the Kennedy administration’s increasing military 

involvement in South Vietnam. News of the government’s plan to send an additional 

4,000 military personnel to South Vietnam stirred Lens to question the nature of 

America’s role in Southeast Asia. Between 1955 and 1960, while the Eisenhower 

administration had maintained a modest military presence of 692 advisers working under 

the direction of the Military Assistance and Advisory Group (MAAG), military assistance 

represented 72 percent of all foreign aid given to that country. In 1961 the Kennedy 

administration increased the number of advisers in South Vietnam to over 3200, and to 

over 9,000 by the end of 1962.30 Sidney Lens prepared his editorial within this context of 

dramatic increases in American military deployment to South Vietnam. He presented a 

straightforward evaluation of a military action that was beginning to draw the attention of 

the American people, and in it Lens introduced a number of significant themes that 
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shaped the radical pacifist response to South Vietnam. In the first of these themes, Lens 

focused on the Kennedy administration’s ongoing support of South Vietnamese President 

Ngo Dinh Diem, whose divisive policies and inconsistent national leadership were a 

central issue in the growing conflict in South Vietnam.  

A detailed examination of the Diem regime is not possible here, but an evaluation 

of Diem’s policies and relationship with the United States is necessary to understand 

America’s involvement in Vietnam.31 In 1954, international representatives met at a 

conference in Geneva, Switzerland to negotiate the end of hostilities in the French 

Indochina War and establish the independent countries of Cambodia, Laos, and 

Vietnam.32 The Geneva Accords, as they are known, recognized the existing civil conflict 

in Vietnam and established a two-zone division along a military line of demarcation at 

the seventeenth parallel, thus creating both North and South Vietnam.33 The Accords also 

stated that no foreign power was permitted to establish a military presence in the new 

nations of the region, including the deployment of troops and the establishment of 

military bases there. In the meantime, the political direction of South Vietnam required 

new leadership, which led international representatives, with strong United States 
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support, to appoint Diem as president of South Vietnam in 1954. Initially committed to 

establishing a democratic government in that country while standing strong against the 

increasing activity of communist insurgents in the south, Diem soon proved unwilling to 

move toward democratic and social reforms. Even with the large amounts of aid coming 

from the United States between 1955 and 1960, South Vietnam did not experience 

consistent economic stability. Over that period, South Vietnam received over a billion 

dollars in US aid, with another half-billion dollars in military equipment and supplies.34 

The structure of US aid programs to South Vietnam continued to be a point of tension 

between the two countries. Diem’s dependence on American aid to sustain basic 

economic foundations in South Vietnam led many US officials to question the American 

government’s aid strategy. 35  

While he was writing in the early stages of the Kennedy administration’s military 

build-up, with more problematic issues related to President Diem yet to unfold, Sidney 

Lens already understood the corrupt nature of the Diem administration and the divisive 

policies that were ruining the country. The Vietnamese people in the countryside either 

supported the communist Vietcong, or at least declined opposing them, because the South 

Vietnamese government had nothing better to offer.36 In light of the political environment 

in South Vietnam, Lens summarized the Diem regime in ominous terms, “Fear is 

rampant, totalitarianism complete” and declared, somewhat prophetically, “Despite [US 

Secretary of Defense Robert] McNamara’s optimism, the United States is heading for a 
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humiliating defeat.”37 Even in 1962, Lens discerned the situation in South Vietnam as 

dire and dangerous. 

As noted earlier, between 1961 and 1963, the Diem government continued to 

struggle with failing social policies and faulty military strategies that further divided the 

country. The religious make-up of South Vietnam proved to be a critical point of 

division. In 1963, 70 percent of the population was Buddhist; 10 percent of the 

population, including the cultural and political leadership, were educated Catholics. In 

May 1963, Buddhist monks in the ancient city of Hue raised a religious flag in honour of 

Buddha’s birthday. When confronted by government officials, the Buddhists refused to 

obey a law prohibiting the display of non-national flags. In response, government troops 

fired into the crowd, killing eight Buddhist demonstrators. President Diem’s failure to 

settle the dispute led to weeks of demonstrations that eventually spread to Saigon. The 

Buddhist unrest reached a pivotal point on June 11, 1963 when the 73-year-old monk, 

Thich Quang Duc, immolated himself on a Saigon street as an act of religious protest, 

further strengthening the Buddhist opposition to the Diem regime. Associated Press 

correspondent Malcolm Brown’s photograph of Duc became one of the most dramatic 

images of the war. One month later, Vietnam’s most famous writer, Nguyen Tuong Tam, 

recalling Duc’s self-immolation, committed suicide as an act of protest against the 

unresponsive Diem government. The Buddhist unrest continued for months, leading to a 

military coup and the assassination of President Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu, on 

November 1, 1963.38  

While the assassination of President Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Ngu altered 
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the political environment in South Vietnam, succeeding governments made little progress 

in matters of social and political reform.39 Yet the American government continued to 

support a military enterprise in South Vietnam because of their resolve, no matter how 

unbalanced the struggle, to stand against the spread of Communism in the world.  

Understanding International Contexts 

While the war in South Vietnam in 1964 touched all regions of that country, the 

political nature of the conflict reflected a broader international context. For radical 

pacifists, this context provided an important challenge to the American government’s 

claims concerning its presence in South Vietnam. In July 1964, David McReynolds and 

A. J. Muste prepared their pamphlet Memo on Vietnam for the War Resisters League in 

which they examined and questioned the basic principles of America’s involvement in 

Vietnam.40 McReynolds and Muste opened their statement by acknowledging the 

complex international situation in Southeast Asia. The former colonial territory of French 

Indochina became four countries: Laos, Cambodia, North Vietnam, and South Vietnam. 

The authors claimed that the developing relations of these countries was a confusing 

situation only made worse by the United States government “consistently misrepresenting 

the facts” related to the political situations in these distinct, sovereign nations.41 The 

misrepresented facts, in this case, were America’s claim that the sole purpose of its 

presence in South Vietnam was to protect the democratic freedom and independence of 

that nation from the Communist rebels supported by North Vietnam, which in turn, was 
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controlled by Communist China.42 As presented by McReynolds and Muste, these claims 

by the US government placed America in the position of protector and monitor of 

democratic interests in Southeast Asia.  

McReynolds and Muste rejected these claims. Instead, they asserted, “These 

American-made pictures are seriously misleading.”43 If these claims were taken at face 

value, they would have pointed to a narrow set of interests. However, the claims 

represented a much broader American political agenda to McReynolds and Muste. The 

authors established that agenda by identifying America’s efforts at “containing” China 

following its national revolution in 1949.44. McReynolds and Muste linked America’s 

strategy of “containing” China to the establishment throughout Asia of a ring of military 

bases and political alliances in Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Pakistan, and 

Taiwan.45 India and Burma were perceived as weak points in what the authors refer to as 

the “chain of iron” established by the US, which required particular efforts by the 

American C.I.A. in order to strengthen that region.46 In light of this process of 

containment, the French withdrawal from Indochina in 1954 created a point through 

which China could assert its influence over Southeast Asia. American interests in 

Vietnam were part of a broader international program of military presence and political 

influence.  
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In response, the American government in 1961, in violation of the Geneva 

Accords, began a concentrated military endeavor to support the Diem regime, labeling 

the thousands of military personnel stationed there as “advisors” and the millions of 

dollars in military resources as “replacement” supplies. McReynolds and Muste identified 

these euphemistic details of American involvement in South Vietnam as elements of 

fiction, that is, fabricated notions used to support an interventionist agenda.47 Even with 

the repeated claims from US officials that North Vietnam had been providing large 

amounts of supplies to the guerrillas, the United States was the only foreign power to 

have intervened in South Vietnam. As of 1964 there had been no concrete evidence that 

North Vietnam had been involved in the conflict, but judging by the amount of recovered 

weapons, it was clear the Americans had been. McReynolds and Muste cited reports from 

military officials that 75 percent of all weapons seized from rebel fighters were American 

made, with the remaining 25 percent being rudimentary homemade weapons. The authors 

did not miss the irony of this situation by noting that the United States had not only 

violated a significant international agreement by supplying weapons to South Vietnam, 

but had also become the “major source of supply, albeit indirectly, to the Vietcong 

itself.”48 For McReynolds and Muste, the irony of the American position could not have 

been clearer. The United States had become deeply invested in South Vietnam’s national 

civil war. As well as being the only foreign power to intervene in that conflict, the South 

Vietnamese government supported by the United States had, itself, lost the support of the 

majority of its citizens.  
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McReynolds and Muste began the Memo on Vietnam with a discussion of 

“containing” China, and asserted American involvement in South Vietnam was not an 

effort to uphold a democratic government. Rather, the US government’s goal was to 

establish a strategic position in Southeast Asia to strengthen the goal of containment.49 

The radical pacifists supported ideas of national self-determination free of outside 

intervention, and they did not perceive the presence of major powers in former colonial 

territories as assisting a nation, but rather, using it for Imperialist purposes. McReynolds 

and Muste concluded that America’s efforts at establishing a point of containment of 

China had been at the cost of a stable, neutralist nation in Southeast Asia.50  

In light of the political and moral nature of the conflict in Vietnam, what were the 

prospects of a South Vietnamese victory over the Communist insurgents? McReynolds 

and Muste summarized the American position in Vietnam as being “trapped in a situation 

where no traditional military victory can be won….”51 The circumstances facing the 

Americans were such that increasing the number of troops in the country and providing a 

wider range of military resources would not have altered their conclusion. By mid-1964 

the Vietcong had shown increased organization and effectiveness in their strategy. There 

were no signs in the current state of the conflict to suggest the South Vietnamese and 

American forces could reverse the direction of the conflict. To illustrate the challenge of 

waging such a war, McReynolds and Muste identified two recent conflicts involving 

French troops. The first example illustrated the cost in personnel. Prior to its withdrawal 
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in 1954, France had placed 400,000 troops in Indochina. In the end, France had to 

negotiate its way out of Indochina. The second conflict involved the questions of 

logistical requirements. Over the same period, the French fought in Algeria where they 

had well-established supply lines. After eight years, the French were forced to withdraw 

from Algeria. The authors concluded how naïve it would be for the Americans to believe 

that they, working with a weakened, disheartened government army, in a location over 

8,000 miles from the United States, could accomplish what the French could not do in 

eight years of fighting. 52 The lessons to be learned from recent French history could have 

gone a long way to shape the American experience in Vietnam. However, as with other 

elements of the conflict, the fight against Communism prevented American officials from 

appreciating the historical context of Southeast Asia. 

McReynolds and Muste explained that the challenges of participating in a war that 

could not be won, the US government’s record of issuing deceitful information, and “an 

adolescent faith in being able to “lick anybody” made talk of expanding the war an easy 

next step.53 The authors’ objection to this expansionist idea followed two directions. 

Their ideological objection was rooted in pacifist grounds, which viewed any further 

direction toward war as morally wrong. Their second objection was based primarily on 

military concerns. Any plan of expanding the war meant to move the conflict more 

directly against North Vietnam and China, for which, at this point, there was no evidence 

of any involvement. This, of course, would have required a tremendous increase of 

military personal and resources. The problem was that moving forward with plans of 

expansion would mean losing sight of the present conflict. In mid-1964, the Vietcong 
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controlled the southern districts of South Vietnam along the Mekong Delta. In this 

location they were cut off from North Vietnam and Laos. If an expansion were necessary, 

moving south would have been a more strategic move. 54 For McReynolds and Muste, the 

logic here was clear. With the immediate area of conflict already identified, manned, and 

equipped with American and Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) resources, there 

was no need to move in new directions and establish new fronts in the war. The questions 

of expansion only added to the list of illogical, miscalculated, and naïve military and 

political strategies that shaped the American experience in South Vietnam. For 

McReynolds and Muste, the American idea of fighting Communist forces in South 

Vietnam as part of the Cold War picture of containing China was a misguided effort 

lacking an awareness of historical precedents in Indochina and driven by an American 

patriotic zeal.  

In light of this evidence and the arguments concerning the futility of American 

policies in Vietnam, what course of action was open to the United States? McReynolds 

and Muste declared, in no uncertain terms, “American policy in South Vietnam is at a 

dead end.”55 The struggle against the Vietcong had produced little sustainable success. 

The continuing supply of personnel and resources had not reversed the direction of the 

conflict. In the Cold War context of 1964, if more aggressive military policies prevailed, 

the idea of nuclear weapons was feared a distinct possibility.56 Clearly the direction of the 

conflict in South Vietnam required a different course of action. 

Not content to merely identify the serious problems surrounding the American 

effort in South Vietnam, McReynolds and Muste offered thoughtful steps toward 
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resolution of the conflict. The clearest and most direct point of resolution was to 

withdraw all American forces from South Vietnam.57 Their rationale in terms of the 

broader political context suggested that as long as American officials remained in South 

Vietnam and directed military actions specifically toward North Vietnam, the greater the 

danger of drawing China into the region thus provoking escalation of a broader 

international conflict. However, a direct withdrawal of US forces would have perhaps 

created an environment where South Vietnam would have been able to direct its own 

future without Chinese intervention. 58  For the radical pacifists, the withdrawal of 

American forces from South Vietnam would have eased the political tensions in 

Southeast Asia and provided the best foundation for rebuilding a strong South Vietnam.  

The authors also addressed the question of resolution through the participation of 

international political representation. One suggestion had been for the United States to 

call for reconvening the fourteen nations of the Geneva conference initially responsible 

for the 1954 Accords to revise and direct a new initiative for the nations of Southeast 

Asia. Another suggestion had been to turn the situation over to the United Nations for a 

more broad-based resolution.59 McReynolds and Muste expressed support for any 

negotiated effort to resolve the conflict, but recognized the nature of the political process. 
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In this they rejected the notion of beginning the withdrawal process once the negotiation 

process was settled. They believed negotiation was a necessary first step and should 

coincide with negotiations toward establishing neutralized nations in Southeast Asia.  

Identifying the Conflict 

In a September 1964 article in Liberation titled “The Civil War in Vietnam,” 

former US economist in Southeast Asia, Robert S. Browne, examined at length the nature 

of the conflict in South Vietnam. His title emphasized the view that the events in Vietnam 

were a national civil war, not meant for US intervention. Written soon after the Gulf of 

Tonkin incident, Browne opened the article with reference to it and offered a descriptive 

overview of the state of America’s role in South Vietnam at that time.60 He observed that 

the increasing American military intervention would likely lead to open conflict between 

the US and North Vietnam.61 

For Browne, the Gulf of Tonkin incident was a critical turning point in the 

American presence in South Vietnam and, because of its volatility, the necessity of a 

negotiated settlement was of the utmost priority. The increased tensions around the Gulf 

of Tonkin incident illustrated what Browne called the “untenable political, moral, and 

military dilemma” facing the United States in South Vietnam and, in spite of expressions 

of optimism from the State Department, the US was losing “respect and influence, men 
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and money, dignity and maneuverability.” 62 Rather than rethinking their position on 

Vietnam, even with the increasing number of casualties, and the on-going expenditure of 

millions of dollars, American officials were calling for escalation of the war effort, which 

Browne concluded might lead to the use of nuclear weapons.63 While references to 

nuclear weapons pointed to a worst-case, and unlikely, scenario given the existing 

tensions around the issues of nuclear weapons in that period, it is understandable that 

they would be mentioned in the escalation context.  

Numbers defined one dimension of the unfolding conflict in South Vietnam. 

America’s in-country personnel numbered 16,000 advisors, and ARVN consisted of 

250,000 soldiers. However, the social and political context of the war defied the numbers. 

Even with a vast array of US military hardware, weapons, supplies, and chemicals, 

ARVN could not defeat 25,000 guerrilla fighters. The best the American force could have 

achieved was a stalemate because of the continuing civilian support given to the 

guerrillas in the South. Browne explained that the lack of civilian support for the 

government was one of the major problems in South Vietnam. The government had done 

little to improve the social, economic, and political conditions in the country and the 

people believed there was no other avenue of opposition to the South Vietnamese 

government than to give their support to the Communist insurgents. Thus, the situation in 

South Vietnam, in which the citizens of the country were expressing a strong opposition 

to the government, was a civil war.64 In keeping with their anti-war and anti-Imperialist 

views, radical pacifists thus rejected ongoing US intervention in a foreign civil war, no 

matter how policy advisors had justified it.  
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In summarizing the historical context, Browne stated the US offered substantial 

military and financial support to develop a democratic nation “to serve as a bulwark 

against the spread of Communism and as a model example of what a new society could 

achieve by aligning itself with the United States.”65 Browne’s analysis of this lofty goal 

underscored two important points that radical pacifists had long questioned. First, the 

driving force behind US involvement in South Vietnam was the fight against 

Communism; all decisions were made from this foundation. Second, the notion of 

developing a model society would require a prolonged link with the United States, and 

America was more than willing to make the investment. However, Browne observed that 

establishing such a program was “virtually impossible” in the political and social 

environment of South Vietnam at that time.66 One reason was American official’s lack of 

familiarity with Southeast Asia. Between 1954 and 1960, the geographical, political, and 

social learning curve proved to be significant in directing the struggle in South Vietnam. 

However, the directions taken by President Diem in shaping South Vietnam became even 

more problematic after 1960. Browne observed that Diem soon came to “symbolize 

precisely the sort of tyranny against which our efforts were meant to be directed.”67 The 

American advisory forces ended up fighting in a civil war on two fronts, one against the 

guerrilla insurgents and the other against the independent and unpredictable Diem.  

By the time President Kennedy decided to increase the America military presence 

in Vietnam in 1961, the anti-government forces in South Vietnam had grown in both 

numbers and in tactical efficiency. As noted, the Vietcong were adept at winning the 

support of the South Vietnamese villagers who had long felt alienated from the dictatorial 
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Diem government. The counterinsurgency strategy adopted by the Kennedy 

administration employed an increased number of military advisors, an expanded array of 

military equipment, and billions of dollars of support for both ARVN and for a wide 

range of social and economic development projects.68 The American government’s 

rationale for its continued support of the Diem regime, and those governments that 

followed him, was their shared, unwavering commitment to fighting communism by 

supporting democracy. However, as Browne pointed out with great irony, the US was 

supporting a South Vietnamese government the South Vietnamese people were 

rejecting.69 At its fundamental level, the conflict in South Vietnam was between the 

South Vietnamese government and its citizens who opposed that government because of 

its lack of commitment to positive reforms and its inattention to the basic needs of its 

people. The radical pacifists built their arguments and urged action around this reality. 

They sought to expose the problem of waging a war against Communism and allegedly in 

support of building democracy, while neglecting the basic needs of the South Vietnamese 

people. 

In their response to American involvement in South Vietnam, the radical pacifists 

addressed the social and political issues shaping the conflict, but also the nature of the 

conflict itself. The weapons of war utilized by America in its commitment to the fight 

against Communism in South Vietnam contradicted the publicly stated desire for social 

and economic development in that country. The United States supported what Browne 

referred to as “inhuman pacification tactics of dubious effectiveness.”70 This description 
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echoed the strong assessment of McReynolds and Muste in which they declared a “moral 

denunciation” of the wide range of practices that marked America’s war program.71 

These tactics included US financial support for President Diem’s Strategic Hamlet 

program initiated in 1962.72 In addition, Browne pointed to the self-defeating use of 

chemical weapons such as the defoliant Agent Orange used to clear wooded areas and 

reduce hiding places for guerrilla troops. Browne noted the unintended, but apparently 

accepted, side effect of crops destroyed by chemical defoliants. He did not overlook the 

irony of seeking to establish resources and providing for the social and economic health 

of the South Vietnamese, while at the same time destroying crops that might have 

sustained them and drawn them to support the government.73 Added to this, the 

controversial use of torture and the burning of villages as methods of interrogation about 

the practices of the enemy further alienated Vietnamese citizens. It is no wonder, Browne 

concluded, that such practices fostered resentment on the part of its citizens rather than 

loyalty to the South Vietnamese government and its support of an American presence in 

their country.74 The commitment to fighting Communists dominated the American 

agenda, leaving the people of South Vietnam the victims of that commitment.  

The lack of success in containing the Communist insurgents in South Vietnam 

prompted American forces to consider North Vietnam as the source of the conflict. While 

disagreements persisted concerning the influence of Hanoi on the guerrilla fighters in the 
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South, in 1964 North Vietnam became the focus of American military interests.75 In the 

summer of 1964 discussions of a bombing campaign against North Vietnam began, with 

the goal of destroying any potential supply lines and support routes for southern rebels. 

However, as Browne explained, the impact of a bombing campaign against North 

Vietnam would have done little to change the direction of the conflict in the south, and 

would have added to the already negative perceptions of American presence in South 

Vietnam. “Such action,” Browne wrote, “would further fasten upon the United States the 

image of unprovoked destroyer of Asian peoples and their property.”76 By 1964, the 

situation in South Vietnam had become precarious. The government of South Vietnam 

was unstable and the country’s social and economic infrastructure required direct 

attention. The tide of the conflict was shifting toward support of the guerrilla fighters. 

America had dug itself in with little prospect of helping the South Vietnamese army make 

significant gains against the rebels.  

What then were the options facing American officials concerning the ongoing 

conflict in South Vietnam and how did the radical pacifists understand them? In light of 

the challenging nature of the civil war in South Vietnam, the excessive cost of the 

conflict in both lives and resources, and the lack of a clear course of action, Browne 

turned to exploring the concept of an American-aided ARVN victory in South Vietnam. 

Browne asserted that the prestige of the United States had already been damaged through 

its involvement in Vietnam, and that a conventional victory was unlikely. He posited that 

the prudent course of action for the United States would be to avoid any further 
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humiliation and “save face,” which implied withdrawing from further involvement in the 

conflict in South Vietnam.77 However, consideration of a victory required thinking 

beyond perceptions of the American position in South Vietnam. The situation in South 

Vietnam was not a conventional conflict between armies meeting on battlefields. It was 

not strictly a struggle of capitalism against Communism. At its most basic level, 

according to radical pacifist interpretation, the conflict in South Vietnam was a civil war 

between discontent, oppressed citizens and an authoritarian government out of touch with 

the needs of its people. Browne acknowledged the complications of reaching a negotiated 

settlement in Vietnam, but recognized the risks of that process outweighed the present 

course of action.78    

Political Considerations 

A. J. Muste continued the discussion of the political context of Vietnam in the 

October 1964 Liberation article “Vietnam: The Political Reality.” Echoing the work of 

the editors of Dissent, Muste examined questions of the political nature of the conflict, 

which led in turn to important considerations concerning its resolution.79 Muste argued 

that any measure of resolution in Vietnam had to begin with a fundamental change of 

attitude on the part of the American government and citizens concerning Communism 

and Communist countries.80 This bold assertion went firmly against the Cold War views 

that gave rise to the policy of containment and shaped the expression of military 

enterprise in the decades following World War II. In the early 1960s, Communist leaders 

had been more assertive in establishing their place in the geopolitical world. The brief 
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Kennedy administration had been required to address the Communist revolution in Cuba 

and the related Cuban missile crisis, the construction of the Berlin Wall, Communist 

challenges in Laos, and amplified rhetoric from Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev 

concerning the role of the Soviet Union in assisting nations seeking liberation from 

colonial rule. President Kennedy shaped his 1961 inauguration speech, in part, around 

America’s commitment to assist nations seeking to build democratic foundations.81 South 

Vietnam, under the leadership of President Diem, had been established in response to the 

pressures of Communist forces in that country. Broad expressions of American political 

and social culture had been shaped to view the expression of Communism with suspicion 

and disdain. The boldness of Muste’s call for an attitudinal change concerning 

Communism challenged a deeply rooted reality in America. For two decades, the foreign 

policy of the United States government and the cultural context of Americans had been 

shaped by the stand against Communism. A change of attitude concerning Communism 

would require a shift in that cultural landscape. In light of the times, Muste’s suggestion 

seems perhaps unrealistic, but the values that drove the radical pacifist perspective 

nonetheless made the suggestion possible. 

Muste argued that the US claimed the American military was in South Vietnam to 

assist that country’s government in its fight against the Communist rebels seeking its 

overthrow. In the larger picture, as presented in the Memo on Vietnam, the American role 

in Vietnam was to contain Communist China and prevent the domination of Communist 

ideas throughout Southeast Asia. As long as the American government and its citizens 

continued to view Communists as a fundamental threat to democratic ideals, the 
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justification of war would continue. Only a changed attitude toward the Communists 

would allow the US government to loosen its military grip on the nation. 

The first evidence of this changed attitude would have been a complete 

withdrawal of American personnel from South Vietnam.82 There were no half-measures 

in Muste’s perspective. A partial troop withdrawal based on the progress of negotiations 

or settlement conditions would only prolong the conflict. The order to withdraw 

American forces would have to be completed within a defined timeframe and, once 

issued, the withdrawal order would have to overrule any negative consequences of that 

withdrawal on the political landscape. A military withdrawal from South Vietnam was 

necessary, even if it resulted in what would appear to be a Communist takeover. The risk 

of a Communist takeover is what required a change of attitude and a fresh willingness to 

develop healthier working relationships with that government.83 However, Muste 

recognized the attitudinal change he proposed would not come easily. The prevailing 

position concerning America’s role in South Vietnam perpetuated the notion that the 

battle was between democracy (good) and Communism (evil) and that because of this, 

the US government believed the United States had a legitimate place in that country.84  

For Muste, that claim of legitimacy fell short of reality. He declared the United 

States was the aggressor nation in Southeast Asia and it should have surprised no one that 

its presence there would provoke opposition throughout Asia. To illustrate this position, 

Muste pointed to the recent issues in Cuba where the Soviet Union had established 

missile bases and attempted to arm them. Americans responded with alarm, fear, and a 

readiness for war. Muste asked why China should respond any differently to an American 
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presence in Southeast Asia. Rather than drive a deeper wedge between the United States 

and China, Muste believed the international community represented in the United Nations 

needed to engage in dialogue with the Chinese.85  This, of course, would require that 

fundamental attitude shift concerning Communism, and fresh directions of diplomatic 

policy, on the part of American leaders. 

Adding to his provocative views, Muste dismissed those who defended China as 

an upstanding and right society and acknowledged that America’s withdrawal from 

Southeast Asia could open the door to Communist control within the Chinese sphere of 

influence. He acknowledged that atrocities and suffering might readily be part of that 

reality. While not minimizing this truth, Muste ultimately dismissed it as not being 

enough to justify ongoing American intervention in Vietnam.86 What made it legitimate 

for the United States to establish a broad sphere of influence in Asia, but illegitimate for 

China to establish something similar? When it came to atrocities, all one had to do was 

look at the track record of western nations, whether in their treatment of the Chinese, the 

atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, or the variety of weapons employed in 

South Vietnam.87 America for too long had taken the position of “standing outside and 

above the human condition.” In many ways, Muste was calling America to change its 

attitudes about itself. “The complacency and self-righteousness of Americans, and the 

distorted picture of the world and ourselves which they produce, constitute not the least 

of the dangers which keep the world on the brink of annihilation.”88 For Muste, the 

conflict in South Vietnam served as a window into the mind and heart of America’s 
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views of itself and its place in the world. While the United States continued to participate 

in the South Vietnamese civil war, that view would only grow darker.  

Criticism of American Policy 

In their response to circumstances in South Vietnam, the radical pacifists not only 

challenged American policies supporting President Diem, they also charged the State 

Department’s choice of a military strategy in South Vietnam was a missed opportunity to 

influence significant social and political change in that country. In the essay “Report from 

Vietnam,” published in the November 1964 issue of Liberation, Sidney Lens offered a 

first-hand perspective on the lack of progress in matters of land policy reform, economic 

development, and social equity. Highlighting the situation in Saigon, Lens described a 

“direction-less” city, tired from years fighting and facing an uncertain future.89 The 

government of Diem’s successor, South Vietnamese President Nguyen Khanh, expressed 

resolve in the ongoing struggle against the Vietcong, but there was little optimism for its 

ultimate success. On the surface, the struggle against the communist insurgency appeared 

to be the central issue hindering the stability of South Vietnam, but the lingering policies 

of the Diem regime were, according to Lens, the true cause of the region’s instability.90 

The South Vietnamese government had failed to improve the economic and social 

conditions of the country in such a way as to make the directions presented by 

Communists an appealing option.  
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In a June 15, 1964 Wall Street Journal article, reprinted in the journal Dissent, 

Robert Keatley described the situation in the Long An province southwest of Saigon. 

This fertile region was known for its abundance of rice and fruit crops, as well as the 

highly valued white Peking ducks. He summarized that most of the 300,000 residents had 

not experienced any measure of prosperity during the Diem regime, despite the economic 

viability of the region. Many residents lived on small plots of rented land and paid 50 

percent to 75 percent of their crops to landlords. Residents struggled to find work for low 

wages, there was no adequate medical care, and basic resources were scarce.91 Keatley 

referred to American observers who stated how the war against communist insurgents 

would only succeed if the Saigon government earned the confidence of its citizens living 

in the regions such as Long An. That confidence would develop only through a strong 

commitment to solving the “long-neglected social and economic problems and improve 

drab, substandard living conditions.”92 This detailed reporting fit well with the radical 

pacifist commitment to social justice.  

In light of a lack of military success in South Vietnam, Lens asked a number of 

provocative questions that revealed more about the social conditions in South Vietnam 

than the military exercise ongoing there. In observing the stagnant political and military 

atmosphere in Saigon, Lens stated the South Vietnamese army could not win the war, and 

asked why? Why were the “anti-communist” forces in South Vietnam so unsuccessful in 

defeating the Communist rebels? The army of South Vietnam outnumbered the Vietcong 

sympathizers and was armed with all the military resources America could provide, yet it 

could not end the conflict. Lens then reversed the question and asked how the 
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undermanned and underequipped Vietcong had been able to grow in numbers and 

succeed as a fighting force “without airplanes, napalm, bombs, defoliants, helicopters, or 

twenty-one thousand foreign “advisors” to assist them?93 Lens concluded that the success 

of the Vietcong guerrillas was due to their fundamental commitment to keeping the South 

Vietnamese people on their side. While Lens acknowledged how the Vietcong utilized a 

level of terror tactics, including executions, against those in the villages opposing them, 

they did so only after a public case was made within the village.94 This public approach 

differed from the South Vietnamese government’s practice in which thousands of citizens 

who questioned the government were arrested as political prisoners, and hundreds simply 

disappeared.95 The Vietcong proved to be more helpful, respectful, and cooperative with 

the villagers, in contrast to the authoritarian approach of the Diem administration and the 

administrations that followed him. 

In this context, Lens identified a significant contradiction in American policies in 

South Vietnam. On the one hand, the US government recognized the importance of 

strengthening the social and economic structure of South Vietnam, but on other hand, the 

ongoing fear of Communist activity in South Vietnam prevented the Americans from 

pursuing that avenue of social and economic development. Lens stated that over the 

previous ten years (1954-1964), America had committed over two billion dollars to failed 

programs aimed at strengthening rural development, education, medical care, food 

resources, and community resources.96 The intention, Lens noted, was to encourage the 

people to stand in support of the South Vietnamese governments of Diem and Khanh. 
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However, Lens stated, the Americans saw limited options in South Vietnam, and when 

choosing between an anti-Communist government and a nationalist government focused 

on development, the Americans stood with the former. The US administration believed 

that any other government in South Vietnam would open the way for a Communist 

influence.97  

Through his on-going investigation throughout South Vietnam, Lens developed a 

list of nine grievances held by villagers that undermined any sense of loyalty to the South 

Vietnamese government they might have otherwise held. The bulk of these grievances 

revolved around the economics of land. 98 The countryside around Saigon is rich in 

agricultural resources, and economic growth depended on access to these fertile regions. 

Diem’s land policies did not favor villagers. Landlords with particular connections to the 

government dominated land holdings. While laws were in place to protect local villagers 

and peasant farmers, landlords freely violated the laws by charging upwards of fifty 

percent of a crop as rent and monopolizing land ownership. Proposed plans for more 

equitable land distribution to tenants went unfulfilled. The financial structure related to 

land purchases benefited the wealthy. Even the financial credits made available through 

funding from the United States to help the peasant farmer purchase land were structured 

in such a way as to benefit the wealthy at the expense of the poor.99 These grievances 

concerning land ownership illustrated the sharp divide facing the social structure of South 

Vietnam. The Diem government and the Khanh government that followed were more 

content to secure their positions of leadership than to assist the people of the country.  
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In contrast to the South Vietnamese government, Lens recognized how the 

Vietcong respected the villagers and sought to contribute to their wellbeing. He noted 

local reports that indicated the Vietcong were committed to winning the South 

Vietnamese people to their side.100 They paid cash for items taken from the village rather 

than simply confiscate them, as the government forces usually did. The Communists 

established a communication structure to hold public meetings with villagers to explain 

the circumstances of the conflict. Perhaps above all, the Vietcong cared about the issues 

of land. Lens explained how they enforced land rent policy and provided assistance to 

villagers in working the land.101 While the Vietcong sought to establish a measure of 

good will with the villagers, the government established an ever-widening distance 

between itself and the people.  

In his March 1962 editorial in Liberation, Sidney Lens observed the US was 

fighting the wrong war. The American government had focused on supplying and 

advising the South Vietnamese military effort to fight the Communist insurgency, but had 

also provided significant aid for social and economic development. Writing in November 

1964, Lens described a struggling economy and a vulnerable government that appeared 

indifferent to the needs of the people.102 In November 1964, a Communist takeover in 

South Vietnam appeared inevitable. America’s most hopeful strategy for building a 

healthy South Vietnam, he concluded, was to support a new revolutionary government 

committed to social and economic reforms.103  
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A Call to Action 

While the radical pacifists sought to provide clear interpretation concerning 

America’s involvement in South Vietnam, their ultimate goal was to promote a call to 

action in opposing that involvement. Publications such as Liberation played a key role in 

announcing planned protest actions, as well as summarizing and describing protest events 

that had taken place. As is evident from reports, a variety of organizations were 

responsible for the planning and execution of protest events. In the closing paragraphs of 

their Memo on Vietnam, McReynolds and Muste focused on the importance of an 

informed public to affect change in American policies in Southeast Asia. They believed 

that a full account of the war would stir Americans to disapprove of the government’s 

direction in South Vietnam. The call to action was an appeal to a broad spectrum of 

American society, including church leaders, trade unions, educators, and academics, to be 

more vocal in expressing concerns over America’s foreign policy.104 They encouraged 

community leaders to be more vocal in challenging the present and future governments. 

The election campaign in 1964 provided a direct opportunity for American leadership to 

change existing policies on Vietnam. McReynolds and Muste urged voters to confront 

each congressional candidate concerning the issues in Vietnam and ensure their support 

was given to candidates, such as Oregon Senator Wayne Morse, who were committed to 

ending US military intervention in South Vietnam.105 An active and engaged United 

States electorate willing to push political leaders in new directions was a key avenue for 

promoting changes in American policy that better reflected the radical pacifist agenda.  
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In addition to the important role of the electorate in shaping the political 

landscape, McReynolds and Muste urged peace movement leadership to move beyond 

expressions of moral outrage and adopt a clear strategy of speaking out against the war. 

The imperative facing the movement was to “communicate the utter folly of U.S. policy 

in Southeast Asia in political and military terms.”106 This imperative required a bold 

strategy of comprehensive action. Implementation of this strategy required time and 

organization.  

The strategy for public action had already been evident in the 1963 response to 

the Buddhist Crisis.  A news item in the October 1963 edition of Liberation reported the 

September 21 gathering of a wide range of activist voices that had taken place in New 

York City.  The protest was organized by the War Resisters League and supported by 

thirteen other organizations as diverse as The Catholic Worker, Liberation, the India 

Youth League, and Iranian Students of New York. Reverend Donald Harrington, 

organizer of the nationwide Ministers Vietnam Committee, addressed the one hundred 

and fifty protesters who had gathered for the event and distributed leaflets.107 The news 

article illustrates the spirit of cooperation among the wide range of groups involved in the 

protest. 

The text of the leaflet, for which no author is identified, and reprinted in part in 

Liberation, offered an alternate view of the allegedly democratic Diem regime and 

ultimately held the American government accountable for its ongoing support for such a 

dictator. For almost a decade the standard line in favor of supporting Diem had been his 
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ongoing commitment to fighting the Communist-led rebels in South Vietnam. However, 

the leaflet stated, “the Diem regime – a one party, one family government – seems more 

interested in waging war against its own people.”108 The leaflet first addressed the 

immediate issue of the Buddhist crisis, in which monks and nuns were beaten and killed, 

temples destroyed, and leaders arrested “by a ‘special police’ force that was organized by 

the United States, trained by the United States, and financed by the United States.”109 In 

addition to that crisis, the leaflet addressed the negative legacy of Diem’s 1962 Strategic 

Hamlet program and his record of abuses against his own citizens. As a result, many 

villagers joined the rebel forces rather than support the US-backed Diem government. 

Having made public the charges against the Diem regime, and against the United States 

for its continued support of that regime, the protesters, through the text of the leaflet, 

presented their public challenge to the Kennedy administration. As a positive proposal, 

the protesters called on the United States to entrust the issue of South Vietnam to the 

United Nations (UN) and to allow the UN to supervise free elections in both North and 

South Vietnam.110  

While small in scale, this September 1963 event demonstrated the organizational 

support for a public protest movement. This protest action also presented positive 

alternatives and paths toward resolution of the conflict. The protesters sought to 

contribute solutions to the challenging issues facing the United States with regard to 

Vietnam policy. These protesters were continuing the recent history of protest action that 

challenged American policies in the international nuclear arms race and stirred the Civil 

Rights movement. Solutions began with the expression of the public voice to explore 
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alternative ideas, hold the government accountable for its actions, and promote a 

constructive agenda of social development.  

Protest actions in 1964 were diverse in both size and organizational structure. 

Reflecting a more modest effort, a news item in the December 1964 issue of Liberation 

described the Saturday afternoon meeting of fifteen to thirty-five protesters in Times 

Square distributing leaflets calling for the withdrawal of American troops from Vietnam. 

This four-month long, weekly protest action had begun in August 1964, shortly after the 

Gulf of Tonkin Incident, and was being recognized in Liberation for its enduring 

commitment to the antiwar cause. As with other protest events, a variety of organizations 

cooperated in providing the information necessary for this protest action.111 Public action 

concerning Vietnam required clear understanding of the issues, effective communication, 

and cooperative leadership. The protest organizations behind this event modeled these 

qualities.  

The call to action was further evident in a November 1964 announcement in 

Liberation of a day of protests to be held across the country on December 19. The focus 

of the protests was “to call for a cease-fire in Vietnam, an end to American intervention 

and for immediate withdrawal of American troops.” The final line of the announcement 

states strongly, “We have had the facts on Vietnam – Now let us act.”112 This line 

suggests that effective protest action depended on well-informed protesters willing to put 

their knowledge into action. 
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The December 19, 1964 Vietnam protest illustrated what was possible with a 

coordinated effort. While the Liberation announcement of the protest was sparse on 

detail, a news article in The Catholic Worker summarized at greater length the 

organization and intent of the protest. The event had been organized in one month by a 

variety of groups. They called on President Lyndon Johnson to issue a cease-fire on the 

part of the American military, and to initiate an immediate withdrawal of American 

forces from South Vietnam. In addition, the protesters urged the international community 

to establish a program for providing emergency economic and medical aid to war-torn 

communities, to assist in developing a stable, independent government in South Vietnam, 

and to guarantee the countries of the former French Indochina – Cambodia, Laos, North 

Vietnam, and South Vietnam – would remain free of outside military intervention.113 

Along with this political agenda, the December 19 mobilization was organized “for 

giving voice to the sense of moral horror felt by many Americans over U.S. actions in 

South Vietnam.”114 Evaluations of the protest indicate that the event took on a nationwide 

scale, and drew international support. David McReynolds reported the protest activity 

took place in more than thirty cities across the country, including such diverse places as 

New York, San Francisco, Minneapolis, Chicago, Miami, and Sacramento, with over one 

hundred thousand special leaflets distributed across the country.115 The imperative of a 

bold strategy was implemented in this wide-reaching effort. While it is true that the 

number of protesters varied from city-to-city, the number of cities involved indicated 
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how America, from coast-to-coast, was becoming aware of the problematic issues related 

to involvement in South Vietnam.116 In addition to the widespread activity in America, 

McReynolds emphasized the expressions of international support from countries such as 

Canada, Ireland, France, Brazil, and Tanzania.117 The work of War Resisters 

International, a partner organization with War Resisters League, accounts for this broad 

base of global support.  

Conclusion 

The Vietnam War and the Vietnam antiwar movement grew along parallel lines. 

While the American government had been involved in Vietnam at a marginal level since 

World War II, that level of involvement increased as the political context in Vietnam 

changed. With the withdrawal of the French in 1954, and the subsequent division of 

Vietnam into North and South Vietnam, America’s level of involvement in South 

Vietnam intensified. The American government was motivated by the activities of a 

Communist revolutionary effort to seize control of South Vietnam. This fight against 

Communism drove the decisions the US made in South Vietnam. Most significantly, the 

Eisenhower administration directed the selection the devout Catholic, ardent anti-

Communist Ngo Dinh Diem as president of South Vietnam. To back Diem’s fight against 

the Communist insurgents, the US provided his government with millions of dollars 

worth of military and economic development resources. In addition, American military 

advisors worked with the South Vietnamese military in the fight against the Communist 

rebels. In 1961, President Kennedy reaffirmed the American commitment to Diem and 
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increased the level of military and financial commitment to that country. The American 

government’s path in South Vietnam appeared to be one of escalating intervention. In 

1964, President Johnson increased the level of America’s military commitment to South 

Vietnam and, with the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in August 1964, opened the door for a 

definitive American military presence in South Vietnam.  

During these years, radical pacifists began to address the circumstances unfolding 

in South Vietnam and questioned the American government on its interventionist 

policies. Their work represented a long tradition of challenging American policies of 

military expansion and promoting avenues of compassion, social justice, economic 

equality, and human dignity. Through a series of essays and articles published between 

1962 and 1964 in Liberation magazine, the WRL News, and other documents, the radical 

pacifists established a foundation of opposition to American involvement in Vietnam. 

Their specific goal was to stir the voice of opposition across the nation, urging the United 

States to withdraw its troops from Vietnam, and bring an end to the conflict. The work of 

the radical pacifists was a call to action, taking the expression of opposition to cities 

across America.  

The radical pacifists developed their opposition to the American government’s 

role in South Vietnam around a number of central themes. One dominant theme was 

America’s continuing support of South Vietnamese President Diem because of Diem’s 

commitment to fighting Communism. However, Diem proved ineffective, and the 

successes of the ongoing Communist insurgency in South Vietnam were due, in part, to 

the failed policies of his government. His failure to improve the social and economic 

standing of Vietnamese citizens deepened the level of discontent. Radical pacifist writer 
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Sidney Lens pointed to the lingering economic struggles and lack of land reform policies 

as evidence that Diem’s government, even with the infusion of millions of dollars in 

American aid, had failed.118 Still, the American government stood with Diem. In addition 

to failed economic policies, the Buddhist crisis of 1963 became a significant point of 

public opposition against the Diem government. Public protests in the United States, 

organized by a variety of protest groups, illustrated a growing unrest toward the 

American support of the Diem government.  

Along with challenging the American government’s support of the Diem 

government, the radical pacifists pointed out that America had become involved in South 

Vietnam’s national civil war.119 The conflict was between the South Vietnamese 

government and its citizens seeking to overthrow that government because of its failed 

policies. The US government had no business being involved in another nation’s civil 

war. The American presence in the civil war shifted the balance of power in favor of the 

South Vietnamese government, and deepened the social and political divisions at the root 

of the conflict.  Of course, the American rationale for intervention was the prevention of 

a Communist takeover in South Vietnam, and therefore elevated the conflict beyond a 

civil war. For radical pacifists, in addition to rejecting this argument as a validation for 

further military action, this explanation kept American officials from addressing the 

fundamental issues of social equality and economic security facing South Vietnam.  

America’s Cold War policies were at the heart of the radical pacifist response to 

American intervention in South Vietnam. While government officials asserted they were 

assisting South Vietnam in its national struggle, radical pacifist writers suggested the 
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American policies of containment pointed to a larger military agenda. McReynolds and 

Muste suggested the conflict in South Vietnam always had a broader political, 

international context.120 In this setting, America was using South Vietnam as a location of 

military strength against China. The Cold War struggle against Communism was a 

divisive policy that perpetuated antagonistic political tensions. Veteran radical pacifist 

leader A. J. Muste proposed that America needed a new attitude toward Communism; 

one that did not divide, but rather would promote a sense of cooperation.121 This bold 

suggestion was made believing that such a change was possible. A measure of hope, 

compassion, and a commitment to social justice could make this change a reality, as had 

been reflected in policy initiatives that had begun to address the concerns of other 

widespread protest movements, including those of civil rights and anti-nuclear activists. 

The radical pacifists concluded the only option for the American government was 

to withdraw its troops from South Vietnam and bring an end to the war in that country. 

This conclusion became the foundation of the public antiwar protests held across 

America on December 19, 1964. The radical pacifists’ work in exploring the realities of 

America’s role in South Vietnam also informed the rationale behind the SDS-sponsored 

April 17, 1965 event that drew 25,000 protesters to Washington, D.C. for the first large-

scale event of the antiwar movement.  Indeed, the radical pacifists established 

foundations that provided a thread of continuity within the growing Vietnam antiwar 

movement.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
120 McReynolds and Muste, Memo on Vietnam, 1-2. 
121 Muste, “Vietnam: The Political Reality,” 22. 
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