
CASUALTIES OF WAR: 
SUFFERING & STATISTICS 

One of the early casuaIties of war is truth. And accuracy. And 
completeness. It is diflicult, that is, to get a complete and 
honest report of large-scale operations in war. The causes are 
many. There are good reasons for government secrecy or 
deception on some issues-and there are bad reasons. At an- 
other end of the scale, it is ditficult under battle conditions 
to get accurate accounts of, for example, casualties-and 
there is a pressure to read them “optimistically.” Between the 
major policies and the programs and actions which imple- 
ment them is a vast network of people, actions, reports, 
which allow the intrusion of honest mistakes and deliberate 
errors. Nor is it unknown for partisan observers to read a 
situation through partisan eyes. 

All of which is a preface to the discussion of Vietnam casu- 
alties which continues in this issue. It is now well over half 
a year since that discussion-that debate, actually-was initi- 
ated in these pages. And the editor of worldoiew has learned 
anew the difficulty of obtaining information that will satisfy 
himself, the impossibility of reaching a conclusion that will 
satisfy everyone. For example: In its issue of March, 1971, 
worldoiew printed a detailed letter from Reed J. Irvine in 
which he questioned estimates of casualties that had been 
used by Martin Luther King, Jr., and others made by Senator 
Edward Kennedy, and cooly and rationally presented his 
own estimates, including an estimate that in the Vietnamese 
war civilian deaths caused by U.S. forces did not exceed 25,- 
O00 in April, 1967, the date when Dr. King gave an estimate 
of 1,000,000. 

As Mr. Irvine’s letter was going to press, there appeared in 
the New York Post of February 16 a syndicated column by 
Mankiewicz and Braden giving figures on wartime casualties 
in Southeast Asia. To quote only selected passages: 

“Laos is a country roughly the size of the state of Oregon 
with 2.7 million people. Since 1969, before which date no 
set statistics were kept, our bombing and shelling have 
created 30,000 Laotian civilian casualties, including almost 
10,OOO dead.” 

“In Cambodia, figures are hard to come by since the bomb- 
ing escalated last year, but the Cambodian government puts 
the civilian casualty figure at ‘tens of thousands.’ 

“But it is in South Vietnam that the extent of the damage 
can be best seen. There have been more than 1 million casu- 
alties of which there are at least 300,000 dead. The hospital 
admission rate in South Vietnam, at the end of 1970, was 
5,000 per month, which does not include, of course, those 
who are treated-or who die-at home.” 

After saying that these people are victims of bombing and 
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artillery fire and not included in the U.S. body 
count, hlankiewicz and Braden continued: 

“According to President Nixon, that figure- 
civilians killed by the Viet Cong-stands at 40,000 
since the war began. In each of the last six years, 
our bombers and gunners have killed more.” 

And in the New York Times of February 16, 
Ralph Blumenthal reported an incident in which 
a number of G.I.’s were killed but whose names 
did not appear on the official list of casualties. 
Inadvertent, reporters were told; but similar in- 
advertencies are not uncommon. Mr. Blumenthal 
wrote : 

“Because there is no independent way of 
checking the daily casualties from all over Indo- 
china, the press is forced to rely on the com- 
mand’s tally. From time t_o time, incidents are 
witnessed or learned of that are not mentioned 
in  the communiquks.” 

Having read these, we called Mr. Imine from 
the offices of worldoiew. Did he stand by the 
figures and estimates he gave? Absolutely. And 
hy his challenge to Senator Kennedy’s estimates? 
Absolutely. And we then discussed with Mr. Ir- 
vine the article by Edward Jay Epstein which 
had appeared in the New Yurker for February 
13, the article in which Mr. Epstein effectively 
shattered the story that 28 Black Panthers had 
been killed in armed conflict with the police, a 
story which had passed for gospel among Panther 
supporters and in the editorials of many reputa- 
ble newspapers, including the New York Times. 
Estimates and rumors, we agreed, can take on a 
life of their own, simulating fact and truth. 

We then called Senator Kennedy’s office and 
spoke to the legal counsel for the Senate Subcom- 
mittee on Refugees, which is headed by the Sena- 
tor. Did the office, and Senator Kennedy, stand 
by their estimates? Absolutely1 And what about 
hlr. Irvine’s testimony that they had described 
the Senator’s estimate as an “off-the-cuff’ state- 
ment? Not at all! I t  was an estimate, admittedly, 
but based on sound formulae that are often used 
in assessing casualties due to armed conflict. I t  
should not be considered less accurate than esti- 
mates made by the Army and not usually chal- 
lenged by the American people. 

Not usually challenged. But since the begin- 
ning of this year the American people have re- 
ceived testimony about the war that carries more 
than usual weight. And it runs counter to much 
that has been issued with the stamp of official 
approval. The challenging testimony comes from 
the returned veterans of Vietnam. We have, of 

course, heard occasional disturbing reports from 
veterans over the last several years. But what 
makes 1971 different from previous years is that 
the number of vocal and critical veterans has 
greatly increased during recent years and the 
cumulative effect of their testimony is corre- 
spondingly greater. 

The veterans who protested publicly in Wash- 
ington the last week in April were impressive as 
no other single group of Americans could be. 
They backed their most articulate spokesman, 
John Forbes Kerry, when he offered testimony 
before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. 

In the course of that testimony, Senator Stuart 
Symington asked, “. . . from your experience in 
Vietnam do you think it possible for the President 
or Congress to get accurate and undistorted in- 
formation through official channels?” 

Kerry replied: “I often read about my own mis- 
sions in Stars and Stripes and the very mission we 
had been on had been doubled in figures and 
tripled in figures. . . . Men in the military have 
a tendency, as do men in many other things, to 
report what they want to report and see what 
they want to see. . . . I think the intelligence 
which finally reaches the White House does have 
serious problems with it.” Those serious problems 
were spelled out in detail by Kerry and other 
veterans-and supporting testimony continues to 
pour in. 

So where does this leave us? Are we bound to 
oscillate uncertainly between two different esti- 
mates? two different sets of figures? Or to let 
our own political persuasion guide us to the most 
acceptable answer? 

Before we are forced to such a position, addi- 
tional reflection is in order. Let us grant Kerry’s 
point that men tend to report what they want to 
report and see what they want to see. On the 
whole, the bias of the military, presuming its 
existence, would tend to maximize enemy casual- 
ties, minimize U.S. casualties-and civilian casu- 
alties. And the bias of the critics of the war- 
presuming they too have a bias-would tend to 
do the reverse. 

But who has had most control over the esti- 
mates that are reported? On the whole, the mili- 
tary. Having come this far, however, there is 
little need to attempt to score debaters’ points. 
What debate over figures should not obscure is the 
reality of those who sutfer. By any estimate, it is 
massive. As Mr. Vastyan says in his article, it is 
not too early to introduce the massive aid that 
will be-already is-called for. J.F. 
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