
Th is research examines the reaction of students at Vanderbilt University to the Vietnam War during Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s presidency. Vanderbilt’s student-run newspaper Th e Vanderbilt Hustler provides insight into the opinions 
of individual students and the details of both anti- and pro-war movements on campus. From the evidence, it is ar-
gued that although more Vanderbilt students supported the war than opposed it, those students in favor of the cause 
remained relatively silent. Th e small demonstrations and acts by the vocal war opposition outnumbered those of war 
supporters, and in the end, the majority of students remained apolitical, focusing instead on on-campus activities. 

Controversy over the Vietnam War raged throughout 
the United States during the 1960s and early 1970s. 
Shift s in public opinion became increasingly evident 

as the Johnson administration escalated the confl ict. By the 
end of Johnson’s presidency, it became clear there was great 
opposition to the war and the principles for which it stood. 
Such opposition arose especially on college campuses around 

the country, as liberal youths demonstrated their sentiments 
through both verbal and physical protests. While this was the 
case at many universities, southern and politically conser-
vative schools like Vanderbilt were exceptions. Th ere were 
students and faculty members at Vanderbilt who detested 
President Johnson’s escalation of the Vietnam War, yet most 
students supported his policies. However, support lay at a shal-
low surface level for the most part. Hence, Vanderbilt anti-war 
protests, while relatively small in scale, greatly outnumbered 
active eff orts by the silent majority who supported the war.

Th e escalation of the war in Vietnam began in 1964 as Presi-
dent Johnson tried to secure re-election. Aft er a successful 
attack by the Northern Vietnamese, Johnson draft ed and 
Congress approved the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which 
gave the president the power to use military force in Viet-
nam without further consulting Congress.1 A year later 
President Johnson, in hopes of avoiding a full-scale ground 
war in Vietnam, launched an intense eight-week bombing 
raid of Northern Vietnam code-named “Operation Rolling 
Th under.”2 Despite his desire to avoid escalating the war, by 
1966 he had found it necessary to place 385,000 troops in 
Vietnam and by the end of his presidency in 1969 over half 
a million.3 With the war intensifying and no end in sight, 
opposition among Americans steadily increased. College 
campuses throughout the northern United States erupted 
in protest, burning draft  cards, and harassing industrial and 
military institutions.4 Similar demonstrations took place on 
Vanderbilt’s campus, although on a much smaller scale, but 
as a whole the student body and administration remained 
apolitical. 

Because the Vietnam War controversy was so prevalent in 
American society during Johnson’s presidency, general infor-
mation on the issue was readily available. However, because 
of Vanderbilt’s limited role in the discussion, student and fac-
ulty opinions were much less accessible. Th erefore, most of 
the information concerning Vanderbilt comes directly from 
the university’s archives through the student-run newspa-
per Th e Vanderbilt Hustler. Th e paper provides a number of 
student and faculty opinions as well as reports of events on 
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“What Vandy Th inks About Th e War” (Th e Vanderbilt 
Hustler, November 17, 1967)
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campus concerning the Vietnam controversy. Th erefore, Th e 
Hustler gives a good overview of the issues as perceived by 
the Vanderbilt community.

In 1965, the beginnings of an anti-war movement began to 
surface on Vanderbilt’s campus; however, this movement was 
still greatly overshadowed by the majority of students’ over-
whelming support for the war. On May 7 Vanderbilt hosted 
its fi rst speaker on the Vietnam issue: Norman Th omas, a 
Presbyterian minister and fervent socialist. He spoke to a 
crowd of 1,000 students in Neely Auditorium about the im-
portance of making peace in Vietnam, and was subsequently 
met with a “mixed reaction of applause and subdued hisses.”5

Th is event was the fi rst in a series of live debates and speak-
ers on Vietnam that Vanderbilt would host over the next 
four years. Th is series was the university’s method of foster-

ing an environment in which students were encouraged to 
think politically without itself taking a clear stance on the 
issue, and, initially at least, students took advantage of this 
opportunity to speak freely. In 1965, a small group of stu-
dents founded the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) 
at Vanderbilt.6 Th e organization remained fairly small and 
ultimately dissolved aft er a few months, but its members at-
tempted to spread their political views. Th ey set up booths 
in Rand Hall and peacefully passed out fl iers to promote the 
anti-Vietnam cause.7 However, typical Vanderbilt students 
of the time came from white, southern, conservative, affl  u-
ent families, and thus unsurprisingly most favored the war.8

Such students created a petition advocating for the support 
of American troops in Vietnam and organized a blood drive 
to benefi t U.S. soldiers in 1965.9 Recent alumni now serving 
in Vietnam had written to students emphasizing their need 
for support and blood, and these students seized the oppor-
tunity to help their friends.10 In the end, the petition received 
over 2,000 signatures and was accepted by a United States 
general in an on-campus ceremony that became a pro-war 
rally.11 Shortly aft er the event, Th e Hustler published an edi-
torial saying, “we support the soldiers fi ghting in Viet Nam, 
and to go even further, we favor President Johnson’s policy 
there.”12 More than anything else, these two occurrences 
highlighted the student body’s overwhelmingly pro-war 
stance on the Vietnam issue. 

In 1966, the controversy surrounding the Vietnam War was 
mounting, yet the majority of students at Vanderbilt were 
simply uninterested in developing and expressing their po-
litical beliefs. Dialogue continued through a new column 
in Th e Hustler that provided students of both liberal and 
conservative views with the opportunity to discuss their 
beliefs.13 Th e Student Political Education and Action Com-
mittee (SPEAC), one of the organizations that replaced the 

SDS, also came out with the University’s fi rst radical politi-
cal paper, Prometheus, to spread its views more eff ectively.14

Additionally, the Vanderbilt Committee For Alternatives to 
War in Vietnam attempted to foster a dialogue on campus by 
setting up a debate between the pro- and anti-war factions.15

Th e members of the student-run organization sent out hand-
written letters to countless individuals and clubs around 
campus asking for volunteers to participate. However, out of 
the 2,000 people who signed the petition supporting the war 
months earlier, only 15 agreed to defend their views, while 
35 out of the infi nitely smaller number of students who pro-
tested the war came to share their views.16 Th is huge discrep-

“[T]he majority of  students at Vanderbilt were simply 
uninterested in developing and expressing their 

political beliefs.”
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ancy in numbers can be attributed to conservative students’ 
lack of support for their arguments and general apathy to-
ward the issue. Th e majority of pro-war students’ beliefs were 
cursory, and therefore they could not defend them eff ectively 
in a debate against someone who passionately believed and 
supported their stance. Th e president of the Young Repub-
licans Club confi rmed this by stating, “many supporters are 
reluctant to put their views on the line when these views are 
not well grounded.”17 Th us, even though students who fa-
vored the war greatly outnumbered students who opposed 
the war, anti-war students, knowing they were the minor-
ity, demonstrated their passion and zeal for the issue by 
expressing their views on campus. Specifi c opinions about 
what should be done in Vietnam among those who opposed 
the war varied, some favoring negotiation, others immediate 
withdrawal, but they all believed “to be silent is to consent,” 
so they made their voices heard.18 However, the majority of 
students at Vanderbilt remained apolitical, focusing instead 
on academics and campus life. 

Anti-war sentiment on Vanderbilt’s campus peaked in 
1967, as liberal students grew more vocal. In October 1967, 
a full page anti-war advertisement appeared in Th e Hus-
tler advocating a swift  end to the war and listing over 100 
names of undergraduate, graduate students, and professors 
who supported the anti-war cause.19 While most people on 
Vanderbilt’s campus supported the war, this advertisement 
highlighted the growth that the anti-war movement had 
undergone since its humble beginnings. Th is is also veri-
fi ed through the removal of advertisements for the Reserve 
Offi  cers’ Training Corps (ROTC) in Th e Hustler as student 
protests, at Vanderbilt and other universities, oft en focused 
on objections to the ROTC program. In 1965, recruitment 
advertisements for Vanderbilt’s ROTC program appeared 
frequently. However, aft er 1965 they disappeared completely 
from the newspaper, demonstrating the growing opposition. 
Not only did the number of protesters grow, but also the de-
gree to which students were willing to speak up and physi-
cally act. For example, protesters picketed in front of Alumni 
Hall during a Naval ROTC drill, yelling at the students that 
they were making a huge mistake and needed to leave the 
program while they still could.20 Th is was in sharp contrast to 
prior campaigns of quietly handing out pamphlets in Rand.

Protests also arose in the form of peaceful school-wide “teach-
ins” in which professors or guest speakers would discuss the 
need for peace in Vietnam.21 Not everyone participated, yet 
publicity, both good and bad, increased in Th e Hustler. Th ese 
protests were able to take place because the Board of Trust 
at Vanderbilt refused to take a position on the Vietnam War. 
Instead they opted to “skirt the issue” and allow students to 
debate and decide for themselves what, if anything, should 
be done.22 By the end of 1967, the liberal minority at Vander-
bilt had taken advantage of the university’s openness, while 
the conservative majority tended to ignore the anti-war pro-
tests, instead concentrating on their academic careers.

In 1968, students’ limited political interest shift ed from the 
Vietnam War to the upcoming presidential election, yet even 
on this issue, opinions still remained poorly developed and 
surface level in depth. Th ose students who were opposed to 
the United States’ intervention in Vietnam continued to voice 
their opinions, though with less frequency, hosting more 
“teach-ins” and writing articles for Th e Hustler on occasion.23

For the most part, students began focusing on the upcoming 
presidential election as more students’ political interests were 
too narrow to focus on more than one major issue. Th is was 
evident as the Vietnam issue greatly overshadowed the racial 
issue on campus. Even as Vanderbilt’s administration made 
eff orts to integrate, recruiting the SEC’s fi rst African Ameri-
can athlete Perry Wallace in 1966, students seemed rather 
apathetic to the issue. As the number of African American 
students increased, some administrators voiced concerns 
about those students fi nding social outlets on campus, but 
for the most part students seemed not to care.24 Th ere were 
very few opinion pieces published in Th e Hustler concerning 
the racial issue. If anything, Th e Hustler simply reported on 
what was going on in Nashville concerning discrimination, 
for most politically charged articles focused on the Vietnam 
War and later the election of 1968.25
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In 1968, the administration continued to remain as neutral as 
possible amid the controversy. It declared that the university 
would not deny admission to a student based on his refusal 
to participate in the draft . Such an applicant needed to have 
settled the issue with proper authorities fi rst, “but once that 
had been done, [the university] would not refuse him admis-
sion or judge him unfairly because of such a past record.”26

Th us it strove to make the Vietnam question a non-issue in 
campus aff airs. Th e controversy of the draft  itself never re-
ally took off  at Vanderbilt, even among those who protested 
the war.27 Th ere was a small petition in 1968 that received 20 
signatures from students who vowed not to honor the draft , 
but it received minimal attention as protests revolved around 
America’s involvement more than anything else.28 Moving 
away from the Vietnam issue, Th e Hustler began running nu-
merous articles on student and faculty opinions of the candi-
dates and election process. In March 1968, Robert Kennedy 
came to speak on Vanderbilt’s campus shortly aft er he had 
announced his candidacy for president. He gave a speech to 
over 12,000 students and locals in which he highlighted the 
shortcomings of the current government, eloquently vowed 
to do something about them, and received a standing ova-
tion.29 While the great coverage and student turnout of the 
event seems to demonstrate a high degree of political interest 
among students, this interest was fl eeting. Robert Kennedy’s 
popularity among students rose dramatically following his 
speech only to drop later as the excitement died down and 
students reverted back to their conservative views.30 Shortly 
aft er this event, President Johnson announced that he would 
not seek reelection, yet somehow this major development 
was missing from the pages of Th e Hustler.31 Th is confi rms 
the majority of students’ lack of interest in political aff airs. 
Th us Vanderbilt’s campus and student body remained rela-
tively inactive and quiet throughout this extremely contro-
versial time.

While a liberal minority did vocalize discontent with the 
situation in Vietnam, most students supported the war and/
or paid little attention to the issue. Consequently, demon-

strations on Vanderbilt’s campus remained small in scale 
compared with the violent outbreaks and large-scale protests 
at colleges with more liberal atmospheres. Still, because of 
their vehemence, the students of the liberal minority made 
their voices heard and garnered some support during John-
son’s presidency. Th ey were able to lead Vanderbilt’s limited 
political scene, hosting debates and “teach-ins,” bringing in 
guest speakers, and dominating the columns in Th e Hustler
virtually unopposed. In the country as a whole, focused as it 
was on the Vietnam War, this minority anti-war movement 
at Vanderbilt would have had little if any impact. However, 
strikingly enough, liberals were able to dominate the politi-
cal scene within Vanderbilt’s community because conserva-
tive students’ interest in the subject remained on the surface 
level.

“General Accepts Student Petitions During Campus Viet 
Nam Rally” (Th e Vanderbilt Hustler, December 10, 1965)
Source: Special Collections, Vanderbilt University
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