The 1970s Writing Project

(1) Army Yes, Vote No: Before the 26th Amendment, which was ratified in 1971, eighteen-year olds were eligible to be drafted into the military but were not allowed to vote. Imagine that you are an eighteen-year old living in 1971. Write a letter to your congressman expressing your feelings about this contradiction.

(2) Voter Apathy: George Jean Nathan observed, “Bad officials are elected by good citizens who do not vote.” What did he mean by this? Why do you think many Americans don’t vote?

(3) Executive Privilege: In 1972, President Nixon was named as a co-conspirator in the Watergate Scandal, a scandal in which high-level members of the Republican Party broke into the Democratic National Committee’s headquarters with Nixon’s knowledge. When Nixon’s files, including tape-recorded conversations that took place in the Oval Office, were subpoenaed, Nixon cited executive privilege and refused to hand them over. The case went all the way to the Supreme Court, which decided that executive privilege applies only if the president is protecting military, diplomatic or national security secrets. Do you think a president should be subpoenaed? If so, why and in what situations? If not, why not?
(4) Tet Effect: The Tet Offensive was one of the turning points of the Vietnam War, in which the United States supported South Vietnam. During the Tet Offensive, North Vietnamese forces attacked South Vietnamese forces and cities. North Vietnam did not take any cities and lost many of its soldiers. Still, many people argued that it won the battle. How is this possible?

(5) The War on TV: The Vietnam conflict was the first military conflict to be televised. Footage of the war appeared every night on the news. How do you think this TV coverage affected the way Americans perceived war in general and Vietnam in particular?

(6) 55 Miles per Hour: In 1973, Arab oil-producing countries put an embargo on oil to the United States-that is, they refused to sell oil to the United States. As a result, the United States faced a severe oil shortage and energy crisis. Congress responded with a number of measures, including imposing a nationwide speed limit of 55 mph to conserve fuel. If the United States faced such an energy crisis today, what measures could the United States enforce in order to conserve energy?

(7) Unelected VP: Not long after Vice President Spiro T. Agnew resigned from office because of the Watergate Scandal, Congress selected Gerald Ford to be the new vice president. When Nixon resigned his office as president, Ford became President of the United States. He was the first president in United States history to gain presidential office without ever being elected vice president or president. Should there be a safeguard that prohibits a person from ascending to the highest office in the land in such a manner? If so, what alternative would you propose? Explain your answer.

(8) Canal Concerns: During the administration of President Jimmy Carter, the United States negotiated a treaty that required relinquishing (giving up) control of the Panama Canal by the year 2000. Many Americans were upset about this because Theodore Roosevelt had spent millions of dollars to dig the canal. Carter argued that American-Latin American relations would benefit from the treaty. If you were an advisor to Carter, would you have advised him to keep control of the canal or give it up? Explain your reasoning.
