
The Public and Limited War 

Inevitably, our involvcment in El Salvador calls for a 
comparison bctwccn that country’s travail and the 
war in Victnam. Thc administration thinks that El 
Salvador differs from Vietnam bccause we can win. 
The enemy, after all, is a good deal less formidable. 
But if the price of victory in El Salvador is lower, thc 
price Amcricans will be willing to pay is also lower, 
and with reason. El Salvador, simply, is worth less 
than Vietnam. And thcrcby hangs a tale. 

Wc arc, finally, distant enough from our involve- 
ment in Victnam to be able to think about the causes 
of our failure. Even the president’s surreal version of 
thc history of the Vietnam war is part of that inquiry, 
espccially since the presidcnt shares with most 
analysts a desire to exculpate the American people. 
Thc people, however, cannot be let off so easily. 

For examplc, Mike Wallace’s CBS documentary 
“The Uncountcd Enemy” suggests that American 
political leadcrs were victimized by faulty intelligence. 
They were Icd to underrate thc enemy’s strength and 
hcncc the potential seriousness of thc Tct offensive. 
Consequently, that offensive surprised them by its 
scalc and its initial success. More important, Tct 
shocked the American public, shaking the hope that 
the war. could be won, and striking a blow at morale 
that eventually proved fatal. In this view, our leaders 
committcd only onc error-trusting the intelligcnce 
they received-and the people arc not even charged, 
much less convicted, with any fault. 

This is an appcaling argument, especially when 
backed by CRS’s splendid, if casuistic, staging. Unfor- 
tunately, i t  is false in its basic premise: Presidcnt 
Johnson and our political leaders may have been 
misled in this or that detail, but thcy kncw about the 
“kamikaze” potential of the North Vietnamese and 
the Vict Cong. If thcy were overoptimistic, i t  was not 
intelligcnce reports that led them astray. “The only 
branch of the government consistently pessimistic 
about Victnam was thc intclligence community,” notes 
Itogcr I lilsman, who served Kennedy and Johnson. 

Johnson and his advisors underestimatcd thc cost 
of Tet in political, not in military terms. In fact, there 
were many people in and around Washington who 
hoped for a Viet Cong uprising because they thought 
it would eliminate thc secret Viet Cong cadrcs (of 
which they were well aware) and decimate the 
cncmy’s elite. W. W. Rostow, for example, still holds 
ii version of this view. The failure of intelligence in re- 
lation to Tct was thc belief, shared by LBJ and his ad- 
visors, that the American public would understand 
Tet for what i t  w a s 4  desperate attempt to influence 
American opinion, propaganda waged with lives, 
mass persuasion directed by the Four Horsemen. In 
this they were wrong. 

To what cxtent was Johnson himsclf at fault? Col- 
oncl Harry G., Summers disclaims the thcsis of 
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Johnson’s responsibility, but that implication is, 
ncverthclcss, thc incvitablc rcsult of Summers’s On 
Strategy: The Vietnam War in Context (Presidio Prcss, 
June). Johnson, Summers observes, “made a con- 
scious decision not to mobilize the American peo- 
ple-to invoke the national will.” Johnson decided 
not to declare war, not to call up the rcscrves, not to 
extend the war to North Vietnam, not to villify the 
enemy, and-in general-to treat the war as an 
especially bloody kind of interest politics in which the 
United States was looking for a good deal, not a total 
victory. Summcrs is right that Johnson is not his main 
targct: His rcal aim is the theory of containment and 
the practice of limited war. The aim of strategy, as 
Summers sces it, ought to have been thc “dcstruction 
of Communist powcr.” As a result, Johnson and his 
advisors should have been willing to carry thc war to 
the North Vietnamese “aggressor.” Once again, thc 
peoplc are guiltless: “Having never been built, i t  could 
hardly be said that the national will collapsed.” 

It won’t wash. Johnson did decidc that Victnam did 
not mcrit putting the country on a war footing. The  
potential costs wcre obvious: the risk of escalation, 
the likelihood of worsened relations with a host of 
countries, and the certainty that warlike passions 
would overwhelm domestic reform and civil libcrty at 
home. Johnson kncw that hc could get a declaration of 
war and, with a littlc manipulation, work up some 
ferocious patriotism. He decided against doing so be- 
cause such dcmagogy would have violatcd thc first 
principle o! strategy: I t  would wrongly estimate the 
importance of an objectivc. Vietnam simply was not 
worth the cost of a national mobilization. 

Johnson did bclicve that the war was worth fighting 
in order to achievc a satisfactory settlement. He be- 
licved that the public was wise enough to see this and 
strong enough to stick i t  out. He loved thc people and, 
like many lovcrs, his passion made him blind. We likc 
bargains in America, cheap things bought cheaply. Wc 
also understand the big score, thc victory so massive i t  
is worth almost any cost. Wc are not, howcvcr, at- 
tracted to limited ends won by hard work and great 
pains. Our qualitics, in o!her words, sit badly with 
limited war. At ihe samc time, as Nixon and Kissinger 
understood, we could not bear to surrendcr in Viet- 
nam. We prefcrrcd to bc told that wc had won a 
“pcace with honor.” ( I f  Kissingcr believcd this, hc was 
a grcatcr fool than Ncvillc Chambcrlain. But he is a 
shrewd man: QED he lied.) Nixon and Kissingcr 
misled us, however, because we wanted to be able to 
say, with Mrs. Kirkpntrick, that “we wercn’t driven 
out of Vietnam, we left.” Wc can say it, but i t  docs the 
South Victnamcse and our honor no good i lt  all. 

If  the administration can appcar to bc dcfenting the 
insurgents in El Salvador in short ordcr and at 
bargain-basement priccs (as LBJ did in the Dominican 
Republic), i t  will probably reccivc public support. Bc- 
fore contracting to pay any higher price, however, i t  
should remcmber that the U.S. public is the grcatest 
limit on our capiicity to wogc limited war. 


