
 

Source A: Paul Potter, speech in opposition to the Vietnam War, 
“Naming the System” (excerpt), April 17, 1965 

NOTE: Paul Potter, president of the Students for a Democratic Society, spoke in front of 25,000 
people who had participated in a march on Washington, DC, on April 17, 1965 to urge an end to 
the war in Vietnam. 
 
There is no simple plan, no scheme or gimmick that can be proposed here. There is no simple 
way to attack something that is deeply rooted in the society. If the people of this country are to 
end the war in Vietnam, and to change the institutions which create it, then the people of this 
country must create a massive social movement-and if that can be built around the issue of 
Vietnam then that is what we must do. 
 
By a social movement I mean more than petitions or letters of protest, or tacit support of 
dissident Congressmen; I mean people who are willing to change their lives, who are willing to 
challenge the system, to take the problem of change seriously. By a social movement I mean an 
effort that is powerful enough to make the country understand that our problems are not in 
Vietnam, or China or Brazil or outer space or at the bottom of the ocean, but are here in the 
United States. What we must do is begin to build a democratic and humane society in which 
Vietnams are unthinkable, in which human life and initiative are precious.  
 
The reason there are twenty thousand people here today and not a hundred or none at all is 
because five years ago in the South students began to build a social movement to change the 
system. The reason there are poor people, Negro and white, housewives, faculty members, and 
many others here in Washington is because that movement has grown and spread and 
changed and reached out as an expression of the broad concerns of people throughout the 
society. The reason the war and the system it represents will be stopped, if it is stopped before 
it destroys all of us, will be because the movement has become strong enough to exact change 
in the society. Twenty thousand people, the people here, if they were serious, if they were 
willing to break out of their isolation and to accept the consequences of a decision to end the 
war and commit themselves to building a movement wherever they are and in whatever way 
they effectively can, would be, I’m convinced, enough. 
 
To build a movement rather than a protest or some series of protests, to break out of our 
insulations and accept the consequences of our decisions, in effect to change our lives, means 
that we can open ourselves to the reactions of a society that believes that it is moral and just, 
that we open ourselves to libeling and persecution, that we dare to be really seen as wrong in a 
society that doesn’t tolerate fundamental challenges. 
 
Used with permission. 
 


