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“The operation of the machine becomes so odious, makes you so sick at heart, that you can’t take part and you’ve got to put your bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all apparatus and you’ve got to make it stop.  And you’ve got to indicate to the people who run it, to the people who own it, that unless you’re free, the machine will be prevented from working at all.”

        ~ Mario Savio

The sixties and seventies were marked by unprecedented revolution.  The world was changing and people were waking up to the social inequalities and political deviations.  During a time when civil rights were scarcely recognized and young men were being shipped off to fight in the Vietnam War, concerned citizens emerged to voice their opinions.  One of the major sources of activism occurred on university campuses.            

Beginning in 1965, opposition to the war became a common theme at many colleges.  In fact, professors initiated the first anti-war events and students later joined.  On March 24 and 25, 1965, the first teach-in occurred at the University of Michigan.  Three thousand faculty members and students remained in classrooms overnight to hold discussions and lectures concerning the Vietnam War.  The phenomenon of teach-ins quickly spread, resulting in thirty-five the next week and 120 more throughout the rest of the year.  The climax of teach-ins took place on May 21 and 22, when 25,000 students gathered for a thirty-six hour period at the University of California Berkeley (Schulzinger 226).  Over time, teach-ins progressed to sit-ins and sit-ins progressed to demonstrations and protests; students wanted their voices heard and were using their universities as a forum to do so.  All across the nation, students were expressing their anti-war sentiments through peaceful protests.  So why was it that students were being called “urban guerillas”, “kids on a rampage” and “spoiled brats”?  The answer lies with the media.   Todd Gitlin, an esteemed media critic, discusses the concept of the zeitgeist, defined as the spirit of the time, the taste and outlook characteristic of a period or generation.  He says, “The habit of naming the zeitgeist has grown widespread, even frantic.  As a convenience sport, it is most frequently practiced by journalists and publicists with deadlines to meet and headlines to write; there is profit in getting the right handle on the moment and making it marketable”  (Gitlin, “Sixties” 1).    Was the media only concerned with quickly writing stories that would satisfy their reader’s desires?  In the past and still today, the media has selective views of what events are newsworthy.  They have to the ability to frame an incident and effectively shape the opinions of the audience.  During these crucial years, the media distorted the events of the anti-war movement, negatively impacting both the movement itself and the public’s judgments of the participants.  

Gitlin states in his book, The Whole World is Watching, “Media are mobile spotlights, not passive mirrors of the society; selectivity is the instrument of their action” ( 49).  This was especially true during the anti-war movement.  The media was able to report on a plethora of events, but chose only those that fit their agenda.  Too often, the media framed the incidents to their idea of what the audience would read.  A specific article, “Violence Spreads Over UC Campus,” illustrates the media’s overemphasis on violence to promote a story.  This article made the front page of the San Francisco Chronicle on April 17, 1970.  The headline framed the incident and participants through violence and used overly biased language to stereotype the protesters.  The article begins by stating, “Hundreds of windows were broken as an estimated 1000 antiwar activists, “urban guerillas” and anarchists—many of them young teenagers—threw rocks at police, tore down an American Flag, attacked a half-dozen campus buildings, and effectively shut down the university.”  The story stated the cause of the violence was “a radical drive against ROTC” but never fully detailed the issues being protested.  To further typify the demonstrator, the article is accompanied by a photo of a protester throwing a tear gas canister back at the police.  This depiction of students became a trend for subsequent articles.


Another headline titled, “250,000 War Protesters Stage Peaceful Rally in Washington:  Militants Stir Clashes Later,” portrays how the media could take a large, peaceful demonstration and overshadow its goals with violence.  On November 16, 1969, The New York Times ran the above headline with an accompanying article, “Parade Marshals Keep It Cool.”  The story gives a brief description of the group: “It was huge.  It was obviously proud of its size, tolerant about its diversity and almost smug about its self-control.”  Without a doubt, attracting 250,000 people is an accomplishment and remaining peaceful is even more remarkable.  However, by the next paragraph, the article shifts gears and focuses on the dissenters who came back after the rally to cause problems.  It states, “The radical minority that has been spoiling for a fight came back to Justice at dusk to bash in some windows and force this capital’s efficient police to hurl out the tear gas again.”  The next paragraph says the marchers frown upon all violence.  Adjacent to this article is a lengthy one titled, “Tear Gas Repels Radical’s Attack.”  They call the group a “militant splinter group” and the participants, “young radical demonstrators.”  By intertwining these two stories so closely, the media makes it hard to distinguish between the violence and the peace.  Instead of celebrating the quarter of a million peaceful demonstrators, the group’s cause becomes lost in the violence that occurred later.  The emphasis on violence can be summed up with one statement, “Action was what was defined as news” (Gitlin, “Whole” 193).  To the media, obedient protesters shouting, “What do we want? Peace!  When do we want it? Now!” was not as intriguing as “the mean or just plain rowdy” minority who hoisted a Vietcong Flag and broke some windows (“Parade” 1).


Arrests were another framing device the media used to validate newsworthiness.  Gitlin claims, “arrests certify protest events” and that if no arrests took place, an event would most likely be ignored by the press (“Whole” 42).  The article, “Youths Battle Police on Coast,” featured in The New York Times on February 27, 1970, illustrates the presence of arrests as a newsworthy event.  The disorder occurred when the city of Santa Barbara introduced a 6 pm to 6 am curfew that forbad formations of groups larger than three people.  In addition, Governor Ronald Reagan declared a state of emergency and called in the National Guard to be on stand by alert.  When students gathered to protest the curfew, the article referred to them as “unruly crowds” and “roving bands” and accused them of using “hit and run tactics”.  Although the number of arrests was small, the article points out the injuries to police officers in the same sentence as student arrests saying, “Last nights rioting…resulted in the injury of 25 sheriff’s deputies and the arrest of 36 demonstrators.”  The media utilizes arrests because they can easily be counted and verified by the police (Gitlin, “Whole” 42).  An event without arrests was most likely lacking in action and violence, two factors that were necessary to be considered newsworthy.   


Through the media’s emphasizing of violence, downplaying of peaceful protest and using arrests to certify stories, they created an image that the movement was forced to uphold. As a result, the media’s representation of the anti-war movement had strong impacts on the movement itself.  The media was a tool for students to spread their ideas and promote their cause.  “The media and movement needed each other.  The media needed stories, preferring the dramatic; the movement needed publicity for recruitment, for support and for political effect” (Gitlin, “Whole” 24).  Eventually, the student protesters learned there were steps that had to be taken in order to receive media attention.  For example, because events where arrests occurred would be covered by newspapers, students would purposely get arrested to ensure their group made the news.  However, intentionally breaking laws completely changed the dynamics of a group; internal divisions occurred when some members disagreed with the methods of the media attention seekers.  Members who strived for recognition were noticed by the media and became the focal point for the group.  Gitlin argues, “The media selected for celebrity those among them who most closely matched prefabricated images of what an opposition leader should look and sound like: articulate, theatrical, bombastic and knowing and inventive in the ways of packaging messages for their mediablity” (Gitlin, “Whole” 152).  Once a leader was decided, the media would endlessly photograph and quote him or her, thus stereotyping the entire group. 


Another consequence of the media was the protester’s dependence on news coverage.  “They became newsworthy by submitting to the implicit rules of news making, by conforming to journalistic notions of what a “story” is, what an “event” is and what a “protest” is” (Gitlin, “Whole” 3).  Once they followed these rules, the media assigned them an image which was hard to change and not always beneficial to the students.   The impact of the media on shaping the anti-war movement was strong.  However, the movement recognized the need for the media; therefore a relationship was developed that was necessary to both groups needs.


Despite the students’ reliance on the media for spreading their ideas, the effectiveness of the protests was often hindered by the media’s involvement.  There were times when anti-war protesters felt ineffectual, especially due to the media’s representation of them (Gitlin, “Whole” 49).  For example, looking back at the article, “250,000 War Protesters Stage Peaceful Rally in Washington: Militants Stir Clashes Later,” it is clear the violent majority’s ply for peace is disparaged by the violent minority.  In Robert Schulzinger’s book, A Time For War, he points out, “The violence of self-defeating activities of a few anti-war activists also deepened the divisions among opponents of the war” (233).  Whether acts of frustration or attempts to gain media recognition, these methods caused internal conflicts among the students.  The issue became whether to protest non-violently or through direct action, which sometimes eclipsed the main issue of ending the war (Shulzinger, 233).  While protesters believed peaceful protesting was the best solution, they recognized the need for media coverage, thus placing them in a problematic situation.  On one hand, the very thing the students were against was the violence of the war; therefore it would be a contradiction to engage in violence themselves.  On the other hand, by 1970 the war had been going for several years with no clear end in sight and the protests felt “old, stale and tired” (Shulzinger 281).  To some, direct action was the only way to rejuvenate the anti-war efforts.  As previously stated, the media’s emphasis on sensationalism caused the students to form their events to the media’s needs.  However, not all participants believed this was the right way and conflicts arose within the groups.  These distractions took away from the ultimate effectiveness of the anti-war movement by confusing the main issue being battled.  


Another way the media caused the activists to feel ineffectual was by inadequately covering peaceful demonstrations.  On March 13, 1970 The New York Times published the article, “20,000 Young People Attend Peace Rally at the Garden”.  The brief two paragraph story, appearing on page forty-four, said the people gathered to hear politicians and entertainers speak for peace.  The second paragraph listed all the famous people who presented.  Clearly the calm, peaceful protests did not receive equal attention.  This was very discouraging to the majority of students who wanted to protest in a peaceful manner.  When they saw the front pages plastered with violence, arrests, and destruction, they began questioning their own actions’ usefulness and either resorted to violence or gave up the fight.  Gitlin argues that this feeling of “absurd ineffectualty” was a major reason for the demise of the student cause.  He states, “In the eyes of the mass media that measured each rally by the size and militancy of the last, and in the movement’s own eyes, the threshold of awareness was stratospherically high now.  Demonstrations declined at the old centers of protest, and press coverage declined precipitously” (“The Sixties 411).  Despite the student’s best efforts, without the attention from the media, they could not be as successful as they wanted.


Externally, the aim of the protests was challenged as well.  The demonstrators needed to reach the person who had the most power to end the war, President Nixon.  In 1969, seventy-nine college presidents from across the nation asked Nixon to begin withdrawing troops from Vietnam.  These administrators were fearful of what would happen on their campuses if the war did not end.  Nixon responded by telling the country he would be watching football on television instead of acknowledging the protests happening on his front lawn (Schulzinger).  This blatant denial of their cause was another blow to the advancement of the anti-war movement.


While The New York Times and The San Francisco Chronicle represented mainly middle-class America, the underground newspapers emerged to offer views of the anti-war movement from the students and even the participants. Clearly, the underground newspaper had different circulations, but it is important to look at their perspective.  First, an article appearing in an unknown underground paper, titled “Students and Dock Workers Rally Against the Viet War”, describes an event in San Francisco.  It states 150 people attended the protest which was a small gathering compared to those featured in the national newspapers.  Whereas this article would have never appeared in the two prominent newspapers, the author calls the demonstration “a small but significant step.”  The author points out that the event was “attended” by uniformed police, plainclothesmen, and Federal agents. Underground newspapers tended to describe the reasons for the protests in fuller detail.  This event was an attempt to involve the dock workers in stopping a shipment of supplies to Saigon.  The author states, “As the war in Viet Nam escalates and more students and American youths are drafted, it becomes more obvious that the student community alone cannot halt U.S. aggression.  Workers can and must be involved in protest activity against the war.”  


Paul Glusman’s story, “Neighborhood Cops Help Cal Strike” appeared in the San Francisco Express Times on February 4, 1969.  The Berkeley strike was organized by the Third World Liberation Front.  In the first four days, the protesters had used informational pickets which were easily ignored.  Consequentially, on the fifth day, the students set up a barricade that blocked entrances into the campus, which could not be easily ignored.  The animosity between students and the police is reported in this article.  The author tells of a fire scare in a campus building in which the police evacuated all the classes in the building, but failed to warn the students attending a strike meeting that was taking place in the building.  The event resulted in two arrests and no injuries, hardly enough action to be covered by the national news.  The author claims the arrest was made for “obstructing foot traffic.”


The GI Press was an underground newspaper formed by the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam.  On November 27, 1969, the GI Press published an article titled, “A Model Demonstration.”  It detailed the participation of GI’s in the anti-war demonstrations and the media’s denial of them.  It reassures the fact that they wanted to march peacefully but still productively.  It states, “The cool heads argued persuasively that violence and militancy are not synonyms; that political action carefully restricted into a legal framework is far better than martyrdom; that orderly marching, radical signs and slogans, not vandalism, are demonstration techniques that work.”  On November 15, 1969, the GI’s marched in the same rally that was covered by The New York Times, however they were almost completely ignored by the national newspapers.  The papers did not publish any photographs of them and only indirectly mentioned that some of the participants were GI’s.  The article asks the question, “Why had sensation-hungry editors crossed out antiwar GIs as no news?”  The GI’s demanded that their upcoming Sunday march receive attention.  When the Monday papers came out, they were disappointed to find short articles with no pictures and the Washington Post calling their demonstration “almost unnoticed.”  The article verifies, “But a city-ful of Post readers now knew that active-duty servicemen opposing the Vietnam War had marched in plain view of authorities.”  The media’s cover-up of the GI’s involvement was yet another framing device used to appeal to the dominant political notions that most GIs were in favor of the war.  The underground paper was not interested in appeasing their reader’s assumptions and revealed the GI’s participation in full.


A subsequent article, “One for Us,” characterizes the rhetoric of the underground newspapers.  Just as the national papers repeated words to describe the participants and events, the underground papers used certain language to represent themselves and especially the police.  The students referred to themselves as “freaks”.  The opening line states, “400 freaks met to plot the end of the war.”  On the other hand they used the words “pigs” and “porkers” to refer to police.  There is a polarization present in this scenario, as the underground news vilified the police and the national papers criticized the students.

The differences between the reporting of the underground newspapers and the national newspapers are prominent.  Underground papers tended to use sarcasm by putting words into quotation marks and trivialized arrests by stating the infractions as unreasonable.   Where national newspapers developed rhetoric to describe students, the underground papers created rhetoric in regard to the police, most commonly, “pigs”.  Underground newspapers outlined the reasons behind the protests in full detail.  The national media focused more on the action than the issues.  Finally, the underground papers gave equal coverage to small, peaceful events, whereas the national papers focused mainly on large and violent demonstrations.  To say that one was more accurate than the other would be an unfair assumption.  Both papers used biases in trying to meet their readers expectations.

Possibly the most important implication of the media’s portrayal of the student activists was the influence on public opinion.  The bottom line is that The New York Times and The San Francisco Chronicle are businesses.  To increase their sales, they target a specific audience.  Many times, the news was selectively framed to appeal to the appropriate clientele.  Gitlin states, “The routines of journalism, set within the economic and political interests of the news organizations, normally and regularly combine to select certain versions of reality over others” (“Whole” 4).  For a reader who had no first hand experience with the student protests, the media became their only source in which to draw conclusions about the events.  When the media disproportionately reported on violent protests and emphasized the negative aspects of the movement, the public’s opinion became jaded.  This was most evident in the editorials written to the newspapers.  For example, in “The Great Campus Fallacy,” written to The New York Times on April 13, 1970, the author vents his/her frustration with campus unrest.  He/she claims students do not believe that they should have to abide by the laws because their issues are legitimate.  The demands that students are imposing on administrators are irrational and if met, will only lead to more coercion and possibly blackmail.  The author states, “When legitimate demands are inflated by dreams of revolution—then there is little hope for rational settlement and even less for a subsequent rational discourse.”  What the author failed to mention, and what the media often failed to report, were the actual demands the students were making.  Most students agreed that they wanted more input in how the universities were run. It is possible the author of this editorial was unaware that the university had control over the student’s lives during the 1960’s.  Women were required to wear skirts and could not be out after eleven pm.  The rights of African-American students were not equal.  Men were required to keep their hair short and their faces shaven. Students lived in constant fear of the draft.  Perhaps if the media had been more sympathetic to the students’ demands, the public would have understood their call for change.

Another editorial titled, “Kids on a Rampage,” by Chares Howe is equally critical of the students.  The author consistently refers to the demonstrators as “kids”.  He feels the “kids” are playing a weird game with the police.  Regarding the students breaking windows, he states, “It was done deliberately and not, truly, with passion: rather, their actions were as calculated as those of a child picking a fly’s legs apart.”  Due to the media’s framing of students through violence and arrests, Mr. Howe believes the majority of students are destructive.  He also adds to their feeling of ineffectualness by calling them “kids”.

Harriet Van Horne, of The San Francisco Chronicle-Women Today, wrote an editorial titled, “Senseless Student Passion.”  She claimed that students were only studying sex and revolution at college.  She quotes John W. Gardner and said students are driven by a “senseless passion”.  The students who planned, organized and led protests across the nation would most likely have disagreed with Ms. Van Horne.  However, her main concern was that with the increasing violence and protests on campuses, donations to colleges had dropped.  While recognizing that students were being more active in society, she says, “This does not mean sweeping aside rules, manners and formalities.”  This is an example of the media’s aim towards satisfying the conservative, middle-class audience.  

The media’s overall misrepresentation of the protests led to a generalized negative opinion toward the students.  However, several polls, surveys and studies were published that were in direct contrast with the aforementioned articles.  First, a survey entitled, “New Student Breed”, appeared in The San Francisco Chronicle on May 26, 1969.  It painted a distinct picture of the students based on their appearance, their views on society and their use of spare time.  The article states the biggest difference between the students of this time and previous students was their appearance.  It adds, “Many students consciously affect a slovenly appearance to drive home their anti-Establishment, nonconformist point of view.”  It went on to point out six percent of male students had beards, twenty-eight percent had long sideburns and thirteen percent dressed in a slovenly manner.  One Yale student said the new look was “a badge telling people that we are part of the new and swinging generation—that we are out to conquer great wrongs in the world.”  This distinction from previous generations was symbolic of the anti-war movement’s views in general.


As for the student’s views towards society, the article found they were extremely critical, especially in regard to the Vietnam War. However, the student protesters worked hard to change or help the inequalities they saw.  Besides the numerous anti-war protests they participated in, sixty-five percent of the demonstrators had performed some kind of social work.  In addition, twenty-nice percent of the students said they wanted to go into the teaching profession.  Such statistics reveal an important contrast between the picture of student protesters that the media fabricated.  The audience was repeatedly informed of “militants”, “radical students” and “anarchists” but this poll and the following, “Student Majority Favors Goals of Militant Few”, show the majority of them were not.


This article addresses the fact that there were only a handful of students who participated in the violent and destructive events.  However, most students agreed with their agendas.  One student said, “The militants on campus may have gone too far, but society needs to wake up.  Students are genuinely concerned with the way things are on campus and in the community and they want these things changed.”  The article claimed that most students “deplore violence” and among the demonstrators there were only a few surveyed who agreed with the methods of the militants.  From reading the articles about student protests, one would be led to believe all protests were about the war.  However, forty-two percent of the students interviewed believed the demonstrations were due to students not having enough say in the running of the colleges and only eleven percent believed they were due to the Vietnam War.


By 1970, even more surveys were done that contradicted the media’s biased portrayal of the student activists.  “Analysis of Student Protests Finds Most Nonviolent, With New Left a Minor Factor” stated the findings “seemed to conflict with many widespread impressions.”  Undoubtedly, former FBI director J. Edgar Hoover’s belief that Students for a Democratic Society were the dominant cause for student unrest was challenged by this study.  In an article, “Student Unrest Cited”, Mr. Hoover warned “that the American way of life was being increasingly threatened by a barrage of unbridled vulgarity, obscenity, blasphemy, perversion and public desecration of our cherished ideals and symbols.”  He claimed the Students for a Democratic Society were the dominant provokers of student activism.  However, this study found that this group was involved in only twenty-eight percent of all protests.  The study was conducted by the Urban Research Corporation of Chicago and focused on 292 protests on 232 campuses.  In comparing the different protests, they found forty-nine percent of them involved black student demands, forty-four percent were for more student power and only twenty-two percent were directly related to the war.  The article “School Activists Praised by State Commission” actually commends the student’s behavior.  A special legislative commission conducted a study on the causes of campus protests and reported they were impressed with the “sincerity and honesty of most student activists.”  The study found that less than one percent of the total number of students were militants and serious violence had only occurred in five and a half percent of the 202 college campuses surveyed.  The discrepancy between what was factually learned and what the newspapers were reporting stems from one main concept, media distortion.


The media’s involvement with the student anti-war movement during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s was complex.  The newspapers, being profit driven entities, were guided by their own needs.  They often framed incidents to what they believed their audience would be interested in reading.  Over emphasis on violence and arrests as well as distorting peaceful events became routine practices.  As a result, the movement often shaped itself to what the media wanted.  The movement needed the media coverage to be considered significant and when the media ignored or distorted their efforts, the students felt ineffective.  In comparing underground newspapers to the two national newspapers, a pattern of slanted views is uncovered.  This seems to be an inevitable factor of media, which publishes papers for the enjoyment by a certain audience.  The media also had a forceful impact on the public opinion.  Due to the misrepresentation of student activists, people across the nation saw the students as destructive and unreasonable.  Although fighting in an unparalleled battle, the students strove to right the wrongs they saw in the world.
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