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THE MORAL IMPACT OF THE 
WAR IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

\.Vhen, after some months, the Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations published the transcript of hear: 
ings \vliich took place last May after the Cambodian 
invasion, the transcript fell into the memory hole. 
Unfortunately, for the subject was the Moral and 
Xfilitary Aspects of the War in Southeast Asia. Sena- 
tor \Yilliam Fulbright brought together spokesmen 
from the three major religious denominations: John 
I3ennett, then president of Union Theological Sem- 
inary, and a leading Protestant writer and teacher of 
social ethics; Bishop John J. Dougherty, former presi- 
dent of Seton Hall University and presently auxiliary 
bishop of the Diocese of Newark, New Jersey; and 
Irving Greenberg, assistant professor of history at 
Yeshiva University in New York. 

The testimony covered a very important aspect of 
the war, namely, its long-term effect on American 
society and the serious erosion of the moral sensitivity 
of the people of this country caused by the war. In 
opening, Dr. Bennett posed a question about the 
basis for a moral judgment on the Vietnam war: 
“When do we move beyond the judgment that it is 
a mistake of giant proportions to the judgment that it 
is an immoral war?” A sound answer depends not on 
the personal motives of those who initiated or esca- 
lated the war, but rather, on the assessment of an 
objective situation, created, with the best of inten- 
tions, which is morally repugnant or morally wrong. 

In discerning the difference between a just and an 
unjust war, traditional thinking in the churches has 
always emphasized certain considerations, two of 
which are relevant in the present case. The first is the 
principle of proportionality, which calls for a com- 
mon sense judgment as to whether or not the cumu- 
lative damage or killing in the war is to any degree 
proportionate to the goals to be achieved by the 
conflict. The second consideration concerns the 
conduct of the war: are the means used in themselves 
immoral? 

Thc record speaks for itself in Vietnam, according 
to Dr. Bennett. “The body count, the destruction of 
towns and villages, the uprooting of people from their 
homes, turning them into refugees by the millions, 
the ecological damage which is now being seen to 
have long-term effects on the land, these over a 
period of six years, add up to a terrible accumulation 
of disproportionate evil.” 

Concerning the conduct of the war, the brutaliza- 
tion of Americans-as in the case of Mylai-continues 
to be called to the attention of the public. But atroci- 

ties are seen as isolated instances. What is not re- 
ported, or at least not emphasized, is the day-by-day 
atrocity of modern, technological warfare. 

Dr. Bennett cited three specific effects of the war 
which are not discussed as widely as the more general 
considerations already mentioned. 

The first effect is that our government has set an 
example to the nation of massive and brutal violence. 
Millions of Americans witness on television the events 
of the day in Vietnam, bodies stacked in heaps, the 
torture of prisoners, the ins and outs of technological 
warfare. As they watch this officially sanctioned 
violence night after night, it becomes routine and, 
what is more frightening, it becomes acceptable, even 
to those who will never become involved in overt 
violence in any form. 

The example of American soldiers cutting off the 
ears of Viet Cong is symbolic of the demoralizing 
effect of the war upon men who would otherwise be 
considered normal. The total effedt of this growth of 
callousness or insensitivity is difficuIt to measure. 

Secondly, the war has contributed significantly to 
the alienation of youth. More than any other single 
factor, it has destroyed the confidence of a large part 
of our youth in the institutions of our nation. The 
moral outrage against the war is not a fringe effect, 
the result of a few campus “bums,” as some of our 
national leaders seem to suggest. Rather, hundreds 
of thousands of young people are cutting loose from 
“the system,” emotionally and intellectually. I t  no 
longer holds out to them the promise of change and 
the hope for a better life. 
8 

The situation is most critical for those young men 
in the nation who are called to fight in a war they 
consider immoral, or, at best, useless and unnecessary. 
Their alternatives are few: two to five years in prison, 
emigration to Canada, or capitulation to the system 
which forces them, against their consciences, to 
perform acts they regard as immoral. The number of 
those who emigrate to Canada is a very real indicator 
of the extent of the disaffiliation. Over 17,000 draft- 
aged youth have received “landed emigrant status” 
in Canada. This means that they do not intend to 
return to the United States. Tens of thousands of 
young men have not received legal recognition and 
are residing in Canada, many jobless, with their 
future in doubt. It is estimated that over 50,000 young 
men have emigrated to Canada to avoid induction 
into militaxy service. 

Dr. Bennett concluded his testimony with the 
following: “It may be a summary of all that I have 
emphasized as to the effects of the war on our 
national life to say that the tragedy of Indochina is 
also the tragedy of America.” 

Bishop Dougherty pointed out that the attitudes of 
Catholics toward the war have changed in recent 
years. There is no longer the “unquestioning com- 
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pliance with their government’s policies in regard to 
war and peace.” 

He cited the 1968 pastoral letter of the U.S. 
Catholic bishops which states: 

There are moral lessons to be learned in our involve- 
ment in Vietnam that will apply to future cases. One 
might be military power and technology do not 
sufice euen with the strongest resolve to restore order 
or acconiplish peace. As a rule, internal political 
conflicts are too complicated to be solved by extemal 
applications of force and technology. (emphasis 
added) 

The most obvious change of sentiment is registered 
by young Catholics who are faced with the draft. In 
the last few years, the numbers of Catholics applying 
for conscientious objector status has skyrocketed from 
less than 0.5% of those applying to well over 10% 
in 1969,.a 20-fold increase in three years. (The total 
number of those applying for exemption was averag- 
ing 12,000 per month during 1970.) 
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Professor Greenberg’s testimony ranged from the 
distortion of U.S. priorities to the danger of growing 
frustration and radicalization within the country. He 
began his discussion with the observation that public 
life is the primary moral example in the United States 
today, “All the sermons and classes in America reach 
a fraction of the people reached by one action of the 
U.S. Army or one speech of the President.” 

We still think of clergymen and theologians as 
teachers and students of moral questions, but, by and 
large, their influence is small compared with the 
model of public life and the behavior of the Presi- 
dent, the Vice President, members of Congress and 
the Judiciary, and other public officers. Their words 
and actions, broadcast repeatedly over the mass 
media, are easily perceived and internalized, becom- 
ing the standard of action and behavior for millions. 
Professor Greenberg thus focused on public life and 
the war as the primary moral pedagogue of America 
in this generation. 

The war has been a nightmare of moral pedagogy, 
from the body counts and atrocities of Mylai to the 
repression of political prisoners by the police and 
political leaders in Saigon. Each new incident or 
major development tempts some to support the war 
in hopes that one last excess will somehow be the 
“breakthrough.” Those who cannot support it are 
driven into a deeper moral alienation and a despair 
of the system, tempting them to join with those who 
would seek to destroy it. Even those who stand “in 
the middle,” understanding the significance of the 
war without committing themselves one way or the 
other, are, nonetheless, shaped by it in terms of their 
moral sensibilities. 

Dr. Greenberg emphasized the impact of the war 
on U.S. priorities: 

The contrast in the funding and dedication to the 
war on poverty an$ the Indochina war speaks vol- 
umes to people about our moral priorities. And every 
step deeper into this war has cruelly disappointed 
the niillians around the world who, knowing the evils 
and hypocrisy of totalitarian systems, without roman- 
ticizing, lnokecl to the United States as a moral al- 
temative. 

Another cost of the war as moral pedagogue is the 
Tevelation of our inability to admit error, or to accept 
what is inevitable. America entered the conflict on 
a wave of idealism, feeling responsible for the world 
order as guarantor of democracy and political free- 
dom. We saw Communist China as denying the ele- 
mental rights of man during her commune period. 
We saw North Vietnam as a satellite and puppet 
of an expansionist China. 

But, time has shown the shallowness of our former 
assumptions. We now see that China was weakened 
all along by internal dissent and that North Vietnam 
was forging its own independence apart from China. 
Time has also shown the inability of the Saigon gov- 
ernment to achieve the popular support which is 
necessary if it is to stand withclut massive inputs of 
U.S. armaments and aid. 

It is difficult to perceive the point in time when 
continuation of an action based on intellectual mis- 
calculations becomes morally culpable. At some 
point, however, a judgment must be made about con- 
tinuing a war, or actively disengaging from it, and 
this judgment will have both moral and political 
content. The moral crisis is heightened if a mistake 
or a failure which is made historically is continued 
over n long period of time in the full view of all. 
Then the question of national pride arises: Will the 
nation and its political leadership put an end to that 
which is morally questionable (France did so in both 
Indochina and Algeria); or, rather, will it seek to 
preserve a “no loss” record (as the United States 
seems to be doing in Vietnam)? Is the error so diffi- 
cult to see? 

Yet we persist in our error, substituting a form of 
“machismo” which places extraordinary emphasis on 
not being humiliated or defeated. Such a mode of 
action violates both Jewish and Christian ethics as 
regards the use of power. It is a greater humiliation 
to attempt to cover our tracks with more violence 
and bloodshed. 

“Judaism,” said Greenberg, “has never felt that 
martyrdom or defeat is intrinsically morally superior 
to righteous victory. But inability to accept the tragic, 
the ironic, the possibility of mistake and failure is to 
be less than fully human. Perhaps this is our national 
problem.” 
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