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The March on the Pentagon in 1967 in Washington, D.C., its Multi-Perspectivity, and the Antiwar Protest Movement in the United States of America of the 1960s  

This dissertation project shows how the March on the Pentagon, a major demonstration against the Vietnam War on October 21 and 22, 1967, was important for the attempt to reinvigorate democratic values in the United States of America. The March was meant to be part of the development of the 1960s anti-Vietnam War protest movement in the United States.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  For the sake of transparency and comfortable reading, the March on the Pentagon in 1967 will be called the “March” and the “1967 March.” In sources such as in interview extracts as well as in literature, the name the “March on the Pentagon” has often been kept. Other anti-Vietnam War and civil rights marches have retained their names in the text as they are commonly used.] 


The focus of this dissertation is on the U.S. antiwar movements and, specifically, on the different U.S. antiwar protests against the Vietnam War. Above all, the March was part of the U.S. street protest culture. That culture comprised a range of protest movements and activities in the United States from the end of the 1950s and the beginning of the 1960s onwards. Within this culture, two major strands were the civil rights movement and the anti-Vietnam War movement.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Kyla Sommers, When the Smoke Cleared: The 1968 Rebellions and the Unfinished Battle for Civil Rights in the Nation’s Capital (New York: New Press, 2023), x.] 


The March occurred relatively late in the antiwar movement and did not succeed in ending the Vietnam War, which lasted another six years on the U.S. side.[footnoteRef:3] All in all, it is difficult to ascertain whether the March and the overall war protest movement effected real changes in foreign policy.[footnoteRef:4] The March was not the climax of the U.S. anti-Vietnam War movement. Yet this event was an apex of antiwar protests, with enough critical mass by its size and scope. In short, the previous antiwar marches had paved the way for the Pentagon March. [3:  Matthias Reiss, “Introduction,” in The Street as Stage: Protest Marches and Public Rallies since the Nineteenth Century, ed. Matthias Reiss (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 20; Simon Hall, “Marching on Washington: The Civil Rights and Anti-War Movements of the 1960s,” in The Street as Stage: Protest Marches and Public Rallies since the Nineteenth Century, ed. Matthias Reiss (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 228.]  [4:  Allen Guttmann, “Protest Against the War in Vietnam,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 382, no. 1 (March 1969): 58, accessed January 22, 2024, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1037114.] 



State of the Art

Whether the March actually marked a turning-point in the movement has been much debated by historians. In this section I will tease out an answer to this question in a survey of the present state of research material on the March and other U.S. protest antiwar and civil rights marches that shaped it. And in my subsequent section I will argue that the next step is to extend these findings to the multi-perspectivity of the March, filling the gap for a new approach to the event.

One major theme of scholarly research has been the commitment of the United States since the end of World War II to fight Communism around the globe. A subset of that research addresses the dilemma of U.S. foreign policy with respect to South Vietnam, both militarily and politically, after the French retreat. The United States was not particularly interested in Vietnam, but U.S. policy makers were worried that Communism would quickly spread through Southeast Asia if they did not step in to defend Vietnam against Communist forces.[footnoteRef:5] The March coalesced within that political context. The uneasy tension between demonstrators and the government (soldiers, largely) mirrored the pent-up atmosphere of global politics at the time. Some studies have looked at how a growing belief that the war was not winnable had by 1967 persuaded about a dozen U.S. senators to oppose U.S. policy in Vietnam.[footnoteRef:6] It was in this political and social environment that individual demonstrators at the March exhibited an escalating use of violence.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  See Bernd Stöver, Der Kalte Krieg. Geschichte eines radikalen Zeitalters: 1947-1991 (München C.H. Beck, 2017); Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War. Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Odd Arne Westad, The Cold War: A World History (London: Allen Lane/Penguin Books, 2017); William Conrad Gibbons, The U.S. Government and the Vietnam War: Executive and Legislative Roles and Relationships, Part IV: July 1965–January 1968 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995).]  [6:  Robert Schulzinger, A Time for War: The United States and Vietnam, 1941-1975 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 225.]  [7:  See Robert McMahon, The Limits of Empire: The United States and Southeast Asia since World War II (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999); George Herring, America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950-1975 (New York: McGraw-Hill Education, 2014); Schulzinger, Time for War.] 


In The Vietnam Wars 1945-1990, scholar Marilyn Young’s account of the Southeast Asian conflict, the author asks to what extent Americans were committed to the Vietnam War.[footnoteRef:8] Her study devotes a short but lucid passage to the March in which she notes that soldiers were open to expressing “sympathy for the marchers and opposition to the war […], creating rushes of power and fellowship.”[footnoteRef:9] Young sees the March as a “model of non-violent civil disobedience.”[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Marilyn Young, The Vietnam Wars 1945-1990 (New York: HarperPerennial, 1991).]  [9:  Young, Vietnam Wars 1945-1990, 201.]  [10:  Young, Vietnam Wars 1945-1990, 201.] 


Several scholarly studies address the diversity of circumstances and motivation of U.S. soldiers who fought in Vietnam.[footnoteRef:11] They record individual pangs of conscience, self-doubts, and reaffirmations of one’s own personal status in the minds of the soldiers, veterans, and demonstrators. These studies have at least an indirect bearing on the central research question here, i.e., how and why the perspectives of the various March participants differed. [11:  Charles DeBenedetti, An American Ordeal: The Antiwar Movement of the Vietnam Era (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1990); James Patterson, Grand Expectations: The United States, 1945-1974 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996); Christian Appy, Working-Class War: American Combat Soldiers and Vietnam (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993).] 


Simon Hall sees the tactics of the demonstrators at the March as detrimental to the antiwar cause, alienating the media and the public alike.[footnoteRef:12] Unlike the 1963 March for Jobs and Freedom, which was orchestrated and positively broadcast in the media, the 1967 March received a rather mixed result.[footnoteRef:13] Because the March alienated ordinary Americans, Hall argues, it failed to attain the broad support required to impact U.S. government policy.[footnoteRef:14] The March was a combination of civil disobedience, resistance, and counter-culturalism which helped to explain why the antiwar movement remained unpopular.[footnoteRef:15] This is also what the media, according to Hall and other scholars, were criticizing: the lawless and extremist elements of the March overshadowed the honesty and sincerity of peaceful demonstrators, making the March a despicable episode of the antiwar movement in the eyes of many Americans.[footnoteRef:16] [12:  Hall, “Marching on Washington,” 213.]  [13:  Hall, “Marching on Washington,” 216, 222, 228, 229.]  [14:  Hall, “Marching on Washington,” 223; DeBenedetti, An American Ordeal, 4.]  [15:  Tom Wells, The War Within: America’s Battle over Vietnam (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 176-177; Wells, The War Within, 173; Mickey Flacks and Dick Flacks, Making History/Making Blintzes: How Two Red Diaper Babies Found Each Other and Discovered America (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2018), 249; Hall, “Marching on Washington,” 224-225; Simon Hall, Rethinking the American Anti-War Movement (New York: Routledge Taylor and Francis Group, 2012), 32.]  [16:  Hall, “Marching on Washington,” 226; DeBenedetti, An American Ordeal, 198; Tom Wells, “The Anti-Vietnam War Movement in the United States,” in The Vietnam War, ed. Peter Lowe (London: Macmillan Press, 1998), 118; Wells, The War Within, 203.] 


It is debatable whether, as stated by Hall and others, the March and the “antiwar movement’s use of confrontational tactics, provocative rhetoric, and counter-cultural protest helped to ensure that it was one of the few things in America that was actually more unpopular than the Vietnam War.”[footnoteRef:17] Another historian, Mitchell Hall, has stated that despite being “[u]nable to end the war directly, the movement was strong enough to alarm the government, creating social conditions that limited policy options and made stopping the war possible.”[footnoteRef:18] Prior to the March, activists and government officials feared that the event would turn violent because antiwar activists tended to be young, and so many were expected to participate.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Hall, Rethinking the American Anti-War Movement, 32; Hall, “Marching on Washington,” 226.]  [18:  Mitchell Hall, “The Vietnam Era Antiwar Movement,” OAH Magazine of History 18, no. 5 (October 2004): 17.]  [19:  Wells, The War Within, 178-179, 185.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk151473873][bookmark: _Hlk65405949]The central historical research question is:

How and why did the individual observers and participants perceive the March differently?

The dissertation draws on theoretical approaches such as by Jürgen Habermas, Clifford Geertz, M. M. Bakhtin, Roland Barthes, and Gérard Genette applying their democratically based theoretical framing respective culturally theoretical and methodological approaches for the empirical research on this event. Habermas in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere demonstrates the importance of public spaces and the public sphere in the evolution of democracy.[footnoteRef:20] Geertz’s emphasis rests on the analysis and interpretative understanding of cultural phenomena and occurrences as an expression of a social system via a system of thick description.[footnoteRef:21] The dissertation examines how the March embedded in the tumultuous 1960s era was perceived by individual participants and observers, what empirical and qualitative research individual responses elicited from their being interviewed, their texts and works. [20:  Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger with the assistance of Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991). For reference, see the original German edition in: Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp taschenbuch wissenschaft 891, 2018).]  [21:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 5. Repr. Dichte Beschreibung. Beiträge zum Verstehen kultureller Systeme, trans. Brigitte Luchesi and Rolf Bindemann (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp taschenbuch wissenschaft 696, 2019).] 


On the methodological side different media will be analyzed such as the differing positions of individual participants on the March from all social strata, considering primary historical and secondary historical sources at the time of the event, including personal interviews conducted both in Washington, D.C., and in Germany from 1997 to 2022.

The present study is divided into five chapters. The Introduction (Chapter 1) lays out the central historical research question about how and why the individual observers and participants perceived the March differently by showing its multi-perspectivity of views. Current research presents the March as part of both the U.S. antiwar protests and the civil rights movements. The introduction reassesses the March as a turning-point in the antiwar movement. One subsection of the introduction explains the theoretical framework of this dissertation, namely the applied theories of Jürgen Habermas and Clifford Geertz. Their work will inform the analysis of aspects of the multi-perspectivity of the March.

Chapter 2 (“Historical Development of the American Protest Culture”) is devoted to the historical development of street protest culture in the United States, with specific reference to individual anti-Vietnam War marches and their connections to the civil rights movement. This is followed by a description of the singular character of the American protest movement. The Bonus March of 1932 and the marches on Washington Movement 1941 to 1946 serve as examples of earlier socio-political protests to show the multifaceted nature of the U.S. protest tradition.

This dissertation explains not only the commonalities of these protest marches, but also their differences. The college activists who helped organize marches during the Vietnam War era represented a wide spectrum of ideas, beliefs, and views regarding the war. The March from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, in 1965 is an example from the civil rights movement that expanded the idea of public marching. It was one of the first marches where people moved from one place to another, instead of confining their action to one specific place. The Selma march related in some way to the antiwar marches as it inspired and informed antiwar protest tactics.

Chapter 3 (“Actors (I): The Demonstrators”) and chapter 4 (“Actors (II): The Government Officials and Representatives”) present an analysis of the demonstrators’ and the federal government’s views on the March, using selections of transcripts of personally conducted thirteen semi-structured interviews. Following from the above-stated primary research question is the first set of subordinate research questions:

How was the impact of the March on the overall U.S. anti-Vietnam War movement narrated by individual participants and observers? How did activists, organizers, government officials and representatives position themselves to retroactively construct the meaning of the March? How did individual demonstrators comport themselves using violence and power, and how was this reflected in respective reactions on the part of the government during the March?

The third chapter includes a discussion of oral history and its application in the field of history. Following that is a description of methodology, including how and why participants and observers of the March were chosen and recruited for interviews, and how they were interviewed. Interview samples will be included. Chapter 3 will also apply the methodological steps of thick description to the March, per the work of Geertz. This will include analysis of interviewees’ narratives about the impact of the March on the antiwar movement overall, their retroactive constructions of the significance of the March, and the meaning from their perspectives of the use of violence and power by both the demonstrators and soldiers in front of the Pentagon.

The fifth chapter (“Actors (III): The Media Coverage”) focuses on the media’s representation of the March through newspaper photographs and reports. What was the impact of those media depictions? It is worth asking: How was the March portrayed in contemporary photographs and newspaper articles? How were interactions between demonstrators and government representatives (including soldiers) depicted? These questions as the second set of subordinate research questions will be considered in chapter 5.

A selection of newspaper articles and photographs from before and during the March will be discussed in terms of how the March was depicted, both as a dichotomy of violent and peaceful action of demonstrators on the one hand, and counter responses by government representatives on the other. The discussion draws on the work of theorists including Mikhail Bakhtin, Roland Barthes, and Gérard Genette. Their methods of analyzing the interconnection between text and images, paratexts, and layout will help reveal various media viewpoints on the March.

Photographs and other print media, both of local and national scope, are analyzed with a focus on how a minority of violent agitators were alleged by editors and commentators to disrupt the March and the goals of its organizers. There was more of a disagreement over tactics (peaceful versus confrontational) than over goals (both factions wanted the United States out of Vietnam). Agitators may have been intent on disrupting the peaceful tenor (or spirit) of the March or may have been accused of trying to hijack the March, i.e., turn it into the violent confrontation they wanted, instead of the peaceful protest that most participants showed up for. It is possible, however, that organizers did in fact structure the March to allow for escalating levels of direct action, such as confronting the police, crossing their lines, and provoking arrest.

The conclusion summarizes and comments on the views that shaped the March, with criticism from ardent demonstrators, writers, and government representatives alike. The conclusion brings together a selection of various strands of U.S. antiwar protest. Weaving together the results of chapters 3, 4 and 5, it reflects on the central historical research question of how and why the individual observers and participants perceived the March differently. These differing viewpoints amount to negotiation that helps form the foundation of democracy. A general outlook on further necessary historical research studies on the March will complement this dissertation.
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