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Opposition to the Vietnam war has been manifested both in uni- 
versity protest actions and in cross-section public opinion surveys. 
But the college-related protests and the wider public disenchant- 
ment have sharply different characteristics: they have peaked a t  
different points in the war; they are discontinuous in educational 
and age basis; and a substantial part of the antiwar public is also 
extremely hostile toward college protesters. Together these findings 
suggest a distinction between moral criticisms of the goals and 
nature of the war and pragmatic disillusionment over failure to 
win it. This hypothesized distinction is investigated using thematic 
analysis of open-ended responses from a cross-section sample of 
1,263 Detroit adults who had indicated opposition to American 
intervention in Vietnam. A small classroom sample of University of 
Michigan students is also used for comparison purposes. The themes 
emphasized by the Detroit sample as a whole, and by most sub- 
categories defined in terms of race, sex, age, and education, are 
generally consistent with the moral-pragmatic distinction. Other 
related factors (such as traditional isolationism) are also shown to 
contribute to broader public disenchantment with the war. The 
moral-pragmatic distinction, while somewhat oversimplified, is use- 
ful in considering public reactions to future wars of the same 
general type. 

Two distinct measures of opposition to American involvement in Vietnam 
can be traced over the past seven years. One is the intensity and scope 
of college-related protests against the war. The other comprises the re- 
sults of Gallup polls and similar opinion surveys based on cross sections 
of the entire American adult public. Both measures show increasing dis- 
enchantment with the war, and it is easy to treat them as simply two 
aspects of the same thing. There is some truth to this, but even more 
error. The college-based protest has focused on moral objections to the 
use of American military power in Vietnam. The general public disen- 
chantment, however, seems to have been largely practical, springing from 
the failure of our substantial military investments to yield victory. 
Confusing these two sources of opposition to the war leads to serious 

1 A version of this paper was given at  the American Sociological meetings, New 
Orleans, August 1972. The paper draws on data collected in the 1971 Detroit Area 
Study, carried out in collaboration with Otis Dudley Duncan, and supported by 
funds from the Russell Sage Foundation and from the University of Michigan. I am 
indebted to Elizabeth Fischer and Sunny Bradford, who helped in the development 
of the Vietnam codes, and to Mark Tannenbaum, who aided in the analysis. 
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