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By David Paul Kuhn

A half-century ago, the cruelest case 
of legalized class privilege in modern 
American life was abolished. For Ameri-
ca’s “fortunate sons” and future leaders, 
attending college was such a common 
route to avoid the Vietnam draft, though 
the policy’s inequity is now conveniently 
relegated to the footnotes of that fraught 
era.

With all the 50th anniversaries recalled 
in recent years, it’s telling that Sept. 28, 
1971, which marked the end of student 
deferment in the draft, passed unrecog-
nized.

Unlike any war since the Civil War, 
Vietnam asked the least of those who 
came from more. The war’s unjust burden 
combined with how the anti-war move-
ment manifested on college campuses — 
especially elite campuses — led Vietnam 
to play an early role forming a class and 
cultural fault line that severs us still.

Most of the era’s youth who came to 
lead us had a student deferment — includ-
ing Presidents Joe Biden, Donald Trump 
and Bill Clinton and Vice President Dick 
Cheney. Other privileged sons, such 
as President George W. Bush, avoided 
combat by attaining a coveted National 
Guard slot.

Educational deferments were the lion’s 
share of the more than 15 million men who 
legally evaded conscription. College grad-
uates were roughly 6.5 times less likely to 
serve in Vietnam than other civilians of the 
same generation. (High school dropouts 
were twice as likely.) Fewer than a fifth of 
those with a student deferment came from 
modest circumstances. By comparison, 7 
of 8 protesters in this era had at least one 
year of higher education.

A century after elites lawfully avoided 
the Union and Confederate drafts, there 

was again an understanding that only a 
certain sort did most of America’s fighting 
and dying in war. As Vietnam escalated in 
1967, a majority of male collegians — and 
half of all students — considered them-
selves a war “hawk,” but two-thirds of 
them objected to “the same proportion of 
college students” being drafted as non-col-
lege youth.

Rifts within that ‘60s generation 
lingered largely ignored while, polls show, 
the “generation gap” was overhyped. 
Blue-collar whites, in particular, were not 
more supportive of the war than upscale 
whites but they were exceptionally critical 
of the anti-war movement. It was their kin 

and kind shouldering the bulk of the fight-
ing in Vietnam.

Because the wealthy were almost exclu-
sively white, white soldiers were “actu-
ally more likely than Black veterans to 
be drawn disproportionately from the 
working class,” as one study noted. In fact, 
from their sense of “lost status” to most 
veterans’ low opinion of “draft dodgers,” 
veterans’ views were more divided by class 
than by race.

Many of them resented “good boys” 
marred by the “bad war” and campus 
activists who lectured those with less 
status about social justice, even as their 
college sanctuary meant lowlier boys 
might die in their place.

After the war, James Fallows challenged 
the “bright people of my generation who 
made a cult of their high-mindedness” 
but “willingly took advantage of this most 
brutal form of class discrimination.” At 
Boston’s Navy Yard in 1969, Fallows saw 
his fellow Harvard and MIT students 
“deliberately failing (their) colorblindness 
tests,” even as the next bus of the “white 
proles of Boston” arrived. “We knew now 
who would be killed.”

Yet here we are, recently witnessing 
the end of another war that went on too 
long and asked too much of too few. The 
soldiers of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars 
disproportionately hailed from veterans’ 
families and, as with Vietnam, rural areas.

Today’s leaders hardly bat an eye at 
how the coastal enclaves that steward our 
politics, economics and culture contribute 
little per capita to the military power that, 
whatever its mistakes, helps secure their 
dominance.

Our small warrior class does choose to 
enlist. Though circumstances impact that 
choice. Struggling youth often still risk the 
worst in war to get somewhere better in 
life.

Yet most Americans who served and 
died in Vietnam were also volunteers. 
And conscription, however divisive, less-
ened the class divide. The potential to be 
drafted also invested America in the war’s 
tragedy, unlike our 9/11 wars.

Still, even when the affluent served, they 
were the least likely to see combat. Draft 
resistance almost always paid off for those 
who could pay (for college or a draft-law 
lawyer). Occupational deferments favored 
upscale fields.

This overall inequity sparked an 
under-discussed class war that boiled 
beneath the real war and exacerbated 
America’s emerging culture war. It also 
portended a working-class outlook that 
they bore unfair stigmas and unjust 
burdens.

“The critics are picking on us, just ‘cause 
we had to fight this war. Where were their 
sons? In fancy colleges? Where were the 
sons of all the big shots who supported 
the war,” one Vietnam veteran asked 
in Murray Polner’s book “No Victory 
Parades.” “For every guy who resists the 
draft one of us gotta go.” After witnessing 
a protest, the veteran added: “One of their 
signs read: ‘We’ve already given enough.’ 
And I thought, ‘What have they given?’ ”

Near the war’s end, David Broder read 
the book and wrote that it highlighted 
what we “prefer not to think about … the 
least democratic war of our century. There 
was no equality of sacrifice.”

Fallows later asked, “Why … espe-
cially in the atmosphere of the late sixties, 
people with any presumptions to charac-
ter could have let it go on?”

And in some sense, why do we still?

David Paul Kuhn is a writer and political 
analyst. He is the author of “The Hardhat 
Riot: Nixon, New York City, and the Dawn 
of the White Working-Class Revolution.”

Vietnam’s class war and our wars

Wounded and weary U.S. soldiers lie in a 
sandy trench near An Thi in Vietnam on 
Jan. 31, 1966. Two companies of the 1st Air 
Cavalry engaged joint Viet Cong and North 
Vietnamese forces 10 miles north of Bong Son 
for a 24-hour fight in the rice paddies.  
HENRI HUET/AP
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Destigmatize mental illness 
The stigma against mental illness has 

been severe for a long time. But things 
are slowly getting better. They have to get 
better, for the sake of our humanity.

Education is the key.
How can education be the key? Better 

mental health training for our police offi-
cers, mental health professionals, teachers, 
business leaders, employers, family and the 
general public. Positive strides have been 
taken in recent years, but more needs to be 
done.

I suffer from serious mental illnesses. 
Until recently, I couldn’t discuss my mental 
illnesses with anyone. Not family. Not 
friends. Not acquaintances. No one. In the 
past three or four years, I have found a few 
of my family and friends I can talk to about 
my mental illnesses. Many of my family still 
ignores me or chooses to have nothing to 
do with me. That hurts.

I am not in any way ashamed I have 
mental illnesses. I suffer from schizo-
phrenia, depression and anxiety disorder. 
No one knows for sure the cause of my 
schizophrenia. Some people think it could 
be a mix of environmental and biological 
factors. I strongly believe I was born with 
the illness.

The stigma surrounding mental 
illness is as bad or worse than the actual 
mental illness for many people. As soci-
ety advances and people become more 
educated about the realities of mental 
illness, it has waned a little bit. It is not as 
bad as it was 10 years ago. In the past, I have 
been degraded and discriminated against 
for my mental illness by some people who 
found out I had it.

To me, schizophrenia is like any other 
disease. Some people have cancer. Some 
people have lung disease. Some people 
have diabetes. Some people have spinal 
problems. And some people have schizo-
phrenia. Even though some of us have 
educated ourselves about mental illness, 
we still have a way to go.

Stigma causes isolation. I was isolated for 
far too many years. But, thanks to educa-
tion, and to a local mental health service 
that brings common people together, I 
am now friends with other people in my 
midsize Indiana city who have mental 
illnesses. I am living a more rewarding 
life. For too many years, I was living in my 
apartment, reading a lot of books. Books 
are great, but human beings are social crea-
tures, and we need one another.

People still feel threatened by people like 
me. People still feel that the mentally ill are 
dangerous. These feelings are not based on 
facts. People with serious mental illness are 
far more likely to be the victim of a violent 
crime than the perpetrator of a violent 
crime.

In order to combat mental illness and 
stigma and give people with mental illness 
a place to go, clubhouses for the mentally ill 
have popped up all over the United States. 
I feel safer inside the clubhouse I go to in 
my city than I do in the outside world. I 
have met some very intelligent and talented 
people there. All clubhouses depend on 
private and public money to keep their 
doors open. Many provide low-cost meals, 
education classes, a jobs program and a 
place to gather for like-minded people. 
As the stigma becomes less and less, more 
private and public money will come to help 
the mentally ill.

Education is the key
— Rodney Ley, Fort Wayne, Indiana

Consider climate 
reconciliation

Beyond the fires of the West and rains 
of the East, climate impacts have found 
their way to the Midwest, from extreme 
cold to extreme heat. We have already lost 
so much to climate change — homes, lives, 

species — and we will lose much more 
because of it. As the mother of young chil-
dren, I shudder at what the future holds 
for them and their peers. As an interna-
tional lawyer who has worked on climate 
change, I am deeply dismayed by the severe 
disconnect between what science shows is 
required and what governments have been 
willing to do.

But I also hold out hope that human-
ity will fight for what remains. Americans 
must be at the forefront of this fight, and 
the budget reconciliation bill is a critical 
way to do that. I call on Congress to include 
the strongest possible climate-saving 
measures in the reconciliation bill, going 
beyond what is contained in the bipartisan 
infrastructure bill. Let us put aside parti-
sanship and intraparty divisions to give 
our children, their children, and the rest of 
humanity a fighting chance.

— Kaitlin Cordes, Chicago

Raise minimum wage
The federal minimum wage should be 

raised to over $10 so that people without a 

high school diploma or a degree can sustain 
enough money to pay bills and buy every-
day supplies and food. I read an article 
about this and I discovered that people are 
having a hard time living.

In another article I read the writ-
er,Shelby Mott, says workers can’t pay for 
their daily needs with what money they 
are making. Their needs are food, water, 
clothes and hygiene supplies. Please raise 
the minimum wage to above $10 so these 
people can get out of near poverty living 
conditions.

It is not right that people have to go 
through hard times even when they are 
working so hard. It is even proven that 
13.8% of minimum wage workers live in 
poverty with little to no way out because 
they don’t have a degree or even maybe 
a high school diploma so they can’t get a 
better paying job. This is why the govern-
ment should raise the minimum wage to 
$15 an hour. Please consider raising the 
minimum wage as I think everyone should 
have a fighting chance to live a good life 
even when they have a lower-paying job.

— Ian Duff, Trophy Club, Texas
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