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In support of its current policies in Vietnam, the 
American government submits its youthful male citi- 
7ens to the classic demands of the nation-state at 
war: it demands that they be prepared to die for 
their country and that they be prepared to kill for 
their country. At the same time many of these young 
men face, in the college classroom, the demand that 
they analyze critically their nation’s policies in Viet- 
nam. How many young men are able to achowledge 
the possibility that they may face death in Vietnam 
and at the same time are able to analyze critically 
the policies that lead to that possibility? 

The answer to the question may be obtious-not 
many young men are able to reconcile the intellectual 
demands for analysis. with the emotional and physical 
demands for personal sacdce .  Perhaps less obvious, 
however, is the fact that inability to reconcile these 
demands may show itself in a variety of ways-from 
ardent support of American policies in Vietnam to 
vociferous opposition to our policies. with a dead 
center position of apathy. Thus the heated arguments 
that often develop between students or student 
groups over the issue of Vietnam stem at least partly 
from n conscious or unconscious desire to jus* or 
reinforce the response which has been made to the 
emotional and physical demands of fncing combat. 

It is this tendency to interpret reality through a 
lens distorted by one’s own values and psychc 
needs, the phenomenon that psychologists term “se- 
lective perception,” that primarily concerns me 
here. Over a period of several semesters of dialogue 
with students in an undergraduate course in U.S. 
foreign policy I have become convinced that “selec- 
tive perception,” rather than lack of relevant data, 
is the most serious barrier to a student’s critical and 
objective analysis of the issues in Vietnam. (And 
since the problem of selective perception which the 
male college student faces in analyzing Vietnam is 
merely an acute form of the affliction to which we 
are all subject in making assessments of our nation’s 
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foreign policies, some concluding observations about 
the general problems of evaluating foreign policy 
may be in order.) 

hly impression is that most college students have 
ambivalent feelings about Vietnam. On the one hand, 
Vietnam offers the potential attraction of a cause, 
to which one can rally in support of “the national 
honor,” or, as a rebel, in opposition to “immorality 
and injustice.” Particularly in an era of confused 
and inconsistent values, in which, as Paul Goodman 
put it, the individual finds that he “growing up 
absurd,” the appeal of identifying with a cause may 
be considerable. On the other hand, many young men 
find just thinking about Vietnam unsettling as they 
realize what it might mean for them. Tlierefore, a 
measure of emotional security (for the moment at 
least) lies in thinking about the issues as little as 
possible-directing intellectual energies instead to 
plans for the weekend date, the next football game, 
tomorrow’s classroom quiz. Assessment of U.S. pol- 
icies in Vietnam, which are subjected to conflicting 
reports and opinions anyway, can be postponed. 

To avoid thinking about facing death or inflicting 
death is surely a natural reaction. It is a response 
characteristic not only of those one step removed 
from the problem, but often of those confronted 
with the immediate possibility. Indeed, people in sit- 
uations in which they must kill or be killed often 
adopt an attitude in which the issue of death is 
suppressed or by-passed. 
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I recall an incident which an Army colonel re- 
counted to me several years ago when I was stationed 
in Germany in an artillery battalion. A number of us 
had gathered at the officers club one evening after 
a particularly hard day of training; as we chatted 
over a few beers, our battalion commander began to 
ieminisce about his experiences during the second 
world war as a young fonvard observer. The job of 
the fonvard observer in the artillery is to call in 
fire upon an enemy sighted from a prominent posi- 
tion and to adjust fire onto targets. On the particular 
occasion which the colonel recalled for our benefit, 
spotting an entire German infantry battalion crossing 
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an open field, lie had called for an artiller>. barrage 
\vliicli had landed right on target. “ I t  \\*as beautiful!” 
lie! csc1;iimed. “There must Iiave been five or six 
l i u n d r c d  bodics sprwded all o\w- the field!” 

Ii’itli on]!. :I touch of irr?”zs one might describc 
tlic coloncl \vho rclnted this incident iis n skilled 
craftsni.in ivlio Iiad Icnrned to take pride in his work. 
His training liad provided liim ~ v i t l i  a protecti\re lens, 
tlirougli ivliich tlic end to \i.hich his actions con- 
tributed had meaning only as the successful accom- 
plisluticnt of an assigned task, much as enthusiastic 
Americnn pilots in I’ietnani today depict in animated 
motions for telebision and newsreel photographers 
how they have closed in for “the kill” with enemy 
iiircraf t. 

The point here is that one means of coping with 
tlic csigent demands on the soldier, or potential de- 
mands on the college student-that one face death 
or inflict death-is to suppress the issue of death 
and dircct one’s focus elsewhere-the soldier to the 
skills and techniques required to kill, rather than to 
killing and wounding itself; the student to immediate 
personal concerns rather than to the more distant 
conccm of commitment on the battlefield. 

To “look the other way” rather than to confront 
tlic issues is pcrhaps the most common form of se- 
lective pcrccption of the Vietnam situation by draft- 
age college students. However, as draft quotas in- 
crease, the issues become increasingly diEcult to 
suppress. For those who do acknowledge the full per- 
sonal implications of the situation in Vietnam, the 
response to tlie demands that one be prepared to 
d e  or to ki l l  for his country easily becomes inter- 
t\vincd u i t l i  tlie issue of the “justicc” or “injustice” 
of tlic American involvement. 

hlost young men eventually accept the demands of 
their nution, ratlier than resist them. As a college 
senior inteniaved in a recent Time cover story on 
Yictniim said of himself and his fellow seniors, “All 
these people are dodging responsibility right up to 
tlic end. Then tliey become patriotic. . . .” Those who 
acccpt the demands upon them are likely to ‘‘become 
pcitriotic,” and to vie\%, the nation’s ciluse as just. 
Bcvond the emotional predilection of people in gen- 
e rd  to support tlieir nation’s policies, the young man 
~vlio nckno\vledges that a situation such as Vietnam 
potentially deninnds of him that he face death and 
inflict death is supported emotionally if he has faith 
in the niordi? of llis nation’s policies. Once the 
moralih of the actions to n.hich he ivill be com- 
mitted is taken as a “given,” the justification for Ai l l -  
i n 2  or being killed in battle follows according to 
ii iiumber of familiar subsidiary arguments. 

The argument that death for one’s c o u n p  is the 
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most \+-tuous sacrifice which an individual can make 
derives from the essential justice of the nation’s 
cause. hlilitary tradition going back to antiquity 
echoes this theme: the pageantr)., ritual, and lore 
of m i l i t T  institutions have alivays esalted tlie hero 
\r.ho has given his life in battle for his county. To 
the extent that one can accept the argument that 
one’s death “is not in vain,” that die sacrifice is di- 
rected toward the fulfillment of a noble end, one is 
able to justif\? the demand that he be ready to die 
for his coun-1. The demand that one be ready to 
U1 for his country may be resolved in part with the 
same argument-that it is a supreme test of one’s own 
commitment to his country, justified because the na- 
tion’s goals and actions are morally justified. 
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But it is important to recognize that for most 
young men who confront these demands, even more 
salient than the question of one’s patriotism (“Are 
you, or are you not, loyal?”), is the question of one’s 
courage (“.4re you, or are you not, 3 niun?’’) From 
his early days of informal membership in a neighbor- 
hood gang to participation on a high school athletic 
team, to membership in a college dormitory group or 
fraternity-and beyond-the American male is ex- 
pected to demonstrate his “manhood” in various 
ways, subtle and othenvise. Conformity in attire, 
manner of speech, attitudes, and actions deemed 
particularly “masculine” is the price of admission 
which most young men are willing to pay for mem- 
bership in such groups; above all, tliey are e* g .i er to 
avoid the stigma of being branded “chicken.” Amer- 
ical military organizations have long been effective 
in channeling the concem young men have for prov- 
ing their manhood into the development of effective 
and reliable fighting units. I recall that each of us in 
the armored diiision to which I myas assigned in Ger- 
many wore on his shoulder patch the slogan, “Hell 
on \~’heels,”-presumably for the benefit of those who 
couldn’t tell by looking at us. 

Particularly imbued lritli  this concern are the 
elite units of the military-airborne units, special 
forces, hlarines. Subjected to rigorous training in 
preparation for piuticularly hazardous assignments, 
members of such units are indoctrinated uith a belief 
that they are the roughest, toughest men alive. The 
members of an airborne unit assigned to Gemiany 
during my period of service there were characterized 
by this spirit. \!’ith spit-shined boots, !lair uniformly 
cut nearly to the scalp, uniforms tailored &in-tight 
to trim, muscled frames, the men in this unit liad 
the demeanor of men wit11 an impatience to get into 
battle. The war-like posture was further heightened 



by a knife, issued to each man and carried in a con- 
spicuous position on the upper boot, ivith \vliich pre- 
sumably he would decimate the enemy in  hand-to- 
hand combat. Unfortunately, there was no \var read- 
ily available at tlie time. Instead, the division coni- 
inander found to liis alarm that ~vitliin n few \\*eels 
liis men had become involved in a series of bilrroom 
brmvls, knifings, rapes, and like incidents with the 
civilinn Cemian populace. The knives were retrieved 
from all men, and the division \viis coi~fined to quar- 
ters unt i l  excess aggressiveness could be contained. 

hlore recent e\idencc of how the de\*elopment of 
what one might term the “cult of masculinity” sen‘es 
the soldier in his efforts to cope with the demands 
of facing death and the responsibility for inflicting 
deatli was provided bv a dramatic incident related 
on one of tlie network telecasts. The sequence of 
events, as 1 remember it, \viis tliis. A grotip of Amer- 
ican solders in Vietnam, accompanied by a ne\vs- 
man, happened to come across a number of bodies 
of American soldiers from a battle a couple of days 
earlier. But as they approached the bodies, they dis- 
covered that one young soldier, although seriously 
wounded in the head, was still alive. The newscast 
then followed the drama in whch the solder was 
flown back by helicopter for emergency treatment in 
Vietnam, off to hfanila for further treatment, and 
finally back to the States. 

The final sequence showed an interview with the 
young soldier of perhaps eighteen years, now recu- 
perating, his head still wrapped in bandages. “It 
certainly is a miracle that you are alive and with us 
today,” the inteniewer obsewed; “what do you plan 
to do after you are released from tlie hospital?” 
“Shucks!” said the young soldier, “\ilint I \\.ant to 
do is to get back over to \’ietnani and get one of 
them VC p5et Cong] in my rifle sights!” 

The young soldier’s response epitomizes a comniit- 
ment to masculine ideals, uncontaminated by any 
broad philosophic or even narrow pragmatic con- 
siderations. hiany will see this soldier as the niodem- 
day American folk-hero, Narrowly escaping death 
hinlself, in recovery he seeks not to avoid further 
danger, not to pursue a life of “s\vollen, slothful ease’’ 
(as Teddy Roosevelt used to say contemptuously), 
b u t  r‘lther to return to the “field of hlxs” to prove 
liis mettle by killing an enem). soldier. 

Not all college students will share the young 
soldier’s enthusiasm for shouldering a ri3e in coni- 
bat. But many \.ill accept uncritically their nation’s 
policies in Vietnam, thereby justifying ( to  themselves 
at least) their readiness, if need be, to meet the masi- 
mum test of manhood on the battlefield. 

While some students avoid coping with the prob- 

lems intellectually and others justify U.S. policy in 
Vietnam, still others protest. The mass media and 
officials of the Johnson Administration undoubtedly 
are correct in their claim that student protests of 
U.S. policies in Vietnmi have been led and sup- 
ported by only a sninll niinorih of tlie total student 
popidation in diis c o u n p .  However, it has becn my 
obsewation that this minority of protesters is drnwn 
lieavily from :111 importmt sector of the totill shi- 
dent populatiori, thosc shiclents with the most intense 
commitment to an intellectual role. Of course, com- 
mitment to an intellectual role is not necessarily to 
be equated with unerring intcllectuid vision. Jronic- 
ally, the intensity and nature of the i~itell~~tli i l l  com- 
niitnient itself may become the source of distortion 
of one’s view of r e d b .  

Taking their cue frbm the late C. \.!’right hlills. 
many students (and professors and others) would 
define the requisites of intellectual commitment today 
to include not simply a conunitment to pursue truth, 
but also a commitment to erudicate e\il and to en- 
noble the human condition. The appropriate role of 
the intellectual, in  hiills’ \vords, is to trnnscend “the 
liberal rhetoric and the consemative default” in con- 
temporary America by fomiulating “conmanding 
\iew.s of the future” which would serve as “diois iv~ 
and ynrtisari political issues Ivithin the U.S.A. Protest 
of U.S. policies in i‘ietnam, for a student \\Tho ad- 
heres to the above outlook, may be viewred AS but 
part of a larger protest against war, agninst injustice, 
against inequality-indeed against the total absurdity 
of the human predicament. Furthennore, the extent 
of one’s willingness to protest is for many a measure 
of one’s commitment to the intellechid role-to fail 
to protest is to violate one’s moral responsibilities 
through abdication, much like the professor who 
limits his intellectual conimimient to cautiously 
\veiglung the pros and cons of eve? issue. 

The potential irony of such a definition of the in- 
tellectual role is that important intellectual options 
may be foreclosed on a given issue before real in- 
qui? has begun. Thus, if the view espoused by “fel- 
IOIV intellectuals” is that U.S. policies in Vietnam ,are 
“wrong” or “jmnioral,” then one anxious to establish 
or to maintain liis “intellectual credentials” is likely 
to abandon the intellectual process of sifting and 
n-innowing in pursuit of truth in order to affirm 
vocally his identification Lvitli the view of Ius peers. 
It is all the more ironic that many who see their 
social role as an intellectual one, ordinnrily critical 
of conformity and concern for one’s “respectibility,” 
should seek respectability of their own through iden- 
tification with the views of their associates. 

As one of countless esamples of the phenomenon 
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of the conformity of the self-proclaimed intellectual 
Ilonconfomist to the “norm of nonconformity,” I 
cite the political behavior of members of a hlidwest 
acdemic community tl i is  past spring. Eight or nine 
candidates wwe running in Congressional primary 
elections in the district. One of these, a professor, 
offcred voters a simple appeal-that he was ”for 
peace in Vietnam.” A simple appeal of this sort some- 
times has utility as a rallying point for a protest vote, 
and the point to be made here is not one of disputing 
tlic tactics of tlie candidate. The point is that once 
one candidate had announced that he was “for 
pier," whereas tlie platforms of other candidates 
were more detailed and comples, setting forth a 
range of views on Vietnam and other issues, but lack- 
ing ;i simple declaration for “peace,” many persons 
in tlic academic community saw support of the one 
candidatc as equivalent to demonstrating one’s al- 
legiance to the moral responsibilities of the intellect- 
ual. The query, “Are you supporting the peace can- 
didate?” became, for many, an inquisition into one’s 
intellectual fidelit).. Petitions were circulated among 
students and faculty asserthg that one might serve 
the forsaken cause of peace by supporting its can- 
&date. A group of local ministers, perhaps anxious 
to indicate that the church was no longer aloof from 
the great social issues of our time. made a public an- 
nouncement registering their support of “the peace 
candidate.” 

For some, then, protest of U.S. policies and ac- 
tions in Vietnam is required as a manifestation of 
one’s intellectual commitment. For a young man, 
protest m3y be in addition a form of justi5ing one’s 
response to the potential demands that he face death 
or inflict death on the nation’s behalf. One may find 
these demands personally intolerable for one of a 
variety of reasons-fear or repulsion at the thought of 
death, indignation at the inequities of the selective 
semicc system, commitment to religious principles 
seemingly incompatible with the demands, general 
alienation from the notion of commitment to na- 
tional gods in an imperfect world, and so forth. If, 
for rvliatever reason, the personal posture one adopts 
is one of resistance to, rather than acceptance of, the 
dcniands to be ready to die and to kill for one’s 
countr)., then opposition to the naticn’s actions on 
the grounds tliat they are immoral reinforces the per- 
sonal decision. 

The test of physical courage implicit in the de- 
mands to face death and to inflict death is not easily 
clismissed for a young man approaching full man- 
hood, 11on.ever. It is perhaps instructive that most 
of those British students who, in the early 193Os, 
subscribed to the so-called “Osford Oath” and vowed 

that they would “in no circumstances fight for King 
and country” subsequently bore arms on their na- 
tion’s behalf. Yet the sweeping pacifism of the Oxford 
Oath is probably less meaningful for those Ameri- 
cans who currently protest the commitment of Amer- 
ican troops to the battlefields of Vietnam than, say, 
Thoreau’s argument for civil disobedience, directed 
at a specilk list of alleged defects and wrongs of the 
state. Thoreau’s willingness to go to prison to protest 
what he considered wrongs committed by the state 
hxs a redeeming quality to young men who protest 
against the demands of the nation today. For there 
are, after all, various ways of demonstrating courage; 
facing death in battle is one, but becoming a spokes- 
man for an unpopular cause is another. 
e 

The problems which the male college student faces 
in confronting the task of analytically appraising 
U.S. policies in Vietnam are but one vivid example 
of difEculties which we all encounter in attempting 
to engage in the intellectual process of evaluation of 
foreign policies of one’s government, made acute by 
the tendency of all of us to perceive reality selec- 
tively, are heightened by the complex maze of ref- 
erence points from which foreign policies can be 
assessed. The complexity of our policy in Vietnam 
can be illustrated by a number of esamples. 

For example, the decision of the American govem- 
ment in early 1965 to shift U.S. military forces from 
largely an advisor). role to an active combat role cer- 
tainly helped to bolster the sagging morale of South 
Vietnamese forces and to improve the rather des- 
perate military situation, but only at the cost to the 
South Vietnamese of considerable control over their 
own affairs, and to the United States of a greatly in- 
creased cost in American lives. 

Second, if American wilhngness to escalate the 
conaict in Vietnam in order to achieve a peace on 
terms more favorable than those prevailing in the 
\\inter of 1964-65 has increased American prestige 
among those governments in Asia dependent upon 
American aid and protection, clearly the escalation 
has imposed costs in terms of American prestige 
among her allies in Europe. 

Third, whereas the immediate withdrawal of 
American troops might bring about a temporary 
cessation of hostilities (although this consequence 
would not necessarily follow from an American with- 
drawal), in the long run a precipitate withdrawal of 
American forces might so undermine the confidence 
of friendly governments in Asia as to contribute to 
greater instability and bloodshed over time. Or to 
look at a different course of action, whereas a pro- 
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longed commitment of American nlilitary forces to 
Vietnam might “contain” communism for a period of 
years, in the sense of preventing Communist control 
of the government of dl of Viet”, one might argue 
that the longer a massive military presence by the 
United States is maintained in Vietnam, the more 
credible in time charges of “neo-imperialism” and 
“white-man’s \v;u’’ will beconie to people of Asia. 

Finally, it is obvious to all but the most myopic 
chawinist that there is no reason to evaluate , h e r -  
icltn foreign policies only with reference to the goal- 
values which ive identify as comprising “our national 
interest;” we can, and indeed must, seek more uni- 
versal standards of evaluation. But just as one seeks 
norms that transcend the esistential limitations of 
identification as a member of a particular nation- 
state, so one must recognize the moral obligations 
\r.luch the esistential reality of the nation-state sys- 
ten1 imposes upon those who speak or act on behalf 
of the state. As George Kennan has noted, “. . . no 
one could be more sadly conscious than is the pro- 
fessional diplomatist of the primitiveness, the anarch- 
ism, the intrinsic absurdity of the modern concept 
of so\-ereignt)..” And yet, as Kennnn adds, c. . . it is 

precisely to the \vorking of this imperfect mechan- 
ism” of the modem nation-state system to which the 
diplomat is, in Kennan’s ivords, ”professionally con- 
demned.” If from the broad perspective of the wel- 
fare of h l a n b d  the pursuit of “national self-interest“ 
seems an ignoble or even inunoral purpose for na- 
tional policy-makers, neglect of the interests and de- 
sires (parochial though they may be)  of the national 
constituency by policy-makers may be equally con- 
demned. 

The coniples maze of reference points by wliicli 
foreign policies can be evaluated paralyzes many 
persons intellectually, while it prompts others to 
rush for simple answers or fiuniliar slogans on behalf 
of \\.hicl1 to act. Yet the ambiguity inherent in foreign 
policj. ought to serve not as a detcrrent to criticul 
intellwtuul inquiry, but as the occasion for it-not as 
the stimulus for action commanded by emotion at 
the esTense of thought, but as the incentive to liar- 
ness one’s emotions to directions dictated by tllousllt. 
Vietnam is not the only painful of foreign policy 
choice, and perhaps not the most ambiguous one, but 
it is sufficient to test our capacity for analysis and 
reasoned action in the years ahead. 
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