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here is in this land a certain restlessness, a T questioning,” said President Lyndon 
Johnson when he delivered his State of the Union 
message at the beginning of, 1968. How right he was. 
And to his own question of “why, why this restless- 
ness?,’ he responded: “Because when a great ship cuts 
through the seas, the waters are stirred and troubled. 
And our ship is moving ....” 

What Lyndon Johnson overlooked in his neat meta- 
phor was that a lot of passengers on that ship were 
stirred and troubled, fearing that they were on a new 
Titanic setting due course for a large iceberg that was 
highly visible to them but apparently not to Captain 
Johnson and his crew. 

To drop the president’s metaphor, that restlessness to 
which he referred was not confined to this country. 
Nineteen sixty-eight was, after all, the year that Czecho- 
slovakia heroically but unsuccessfully resisted a Soviet 
invasion, that the student rebellion in France (les Evine- 
ments) almost toppled the government, that extensive 
student riots broke out in Japan, that Northern Ireland 
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erupted into violence. The questioning and restlessness 
swept round the world. But we have a right as well as an 
obligation to focus first on our own society, to look back 
and-giving that year symbolic status-ask what 1968 
meant to the United States. There were startling public 
eGents: Lyndon Johnson withdrew from the presidential 
race: following his triumph in New Hampshire, Eugene 
McCarthy campaigned with an air that suggested he 
should be anointed rather than elected to office; Robert 
Kennedy was shot; Hubert Humphrey lost his bid for 
the presidency by a hair’s breadth; and Richard Nixon 
made the greatest comeback since Lazarus. Overshad- 
owing all these events, in fact’doing much to shape 
them, was the ongoing Vietnam war-and the intense, 
acrimonious, and often violent dissension it provoked. 

What, in retrospect, can be learned from that period? 
Prescinding from even larger issues, 1 am going to focus 
on two only. First, the terms in which the public debate 
about the war was carried on and the consequences 
drawn from them, and, second, the obligations imposed 
on the leaders of our country when it proposes to inter- 
ve’ne or actually intervenes in another country. 

There is a general reluctance in this country to intro- 
duce into a discussion of politics any mention of morali- 
ty, a deep suspicion that claims of morality are simply 
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intended to disguise the real claims of self-interest. The 
reluctance and suspicion are, no doubt, well founded. 
But the result is an impoverished intellectual tradition, 
the extent of that impoverishment being harshly evident 
in the debates we had with each other over the war in 
Vietnam. Serious widespread dissent to U.S. participa- 
tion in that war might be said to start with the first 
bombing of North Vietnam by U.S. planes in February, 
1965. By 1968 the antiwar movement (mislabeled 
“peace movement’’ by most commentators) was at a 
peak. A number, a large number, of people wanted to 
base their criticism of the war on the highest grounds. 
And striving for higher ground they reached-at least 
rhetorically-Morality. Well and good. But in doing so, . 
many who assumed the role of critic and advisor 
dukened with their counsel our already murky atmo- 
s$ere. Not only did they fail to bridge a previously 
posited gap between politics and morality, they ex- 
tended it. 

Examples of what I .am referring to are scattered 
through public statements, organizational documents, 
and the pages of most of the respected journals of that 
period, but I have treasured one particular example for 
the  admirable way in which it coupled energetic expres- 
sion with an absence of thought. When a number of 
religious journals joined in condemning the Vietnam 
war, a Catholic journal, The Critic, declared: “It is now 
clear that the war can no longer be considered merely a 
political issue. Rather, it is a moral issue which Ameri- 
c a n  citizens as individuals must resolve for themselves. 
To us  only one conclusion seems valid: the United States 
should get the hell out of Vietnam.” 

Now, except for the concluding sentiment, almost 
everything is wrong with that statement. According to 
this critic, the war at one point, apparently, was “mere- 
ly” political. It’s difficult to understand how one could 
say that the war was “merely” anything, but to say 
“merely political” is dazzling. Much of the most effec- 
tive criticism directed against U.S. participation in that 
war was, inevitably and properly, political. It analyzed, 
that is, the reasons that successive administrations 
offered for U.S. participation in that war, analyzed the 
decision-making process insofar as it was known, and 
analyzed the consequences and the cost of the war. The 
analyses provided the ground for thus criticizing the 
military, political, and moral presuppositions that sup- 
ported that venture. The analyses themselves were open 
to examination and.assessment and became, in turn, part 
of the debate. But these examinations permitted some 
semblance of rational inquiry and debate, allowed some- 
thing more than trading opposing slogans. And they 
provided the basis for a moral judgment. 

u t  critic, however, disdained such mun- 0 dane efforts. When the war ceased being 
merely a political issue, it became a moral issue. What 
magic line was crossed, what additional element was 
added that suddenly raised the question to the higher 
realm of morality, we are not told. We are told only that 
American citizens must resolve this question for them- 
selves “as individuals.” Does such a statement mean that 
each person should make his or her own determination 
about the war? If so, it simply states a banality. But if it 

means that one should not make such a determination 
within a community, should not indeed feel the obliga- 
tions of a citizen, it teaches a dangerous absurdity. And 
this dangerous absurdity was, in fact, propagated whole- 
sale during the Vietnam war. It ignored the .fact that 
there is a moral logic, a set of moral presuppositions in 
all large policy decisions and that only rigorous exami- 
nation will raise them to consciousness. It ignored the 
fact that a moral problem in the political arena is also a 
political problem and must be resolved by political 
means. It encouraged one to substitute self-righteous- 
ness for political thought. It encouraged one to adopt a 
Manichaean view of our then political situation, positing 
the forces of right and light on one side, evil and dark- 
ness on the other. 

One cannot attribute to this particular intellectual 
confusion, however virulent, any specific consequences. 
It was only part of a complex and tortured time that 
threw off balance even people who had previously 
appeared stable as the pyramids. But unlessone severs 
all relation between ideas and actions, one can say that 
these “ideas” fostered some of the more unfortunate, 
unhelpful actions of that time. 

Those of us opposed to a continuation of the war had 
reason to anticipate that an antiwar candidate would be 
nominated for the presidency. That was not to be. Some 
people were then led to reject the political process and 
others to expect from it what it cannot give. The 
compromises tha tape  inevitable in decisions that are 
truly political, and a choice of “the lesser of two evils” 
that politics frequently offers, were discarded. To pun- 
ish the politicians and to purify the process we were 
instructed by a number of moralists not to vote for 
Hubert Humphrey. His loss was narrow, and some of 
the consequences of that loss we know. 

But our national leaders performed little better 
during this period. I am referring, not to the particular 
judgments they made, but to the way our leaders, the 

experts,’’ understood their relation to the citizens of 
this country. As Wilson Carey McWilliams wrote ten 
years ago, “the devotion of our own citizens is not 
unconditional and we must be careful of those causes in 
which we ask their support .... Officials will need to prove 
that those we aid are in some genuine sense our friends 
and that those we oppose’are, in equally real terms, our 
foes. And when they fail, they must expect resistance.” 
Ten years ago our officials failed and met justified resis- 
tance. 

Could this country be subjected to another trauma 
such as Vietnam? There are those who say no, that our 
experience of ten years ago was the result of a number of 
shifting factors-for example, national demographics, 
an unprecedented series of assassinations (John Kenne- 
dy, Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Robert 
Kennedy) that robbed us of national leadership,\ the 
dissolution of colonialism-the confluence of which 
cannot be repeated. I am skeptical. The failures and 
weaknesses of our society that were hgrantly displayed 
ten years ago are, for the most part, with us still. We 
experienced at that time a’ moral crisis. It  was not 
limited to Vietnam, or only to foreign policy. It was and 
remains a moral crisis of America. One of the lessons of 
1968 is that it could happen again. 
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