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Compelling Question: Did American women support or oppose the Vietnam War? 
Examine the documents below to form inferences on the compelling question above.  
 
Document A: Students for a Democratic Society 
In 1967 women convened at the National Convention for the Students for a Democratic Society. 
Members wrote the following excerpt from their position statement. Students for a Democratic 
Society was a national student activist organization during the 1960s, and was one of the principal 
representations of the New Left. 
 

As we analyze the position of women in capitalist society and especially in the 
United States we find that women are in a colonial relationship to men and we recognize 
ourselves as part of the third world. 

 
“Liberation of Women,” New Left Notes, July 10, 1967. In Cyrana B. Wyker.  “Women in Wargasm: 

The Politics of Womenís Liberation in the Weather Underground Organization.” University 
of South Florida Scholar Commons. April 26, 2009. 
https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1092&context=etd.  

 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. Describe the authors of this position statement. What are their demographics likely 
to be? Consider age, gender, class, etc.  

 
 

2. With whom do these authors identify? 
 
 

3. Why might this identity be strange? 
 
 
 
Document B: Diane Nash  
Diane Nash was a civil rights activist who was active in the sit-in movement. She traveled to 
Vietnam to examine the impact of the war. 
 

We left New York on the evening of December 15, 1966. We would fly to Paris, 
Moscow, Peking, Na Ning (China) and then to Hanoi. There were four of us. 

All four of us are American citizens and all four of us oppose the United States 
fighting this war. We did not represent a group or any organization. We were four 
individuals. Each of us had her own particular opinions about the issues and each had her 
own reasons for going. In fact, I might say that we disagreed on practically every other 
subject from child care and men, to politics and nonviolence. The only issue that I can 
remember all of us agreeing upon during the entire month we were together was that we 
were all against the war.  

Let me take this opportunity to make it very clear that any statement I make applies only to 
me. I cannot speak for any of the other three ladies. 
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I am against the war because I am against using murder as a solution to human 
problems. 

Later that morning we visited Phuc Tan Street which is in the central district of 
Hanoi. There was extensive damage which de- stroyed about 300 dwelling houses~ This is 
one of the most densely populated areas of Hanoi. We witnessed this damage and the fact 
that it was a densely populated area in the center of Hanoi with our own eyes. Here a 
woman eight months pregnant had her unborn child blown out of her body. The bodies of 
the mother and the un- born child were recovered some distance apart from each other. 
While we were looking at the spectacle we saw lying on the ground a section of human 
jawbone with teeth. Dishes, shoes, children's toys and charred household items were 
scattered everywhere. Another woman pregnant and obviously ready to deliver any day 
told us of having lost her son, 7 years old, and her daughter, 2V2 years old. 
  We then left and visited another bombed section in Hanoi, Nguyen Thiep Street. 
Again this was a densely populated street in the center of Hanoi. Hanoi is divided into four 
districts. Bombing had taken place in all four. 

That evening we visited Hanoi hospital. We met with the doctors and staff. Dr. Fut 
gave a report of attacks by the United States on the medical facilities of North Vietnam. 
His main points were (quoting from his remarks on that occasion) : 

"The U.S. has good reconnaissance and has deliberately and systematically attacked 
medical institutions in North Vietnam in order to paralyze the medical proceedings of the 
country and to de- moralize the people.” 
 

Bevel, Diane Nash. "Journey to North Vietnam." (Spring 1967). Freedomways, 7(2), 118-
128. 
 

Guiding Questions: 
 

4. Who was Nash and how might her background impact her view of this war against 
the Viet-Cong? 

 
 

5. Why did Nash oppose the war? 
 
 

6. What strategy did she use to persuade others to her perspective? 
 
 

 
 

Document C: Two Images from the Women Strike for Peace Movement (1961-1975) 
Women Strike for Peace (WSP) formed in 1961 after more than 50,000 women marched for peace in 
protest of above ground testing of nuclear weapons. Bella Abzug and Dagmar Wilson were founders 
of Women Strike for Peace, a peace activist group with the goal of stopping nations from nuclear 
testing to slow down the arms race. On November 1, 1961 Women Strike for Peace got 50,000 badass 
women marching onto the streets. It was the largest national women’s peace protest of the 20th 
century! Leading ladies, Jackie Kennedy and Nina Khrushchev both supported this work. Coretta 
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Scott King was a delegate for Women Strike for Peace at the disarmament conference, stating, “We 
are on the brink of destroying ourselves through nuclear warfare.”  King convinced the USSR and the 
west into signing the Limited Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty. This work was incredibly important to 
disrupting gender norms, women were pushing themselves into topics of national security policy. By 
1964, WSP members focused their energies on protesting the Vietnam war.  

 

Censure Nixon Rally, Women Strike for Peace  
Washington, D.C. - January 18, 1972 
 
Helen Boston “My Son Died in Vain in 
Vietnam”  
 Convocation and Lobby, Women Strike for Peace 
Washington, D.C. 
 

“Women Strike for Peace, 1961-1975.” Dorothy Marder Women strike for peace exhibit. 
Swarthmore College Peace Collection. Accessed November 15, 2022. 
https://www.swarthmore.edu/library/peace/Exhibits/Dorothy%20Marder/MarderExhibit1A_
files/MarderExhibit1A.html.   
 

Guiding Questions: 
 

7. What was Women Strike for Peace? And what did they oppose?  
 
 
 

8. Based on these images, why did these women oppose the war in Vietnam? 
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Document D: American Public Opinion and the War in Vietnam 
 

Sex  
Converse and Schuman's study of public attitudes towards the war in Vietnam 

pointed out that "women have traditionally been unenthusiastic about war involve- ment, 
and the largest sex differences in responses emerge when policies involving strong military 
initiatives are at stake."33 Throughout the polls measuring public response to the war, 
females consistently exhibit more dovish attitudes than men which tends to discredit the 
theory of the "greater burden," as did the data for age. The annual mean support figures for 
the war (as measured by negative responses to the Gallup mistake question) reflect this 
difference (see Table 5).84 It is in- teresting to note that as the war dragged on, the difference 
between men and women's opinions narrowed somewhat. This pattern also emerges when 
one considers views of escalation (see Table 6) - at first, a majority of the men questioned by 
the SRC favored this alternative, but less than two out of every five women did. After a few 
years of war, this al-ternative appeared less appealing to both sexes, and the difference 
between them began to decline - by 1970 the sexes were apart by ten percentage points. On 
the withdrawal side, however, the differences between men and women not only re- 
mained, but grew. Together, these figures suggest that men and women evaluated the war 
in Vietnam differently throughout its course, with men more hawkish and women more 
dovish. 

 
Race  

Probably the most widely noted demographic aspect of public opinion about the war 
in Vietnam was the opposition of American blacks. By any measure, blacks were 
substantially more opposed to U.S. intervention in Vietnam than whites. In local referenda 
concerning the war held in 1966, 1967, and 1968, black precincts were likely to oppose the 
war more strongly than white precincts: "... race was associated with opposition to the war 
in Madison and Cambridge, where black voters comprised a small segment of the 
community, and in San Francisco, which contained a sizeable black population."35 The SRC 
policy alternative question also demonstrates this pattern quite clearly (see Table 7). Blacks 
always favored with- drawal more than whites, and by increasing margins as the war 
dragged on. More- over, blacks were consistently more unfavorable towards escalation 
when compared to whites. Ratios of two and three to one were the norm between the races 
on the question of escalation. How can these patterns be explained? Generally, black citizens 
have had fewer positive experiences with their government than white citizens. A kind of 
generic mistrust and suspicion of white politicians and their works (which white voters 
were to acquire only after a number of disillusioning incidents) may provide part of the 
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explanation for black resistance to the war in Vietnam. In addition, it is possible that many 
blacks believed claims that a disproportionate number of combat troops in Vietnam were 
black (and other minority group members), and that a disproportionate percentage of the 
deaths in the war were sustained by non- whites. As far as public opinion is concerned, it 
did not matter whether such claims were true or not; if enough non-white citizens believed 
them, such belief would probably appear in the form of reduced support and increased 
opposition to the war among such respondents.7 Finally, the war in Vietnam coincided with 
a period of quite inflamed rhetoric in the black community which sometimes branded the 
war in Vietnam as racist. Whether this charge was correct or not, it may have increased 
opposition to the war among minority groups. 

 
Lunch, William L., and Peter W. Sperlich. “American Public Opinion and the War in Vietnam.” The 

Western Political Quarterly 32, no. 1 (1979): 21–44. https://doi.org/10.2307/447561.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

9. Based on this information from Gallup Polls in the period, were women more or less 
likely to support the war in Vietnam than men? 

 
 

10. What other characteristics were strong indicators of their support for the war? 
 
 
 
 
 
Document E: Vietnam Women’s Memorial 

Approximately 11,000 American military women were stationed in Vietnam during 
the war. Close to ninety percent were nurses in the Army, Navy, and Air Force. 

Others served as physicians, physical therapists, personnel in the Medical Service 
Corps, air traffic controllers, communications specialists, intelligence officers, clerks and in 
other capacities in different branches of the armed services. Nearly all of them volunteered. 

By 1967, most all military nurses who volunteered to go to Vietnam did so shortly 
after graduation. These women were the youngest group of medical personnel ever to serve 
in war time. 
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Because of the guerilla tactics of Vietnam, many women were in the midst of the 
conflict. There was no front, no such thing as "safe behind our lines." Many were wounded; 
most spent time in bunkers during attacks. The names of the eight military women who 
died in Vietnam are listed on the "Wall." 

Medical personnel dealt with extraordinary injuries inflicted by enemy weapons 
specifically designed to mutilate and maim. During massive casualty situations, nurses 
often worked around the clock, conducted triage, assisted with emergency tracheotomies 
and amputations, debrided wounds and inserted chest tubes so surgeons could get to the 
next critical patient. Over 58,000 soldiers died in Vietnam; 350,000 were wounded. 

It is estimated that approximately 265,000 military women served their country 
during the Vietnam war all over the world in a variety of occupations. Thousands of women 
served in Japan, Guam, the Philippines, Hawaii, and other stateside hospitals caring for the 
wounded and dying who had been stabilized and flown out of the war zone. Many Navy 
women were stationed aboard the USS Repose and the USS Sanctuary, hospital ships 
stationed off the coast of South Vietnam. Air Force nurses served both "in country" and on 
air evacuation missions. 

An unknown number of civilian women also served in Vietnam as news 
correspondents and workers for the Red Cross, the USO, the American Friends Service 
Committee, Catholic Relief Services and other humanitarian organizations. Like their 
military counterparts, many of these women were wounded in the crossfire. More than 50 
civilian American women died in Vietnam. 

Many Vietnam women veterans have never told their friends, colleagues or even 
loved ones about their tour of duty in Vietnam. The majority of them were only in their 
early 20s when they returned to a country that did not understand what they had just 
experienced. Although most were there to save lives, they received the same hostile 
treatment as the returning combat soldiers…  

According to a recent Veterans Administration report, 48% of the women who 
served during the Vietnam conflict will suffer from some form of post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) during their lives. Yet, few have sought documented help for it. Many 
women also have suffered health problems associated with Agent Orange exposure. Some 
have committed suicide. 
 
Vietnam Women’s Memorial. “Vietnam Women’s Memorial.” n.d. 

http://www.vietnamwomensmemorial.org/vwmf.php.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

11. How did women support the war in Vietnam? What roles did they play? 
 
 
 

12. Based on this document, why did these women support the war? 
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Document F: Two Female Nurses Helping Soldiers in Vietnam War 
 

 
      Nurse attends to a victim during the war            Nurses attend to wounded soldiers 

 
Bettman. Nurses Attending to Wounded Soldiers. Getty Images. January 11, 1967. 
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/nurses-attend-to-wounded-american-
soldiers-as-they-prepare-news-
photo/515351562?et=3HXHzQGDSFttSkl43N4uPQ&referrer=https%3A%2F%2Fcnu.libg
uides.com%2F 
Connie Walker. Vietnam War Nurse. https://cherrieswriter.com/2016/09/20/nurses-during-
the-vietnam-war/ 

 
Guiding Questions: 
 

13. What was Women Strike for Peace? And what did they oppose?  
 
 

14. Based on these images, why did these women oppose the war in Vietnam? 
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Overall, how did American women feel about the war in Vietnam?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How and why were women’s perspectives on the war unique to women? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


