
THE MARCH ON THE PENTAGON 

C
LARK Akatiff's analysis of the march on
the Penuigon during the weekend of Octo

ber 19-21, 1967 is a welcome one.1 llis observa
tions both as a participant and as a geographer 
arc fosdnatiag additions to the record of the 
campaign against United States military in
volvement in Indochina and or political demon
strations in general. As he aptly points om, ge
ographers arc involved in movements for social 
change. even when their involvement rnkcs the 
form of passive inaction or resistance to change. 
11 is unfortuna.te that gcogn1phcrs tend 10 shy 
away Crom analysis of contemporary public 
affairs, especially controversial ones. This fact 
makes Akatiffs observations of his own partici
pation ttll the more valuable. 

His remarks concerning lhe movement. dis
tribution and the e.1prit de corps of the crowd 
during the demonstration at the Pentagon are 
insightful. I wa� not present during these 
evcnts, and cannot comment on his detailed 
analysis. Unfortunately, in 1he larger context, 
however, Akaliff has claimed roo much in my 
opinion. The events described certainly hnd a 
significant impact upon the character· of Amer
ican opinion toward the Indochinese war, but 
I dispute that the march on the Pentagon was 
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"a major turning point io the development or 
militant antigoveromcot protest in the United 
Stntes," or that it was the time when "the pro
test movement in the United States took the 
step from liberalism to radicalism." 

Although an important and moving event, 
this particular march on th,; Pentagon was not 
the pivotal event that Akatiff claims. During the 
11.:ngtby debate concerning American military 
involvement in Southeast Asia since: World War 
11, there has been no single dramatic turning 
point in the development of American opposi
tion to these activities. The march on 1he Pcnt,1-
gon may have been a moving experience for its 
participants, and it may have had an inlluence 
oo the future conduct of certain segments of the 
antiwar movement such as the Yippies, but 
changes in the antiwar movement a� a whole, 
as expressed by changing American public 
opinion, have been gradual and highly region
alized. 

As Akatiff states, for example, the San Fran
cisco Bay Area has long boen a center of anti
war activities. Protesters were sitting on the 
railroad tracks near the Oakland Army Termi
nal long before they reached the steps of the 
Pc:ntagon. Academic centers like Madison and 
Berkeley, as well as Sao Fnmcisco and New 
York, have long been loci of antiwar senti
ments. There were major antiwar marches on 
April 15, 1967, concurrently in New York, 
where an estimarnd 300.000 10 500,000 per-
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$On� were pr�ent, and in Sao FranciS<:o, where 
approximately 65,000 persons were in atten
danc .. -e. The organizers of these marches were 
elated and awestruck by the 1arnou1 at what 
were the largest demonstrations in American 
history." Like the march on the Pentagon. these 
eve111s were reported io lhe national media ;ind 
contributed to the gradual change in American 
public opinion and governmental policy. 

l11e major impact of thette events, however, 
was highly rettionalizcd. A respectable mernbcr 
of the community might march in the streelS 
of San Francisco or Washing1on, but that s;1me 
individual would have f:m:d QStracism in many 
other communities. Other regions of the coun
t')' did not have major demonstrations until 
several :Years latec. For cxan1plc, prior to the 
invasion of Cambodia and the Kent State and 
Jackson State inc.-idents in May. 1970, antiwar 
demonstrations we.re small and unwelcome in 
Austin, Texas. Following the impact of lhese 
two events, twenty thousand people marched 
where only a few hundred had the month previ
ously. At the same time that the University of 
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California. the University of Wisconsin, and the 
University of Michigan were gaining reputa
tions as centers of radical and militant activi-
1.ies, other university campuses were quiet. The 
University of Minnesota, in liberal Minneapo
lis-St. Paul, for instance, did not have a violent 
antiwar demonstration until May, 1972. Other 
campuses, like Texas A. and M., remain con
servative supporters of hnwkish views. Anliwar 
demonstrations. like the ideas they represented. 
diffused slowly and im:g.ularly throughoui the 
United St.ate$. 

One minor additional observation is neces
sar)'. AkMilI writes thal the con(rontatioo at 1he 
Pentagon was ''the cla�h of two armies." and 
says that the "battles arc peak experiences." Al
though his altitudes toward violence ,ind mili
tancy during political demonstrations are un
known, glvcn what one can assume to be his 
personal commitmem against military involve
ment in Indochina, these military metaphors 
seem to be inappropriate and conlrai.lictory. 

TERRY A. SIMMONS 

Mr. S/mn,om Ts a doc10111/ CtJ1tdldore i11 the Depal't
mmr of Gl!Of!'/lpliy QI 1/u U11iw•rl'il)' of MinM.fOIO i11 
Mi,meapoffa. MN 55455. 



COMMENT lN REPLY 

I 
am indebted to Terry Simmons, because his

critique allows me the opportunity to reiter
ate and modify my original conclusions. I regret 
that my response must be primarily negative, 
for I sense in his ideas a certain commonsensi
cal correctness, and more importantly, a person 
who shares the antiwar sentimeots, of which I 
attempted to write. I am particularly apprecia
tive of his insightful grasp of the fact that geog
raphers are involved with revolution (my 
word), even when their involvement is "passive 
inaction or resistance to change." In all other 
areas, however, 1 must stick to my guns (to use 
another contradictory aod inappropriate mili
tary metaphor), and insist that he is simply 
wrong when he disputes the fact that a qualita
tive change took place in the nature of political 
struggle during the I 960s. I am less sure of my 
assertion that the assault. on the Pentagon was 
the pivotal event of this unfolding, but I do not 

sec that Simmons introduces convincing evi
dence that oo such pivotal events are identifi
able. 

It is relevant to an understanding of my pa
per to know that it was written during the fall 
of J 968, after the tumultuous Chicago Demo
cratic Convention, but before the lll-fated Pres
idency of Richard Milhous Nixon. In 1968 it 
was easy for movement people, such as myself, 
to see the Pentagon assault as a major turning 
point, for it represented a qualitative shift in the 
nature of political struggle which was reflected 
by the quantitative increase in our numbers. 
Fo,· the first time in recent memory a war con
ducted by the American ruling elite, instead of 
winning the support of the people of America, 
was gestating and nourishing a burgeoning rev
olutionary movement. Many of us had been 
into left-wing politics, the civil rights move
ment, Cuba, LSD, and a little street fighting-



1974 COMMENTARY 609 

but until the events of 1967-68 we had been 
obviously isolated. Now the tabla� had turned. 
Our numbers were increasing eJ<ponentially. 
Not since the imperial wars of the nineteenth 
century had there arisen as massive a move
ment in opposition to a war. Further-and 
most significantly of all-the very people 
who had the responsibility of fighting the war 
-the people of the ''baby boom," were mas
sively disaffiliated Crom the cause, and were
flocking, in increasing numbers, to all manner
of revolutionary and radical activities, organi
zatioos, and rhetoric. The Revolution seemed
around the corner. Yippie!

I can now see that those perceptions were 
somewhat askew. The changes which were to 
come after 1967-68 were even greater than 
those which had come at that time. In particu
lar, it seems clear that the events of 1969-70, 
especially the massive student strikes of that 
year in response to the illegal bombing o[ Cam
bodia and the killing of the Kent and Jack.son 
Stace students, will match in significance the 
events of l 967-68. More fundamentally, the 
perceptions were askew in underestimating the 
time and struggle necessary to effect radical 
transformations. A certain juvenile aspect to 
the paper could scarcely be avoided, given the 
time of its creation and the nature of the move
ment it was attempting to reflect. The move
ment of the sixties was predominantly a youth 
movement which looked forward to rapid and 
positive change. "We want the world, and we 
want it now!" was a chant of the times. We got 
Nixon instead. 

Although change bas been slower in arriving, 
and has met with more positive resistance and 
repression than was expected, it seems to me 
that major changes have taken place with the 
political life of America since the Pentagon 
confrontation. Simmons himself substantiates 
this point in his mention of the eventual spread 
of large antiwar demonstrations to places such 
as Austin, Texas. Here is a point of congruity 
in our evidence. I also mentioned a delegation 
at the Pentagon from Austin; its militancy led 

to my understanding of the spatial dynamics of 
protest as expressed in my Figure 2. There is 
an obvious relationship between the small num
ber o[ Texans who travelled the great distance 
to demonstrate at the Pentagon in 1967, and 
the twenty thousand who marched in Austin 
in J 970. It is the relationship between the in
novators ("early adopters") and the majority 
("late adopters"), and far from disproving my 
point, it provides a method of understanding 
the spatial and social diffusion of the "emergent 
revolutionary force." 

Jn the past six years the ''emergent revolu
tionary force," of which I give witness, has de
veloped further and taken more serious turns, 
in spite of the fact that individual "members" 
-especially those in exposed locatio11s and sit
uations-have suffered oearly continual legal
and extralegal harassment, and general eco
nomic discrimination. The revolutionary forces
now include violent elements-terrorists, urban
gueri.llas, prisoners, and others-whose actions,
however much one may disagree with them,
have proven capable of shocking the compla
cent foundations of bourgeois society.• More
importantly, the nonviolent eletnents have in
creased their numbers geometrically. Where six
years ago there were isolated, individual points
of resistance and change, today there is a wide
spread community of change. All of these ener
gies for change, piled upon the unfulfilled
demands of black and brown peoples, and am
pli6ed by the rising demands of Indians, women,
and other "scheduled castes," has led to an ob
jectively revolutionary situation.

To Terry: Venceremos! We shall overcome. 
To Geography: Hold on; it has only just be

gun. We have much to contribute if we will but 
turn our tools to the service of the people. 

CLARK AKATIFF 

A1r. AkatiQ is co•dirtctor of the Sak/an lnstUwe, 
POB 4284, Berkeley, CA 94704. 
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