
EXCURSUS I 

Richard John Neuhaus on 
Two Ways to Forget Vietnam 

Here it  is 1977 and these people are still publishing 
articles about Vietnam (see the pieces by Theodore 
Jacqueney and James Finn in this issue). Don’t they 
know we’ve “closed that unhappy chapter” and “put 
Vietnam behind us”? Ah, if only the wounds.of the 
world were responsive to our weariness, if troubles 
could be banished by our impatience with hearing 
about them. But the Vietnamese were not mere 
actors in our American drama who, when we turned 
to the next scene, could take off their costumes and 
assume new roles in the more tranquil theatre of our 
choosing, or retire from the stage of what we decide 
is reality.;Vietnam has not gone away, except from 
our TV news and therefore from the consciousness 
of many, both supporters and opponents of the war, 
who not long ago pledged profoundest concern for 
the people of Vietnam. 

And among the few who have not forgotten Viet- 
nam, some seem less concerned with the people of 
Vietnam than with “reconciliation” and “normaliza- 
tion of relations” with the regime of Vietnam. With- 
out apparent shame or even awareness of irony 
some antiwar leaders now cite Hanoi’s press hand- 
outs and even the testimony of people formerly 
dismissed as Saigon’s puppets in order to prove that 
the policies of the regime and the happiness of the 
people are really identical. The once certain propo- 
sition that all governments lie is now modified by the 
exemption of Hanoi, and puppets are transformed 
into reliable sources when their strings are pulled by 
“the right side.” 

What may seem like the debris of moral duties 
past is in fact a new set of responsibilities in thinking 
through our relationship to the people of Vietnam. 
Formal relations with Vietnam will almost certainly 
be changing in the months ahead. We wait to see 
how the Carter Administration’s commitment to 
human rights will be evidenced in that process of 
change. Individual Americans and concerned or- 
ganizations may disagree about the state of human 
well-being in “liberated” Vietnam. The least we are 
obligated to do, however, is to face up to the reasons 
for anxiety as they are set out in Jacqueney’s report, 
and to insist upon a full and impartial examination of 
the facts. We mus? resist the twitch of impatience 
that would “close the book on Vietnam,” thus once 
again making the people of Vietnam the victims of 
our cruel forgetfulness. 

Not all forgetfulness is cruel. There is also a 
calculated forgetfulness. It is the deliberate over- 
looking of possible offense, the suspension of judg- 
ment; it is the response of justice and necessity to an 
insoluble dilemma. As the word “calculated” 
suggests, this is an artificial forgetfulness; indeed it  

is not so much forgetfulness as an admission that we 
do not know what to do about what we remember, 
about what we must not forget. Another word for 
calculated forgetfulness is amnesty. And that brings 
us to the domestic problems that protest any prema- 
ture closing of the books ‘on Vietnam. 

As we debate the merits of a comprehensive 
amnesty, it is worth reviewincj the facts. (The fig- 
ures are drawn from a February report issued by the 
Center for Civil Rights at the University of Notre 
Dame.) President Ford’s “clemency program” 
brought home 20,000 draft evaders and deserters 
who received complete amnesty and another 2,500 
who were or are “earning” clemency. Immediately 
after his inauguration President Carter “pardoned” 
all draft-evaders except those guilty of violence. (In 
his public statements Carter has persistently and 
mistakenly said the term amnesty implies some kind 
of approval of the actions of those involved, and has 
therefore preferred to speak of pardons.) So who is 
still left behind as America moves away from the 
tragedy of its war in Indochina? It leaves behind 
3,000 fugitives who failed to rejoin their units, and 
it leaves behind no less than 250,000 “bad dis- 
charges.” Seven thousand of these failed to report 
to Vietnam and 2,000 went AWOL in the combat 
zone. Of the last, according to the report, only 24 fit 
the pattern of classic odium of having “deserted to 
avoid hazardous duty.” 

Typical of the 250,000 were badly educated teen- 
agers, often of low intelligence, who, having been 
buffeted about and neglected by society, now bear 
the burden of bad discharges, which means no 
veteran benefits and enormous handicaps in getting 
a job. Fully one-fifth of the 250,000 had actually 
completed full tours in Vietnam, in many cases 
having received medals for heroism. Their problem 
with the military came in violating Stateside regu- 
lations. Some of those with bad discharges are now 
denied medical benefits for injuries received in 
combat. So a young man who lost an arm in Vietnam 
can be denied medical aid for drinking in the bar- 
racks in Georgia. 

Glen Stassen of the Southern Baptist Seminary in 
Louisville, Kentucky, recently addressed the issue 
of amnesty at the annual meeting in Toronto of the 
American Society for Christian Ethics. He noted 
that, traditionally and at present, the argument for 
amnesty is made in the name of peace and the 
public good, of binding up wounds, “lulling strife to 
sleep,” and opening the future to a new beginning. 
Those who oppose amnesty usually argue in the 
name of justice or fairness; it isn’t right that some 
suffer while others get off scot-free. Employing John 
Rawls’s well-known formula of “justice as fairness,” 
Stassen contends that advocates of amnesty can 
and should enlist the fairness argument on their 
side. 

To be sure, we have to know what we mean by 
fairness. Clearly it  does not mean that we can 
equalize the suffering. Justice can never be so 
geometrically designed, and obviously there is no 
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way to "equalize" the sufferings of 50,000 who died, 
of thousands more who are maimed, of countless 
wives, parents, children and lovers who lost their 
men in Vietnam. The idea of fairness as equalization 
is grotesque. This is made additionally obvious 
when we remember that of 26.8 million men of draft 
age in the Vietnam generation only 10.9 million 
served in the military, and only 10 per cent of the 
total group even went to Vietnam. Yet more trou- 
bling, many of those responsible for the design and 
direction of America's war not only did not fight in 
Vietnam but have been handsomely rewarded. If it is 
their pound of flesh that opponents of amnesty want, 
they might begin at the State Department and Na- 
tional Security Council with those who some 
thoughtful people (as well as many lunatics) de- 
scribed as war criminals only a few years ago. 

But some amnesty opponents have something 
else in mind when they speak of fairness. We had a 
military draft, they say, because the nation might 
have to fight a justified war. Is i t  fair for some to 
answer the draft while others choose not to? Or, they 
say, citizenship involves a political.obligation. Is it 
not fair that resisters should do some alternative 
service to express that obligation? Or, it is argued, 
resisters have violated the law.ls it not fair that there 
be some penalty? And then, what penalty is fair? 

Stassen suggests that proponents of amnesty 
have tended to dodge these "fairness" questions. 
He thinks this has confused the current debate and 
may set an unhappy precedent for thinking about 
political obligation. That is, i t  is not enough to view 
conscientious objection as an essentially private 
matter that the society should tolerate. Conscien- 
tious objection can also be a public act, a fulfillment 
of citizenship duty, which the society should res,pect 
anti upon which, in some circumstances, the survi- 
val of the society might depend. 

When conscientious objection is viewed purely as 
a matter of private belief, we know from experience 
that it weights the scales in favor of the well edu- 
cated and privileged, who are best able to articulate 
their beliefs. Then, too', it embroils the state in the 
impossible job of probing individual souls in order to 
distinguish conscientious belief from considerations 
of convenience or cowardice or the eminently sensi- 
ble desire to stay alive. This is a scrutiny for which 
the state has little competence, using "compe- 
tence" in the sense both of warrant and of ability. 

Stassen contends that conscientious objection 
should be viewed in terms of "natural duty" rather 
than of "tolerated right." "The fair penalty for deser- 
tion or draft resistance should vary according to the 
justice of the war." This, he admits, may seem rather 
novel. It leads to his basic proposition: "In the case 
of the just war, the fair penalty should not be so 
inconsequential as to encourage shirking one's 
share of the burden of the war. In the case of an 
unjust war, the fair penalty should at least not be so 
large as to discourage doing one's natural duty to 
resist injustice." He goes on to say that, i f  Vietnam 
was an unjust war, those who resisted have already 

paid sufficient penalty in terms of career disruption, 
absence from family and friends, personal uncer- 
tainty and anguish, and the denial of political rights 
in their own country. The cost to the resister was 
certainly less than the suffering of those who lost 
limbs and I'ves in Vietnam, says Stassen. "But it was 
certainly m I, re than most of us paid." Resisters need 
not be hailed as heroes, but if the war is unjust, they 
should be respected as having fulfilled their political 
obligation, their natural duty, to resist injustice. 

All of this, it might be objected, begs the question 
of who decides whether a war is just or unjust. There 
is a vast and complex literature on the nature of a 
just war, and we cannot go into that here. Enough to 
say that governments, unless they are crushingly 
defeated, cannot be expected to proclaim their wars 
unjust. When they do, as in the cases of Germany 
and Japan after World War II, the new government 
makes clear that the war was not really theirs. In a 
slightly similar way, most amnesties in American 
history have been issued by Presidents for wars 
fought under the prior administration. In general, it 
would be neither wise nor would it be kind to those 
who have borne the chief burden of suffering for 
continuing governments to declare a past war un- 
just. 

Finally, here as elsewhere, it is the individual and 
individuals in community who must make the deci- 
sion about the justice or injustice of a government's 
action. If they'deem a war unjust and accept the duty 

do others who decide in favor of the war. For the 
resister, however, there will never be formal vindica- 
tion. Official praise is reserved for those who 
thought the war just or did not think about it at all. To 
be sure, as in the case of Vietnam, the resister may 
feel vindicated by the consensus that the war was 
wrong (a consensus, at least, among those whose I 

opinions he respects) and by the government's*\ 
disinclination to dispute that finding. But today's 
consensus may be tomorrow's marginal opinion. 
Others appeal to "the judgment of history," but 
unless they mean by that the final judgment of God, 
this offers small comfort. The judgment of history is 
the judgment of historians, and, since the latter are 
more often consumer-oriented than truth-oriented, 
we may fully expect five or ten years from now 
"revisionist" histories of the Vietnam war that will be 
very harsh with those who resisted that well- 
intentioned, even noble, enterprise. Certainly am- 
nesty is no formal vindication. As an official act of 
state, it is more along the order of pretending not to 
notice when someone breaks wind in a public place. 
Pretending not to notice, while being keenly aware 
of the offense, is both just and necessary i f  social life 
is not to break down in perpetual confrontation. That 
is about the most the resister can expect from the 
state. For vindication he must look elsewhere. 
Meanwhile, i t  is in the public interest not to penalize 
the resister too severely-just in case he turns out to 
be right. , 

It is too early, then, to.close the book on Vietnam. 

to resist that1 Iv ar, they take a great risk-as indeed 



We have a duty toward the people of Viet- 
nam. Especially is this true of those of us who 
opposecd the war and thus-although perhaps in 
small part and only indirectly-helped bring the 
present regime to power. We must resist the tempta- 
tion to cruel forgetfulness of that duty, while at the 
same time we persist in advocating the calculated 
forgetfulness, a comprehensive amnesty, that will 
enhance both healing and justice in our own country. 

EXCURSUS I1 

Lester R. Brown on 
World Population Trends: 
Signs of Hope, Signs of Stress 

World population growth is slowing. in th,e 1970's. 
This is largely because of falling birthrates, but in 
some countries because of rising death rates. The 
decline in birthrates, paced by two of the world's 
most populous countries, China and the United 
States, is occurring in rich and poor nations alike. In 
several Fourth World countries sporadic rises in 
death rates due to increased nutritional stress have 
contributed to the slowing of population growth. 

The rate of growth in world population, which 
apparently peaked around the beginning of the 
decade, has begun to slow, reversing a longstand- 
ing trend of gradually accelerating growth that may 
have begun with the discovery of agriculture. The 
annual world population growth of 69 million in 1970 
declined to 64 million last year. Early projections for 
1976 indicate a continuation of this trend. 

The apparent decline in the birthrate of China 
between 1970 and 1975, the most rapid of any 
country on record, may be family planning's greatest 
success story. China's achievement is a hopeful 
sign, not only because the birthrate dropped from an 
estimated 32 to 19 per thousand in a five-year period 
of concerted effort, but also because China repre- 
sents one-fifth of humanity. It indicates what a 
government committed to reducing fertility can do i f  
it provides easy access to family planning and if it 
structures laws to facilitate its practice. 

A second sign of hope-the decline by one-third 
of the U.S. population growth rate between 1970 
and 1975-was not widely anticipated: The upturn in 

;birthrates expected during the 1970's, when the 
children of the postwar baby boom entered their 
prime reproductive years, has not materialized. New 
social trends, including an unanticipated drop in the 
marriage rate, steady growth in female employment, 
and a sharp upturn in female enrollment in graduate 
and professional schools, are undoubtedly con- 
tributing factors. Young women are now exploring 
alternatives to childbearing. They now comprise 42 

per cent of the U.S. labor force and a fifth or more of 
the students in US. law and medical schools. 

In Western Europe, where female participation in 
the labor force in some countries is even higher than 
in the United States, birthrates are falling in virtually 
every country. Four nations-West Germany, East 
Germany, Austrja, and Luxembourg-now have 
stable or declining populations; others are fast ap- 
proaching stability. If recent trends continue, na- 
tions representing one-eighth of the world's people 
could stabilize their populations by 1980. The few 
countries that have rising birthrates are concen- 
trated in Eastern Europe, where the recent adoption 
of incentives to encourage births has reversed a 
long-standing fertility decline. 

Tragically, the slowdown in population growth is 
not due entirely to falling birthrates. In some poor 
countries population growth is being periodically 
checked by hunger-induced rises in death rates. 
These recent upturns in national death rates repre- 
sent a turn-around of postwar trends. It is a matter 
that political leaders in the countries affected are 
not eager to discuss. 

Data gathered in parts of Bangladesh, by sepa- 
rate teams from the Ford Foundation and Johns 
Hopkins University, indicate death rates rose dra- 
matically there in two of the last four years. If these 
figures are extrapolated to the entire country (not an 
unreasonable procedure given the representative 
nature of the areas studied) there is every indication 
that three-quarters of a million Bengalis died over 
the last five years due to the lack of food. 

Figures recently made public by the Indian Gov- 
ernment show that during 1972, when the world 
experienced severe crop failures and most Ameri- 
can grain was bought up by the Russians, the 
shortfall in Indian food supplies probably cost close 
to a million lives. 

Today's complex population/food relationship 
would perplex even Malthus, who postulated two 
centuries ago that population growth tends to out- 
strip the demand for food. In some situations popula- 
tion growth now acts as a double-edged sword, 
simultaneously contributing to growth in demand 
and to a reduction in food output. The two-way cut is 
most clearly seen and measured in oceanic 
fisheries, where the growing global demand for fish 
has led to overfishing and shrinking catches. It is 
also visible in land-based agriculture in densely 
populated, poor countries, where overgrazing, de- 
forestation, and overplowing are leading to soil 
erosion, desert encroachment, and the abandon- 
ment of cropland. 

Food consumption has moved ahead of produc- 
tion during the 1970's, leading to a depletion of world 
food stocks. Making it from one harvest to the next 
has become a major preoccupation for the entire 
world. More or less chronic food scarcity and unpre- 
cendented food price hikes have exacerbated nutri- 
tional stress in the world's poorest countries. 

In a world without an adequate system of food 
reserves, rising world food prices translate into 


