3. A War Protester Decides to Resist the Draft (1966)

No other issue did more 1o breed disenchantment among young people in the 1960s

“than the Vietnam War. As revelations spread about the deepening U.S. involvement
there, and as the government in Washington proved increasingly unable 1o Justify
the conflict to the American public, countless people, especially college youths, ex-
pressed their disaffection. For many young men of draft age, their relationship with
the Selective Service System became both a political and a moral issue. One young
mamn who decided to resist the draft was David Harris, a former Boy of the Year from
Fresno, California, and, in 1966, president of the student body at Stanford Univer-
sity. With bis friend Dennis Sweeney—who a decade and a balf later would be con-
victed of murdering former congressman Allard K. Lowenstein, anotber antiwar
activist—Harris belped to organize a draft-resistance movement among college stu-
dents. In the following passage, Harris describes bis own decision to become a draft
resister. (He would later spend nearly two years in a federal penilentiary as a conse-
quence.) What were bis motives? Was be justified in reaching his decision?

The more we learned about the war, the worse it seemed. Late in July, Cooley
Street attended a lecture by a Canadian journalist who had just returned from North
Vietnam. Dennis and the Channing Street group were at the lecture as well.*

With what amounted to only a fledgling air defense system, explained the jour-
nalist, North Vietnam had no hope of turning the American Force back. Theoretically,
strategic air power destroys the enemy’s industrial, logistic, and transportation sys-
tems, but North Vietnam possessed little centralized industry and only a rudimentary
transportation system. Consequently, the target increasingly became the population
itself. The American strategy’s starting point was a calculation by Defense Depart-
ment planners that it took only two Vietnamese to deal with one of their dead coun-
trymen, but one wounded required five. Mass woundings, it was assumed, would tie
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*Cooley and Channing are two streets in the Palo Alto, California, area where Harris and other antiwar ac-
tivists lived in the 1960s.






