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How Great Nations 
Can Win Small Wars

agil enkin

We live today in an age of small wars.We live today in an age of small wars.W 1 In contrast to the last World 
 War, which ended six decades ago and encompassed dozens of na-W War, which ended six decades ago and encompassed dozens of na-W

tions, spanning continents and seas, the current age is characterized by a dif-
ferent kind of armed conflict. e primary enemy confronting countries is 
no longer other countries, but guerilla armies and terrorist organizations—
armed groups whose power is measured not by the amount of force they 
can bring to the battlefield or by the quality of their weapons, but by their 
ability to wear down the other side and break its will to continue fighting.

Because of the nature of unconventional warfare, many analysts believe 
that in a conflict between a state and a terrorist or guerilla force, the state, 
with its larger and better-equipped military, is actually the weaker side. U.S. 
Army Lt.-Col. Robert Cassidy, an expert in counter-insurgency warfare, 
writes that “big powers do not necessarily lose small wars; they simply fail 
to win them…. In the absence of a threat to survival, the big powers’ fail-
ure to quickly and decisively attain their strategic aim causes them to lose 
domestic support…. e war for the indigenous insurgents is total but it is 
inherently limited for the great power. is is because the insurgents pose 
no direct threat to the great power’s survival.”2 e militarily weaker side, 
says Cassidy, hopes to break the cohesiveness of the political consensus 
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backing the enemy’s war effort while exploiting the fact that “big powers 
are less tolerant of casualties in small wars than their opponents are.”3 Gil 
Merom of Tel Aviv University points out that the weaker side’s advantage is 
that it “tends to involve potential catastrophic consequences, while victory 
promises an ultimate reward: Independence.”4 By contrast, a nation usually 
does not enjoy the benefits of such unanimity of purpose and tolerance for 
casualties, and thus sooner or later will abandon the struggle, as in the case 
of the Soviets after many years of war in Afghanistan.5

According to this widely held view, in a protracted conflict against a 
weaker but more determined opponent, the likelihood that a nation will 
lose is further increased when it is a democracy. Whereas non-democratic 
countries will often use extreme force against the weaker side even to the 
point of annihilating it or transferring or expelling entire populations, 
democratic countries, according to Merom, “are restricted by their domes-
tic structure,” which is why “they find it extremely difficult to escalate the 
level of violence and brutality to that which can secure victory.”6 According 
to this view, the weakness of democracy stems from the influence of public 
opinion on the decisions of political leaders: e public generally frowns 
upon the use of overly violent means, and it does not have the patience for 
prolonged fighting. “e interaction of sensitivity to casualties, repugnance 
to brutal military behavior, and commitment to democratic life,”7 says 
Merom, often leads democracies into a situation where they cannot or will 
not use enough force to ensure victory. By contrast, countries that are “less 
liberal and less democratic can be expected to encounter fewer and lesser 
domestic obstacles … when they fight brutally small wars.”8

For those reasons, diplomats and military strategists make grim assess-
ments about a democracy’s chances of winning a military struggle against 
guerilla forces. “e guerilla wins if he does not lose,” said Henry Kissinger. 
“e conventional army loses if it does not win.”9 Lieutenant-General Am-
non Lipkin-Shahak, when he was the chief of staff of the Israeli Defense 
Forces, announced that “it is impossible to defeat a guerilla.”10 is opinion 
has become so prevalent in Israel that some of today’s military commanders 
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utterly deny that there is even such a thing as victory in small wars. For ex-
ample, at the end of 2003, Brigadier-General Eival Gilady, former head of 
the Strategic Planning Division of the General Staff, said: “When I got this 
post I saw on plans the words ‘to achieve decisive victory against the Pales-
tinians.’ I asked myself … what kind of nonsense is this? Who exactly are we 
subduing? What does it mean to achieve decisive victory? We tried to find 
substitutes for ‘decisive.’ At first I spoke of an ‘impression of victory,’ a sort 
of semblance.”11 As Major-General Yaakov Or, coordinator of government 
activities in the territories, declared several years ago, “there is no decisive 
military answer to popular national conflicts.”12

It seems obvious that if this view is correct, the implications for both 
Israel and the United States will be profound indeed, as each country de-
cides whether to continue allocating resources and sacrificing lives in small 
wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, or the Palestinian Authority. But is it correct? Are 
democratic countries always fated to end up the loser against guerilla or ter-
rorist forces, exhausted and lacking the will to continue fighting? If we take 
a look at several such conflicts from the last fifty years, the reverse seems to 
be the case: Not only have democracies been willing to escalate the violence 
of their tactics, they have also displayed an enormous capacity for seeing a 
long struggle through to victory.13 And in those cases where democracies in 
the end turned in defeat—such as France in Algeria or the United States in 
Vietnam—it was not the broader public but the upper echelons of leader-
ship that determined the outcome. Contrary to the conventional wisdom 
among experts, democratic citizens do not shrink from a prolonged conflict 
if they are convinced that the fight is a just one. When they are convinced, 
their stamina is often far greater than that of their leaders.

On the whole, it is worth living under democratic regimes, even if only 
 for the simple reason that they do not kill their citizens.14 For the 

most part, those living in liberal democracies need not fear persecution, 
internal purges, and political assassinations. Moreover, the openness and 
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tolerance of democracies is evident in their foreign policies, especially in 
their attitude toward countries that also cherish political freedom. It is wide-
ly observed that democracies usually do not go to war against each other.

However, when democratic countries sense danger or even the possibil-
ity that their interests could be harmed, they are capable of acting decisively 
against their enemies and even starting full-scale wars. For example, Israel 
has twice instigated hostilities when it sensed an immediate danger to its 
existence—on the eve of the Six Day War, and eleven years earlier against 
Egypt in the Sinai Campaign. Britain declared war on Argentina in 1982 
over the strategically unimportant Falkland Islands, and in 2001 the United 
States launched an all-out war in Afghanistan, despite the distance, inhospi-
table terrain, and an enemy that had succeeded in thwarting the Soviet inva-
sion a decade earlier. Once a democratic country starts a war, it can escalate 
the violence to an extremely high level; it is enough to recall that the only 
country ever to use a nuclear weapon—the United States during World War 
II—was a democracy. During the same war, Allied forces struck at Germany 
and Japan with widespread bombing campaigns that claimed vast civilian 
casualties and reduced large cities such as Dresden and Tokyo to rubble.15

e willingness of democracies to use massive violence is evident not 
just in conflicts that threaten a nation’s survival. During the Vietnam War, 
the American military dropped seven million tons of bombs—three and a 
half times what it dropped on Germany during World War II, resulting in 
at least 65,000 North Vietnamese civilian deaths between 1964 and 1972.16

During the 1954-1962 war in Algeria, France lost approximately 20,000 
soldiers and civilians, but losses among the rebels and the Muslim Algerian 
population totaled at least 300,000, and some say they were closer to one 
million.17

While democratic countries thus do not hesitate to exert massive force 
on the battlefield, moreover, it is worth noting that decidedly totalitarian 
countries, which have little compunction about using the most extreme 
measures, have sometimes found it equally difficult to defeat enemies many 
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times weaker than them. at is the lesson the Nazis learned in Yugoslavia, 
for example, as did the Soviets in Afghanistan. 

Yet there are examples of rebellions and guerilla wars that have been 
successfully quelled by democratic and quasi-democratic states. e British 
fought from 1948 to 1960 against guerilla forces in Malaya and won, and 
the war conducted by the Sultan of Oman, with the support of Western de-
mocracies, against communist guerillas between 1962 and 1976 also ended 
successfully, and with far fewer civilian casualties than those recorded in 
Algeria and Vietnam, in both absolute and relative terms.18

Probably the best example of how a democracy successfully defeated an 
insurgency in a protracted conflict can be seen in the way Britain handled 
its conflict with the Irish Republican Army (IRA). e IRA’s goal was to 
unify Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland as a sovereign nation 
independent of the United Kingdom. e final and most violent outbreak 
of the dispute started in 1969 and was triggered by several factors, includ-
ing the Protestant British government’s discrimination against Catholics. 
e Provisional IRA and other radical Catholic groups launched a terrorist 
campaign against the British forces and Protestants, and at first the British 
methods, designed around fighting insurgents in the colonies, failed against 
urban insurgents.19 Public opinion and political considerations prevented 
the British from employing against the Irish methods they had used against 
the colonies—for example, burning down villages and transferring their 
residents to other areas, or wholesale administrative detention.20 e bla-
tant discrimination practiced by the British army only helped undermine 
its cause and push many Catholics into the arms of the IRA. “Bloody Sun-
day,” in January 1972, in which British soldiers killed fourteen unarmed 
Catholic demonstrators, increased support for the IRA and inspired the 
group to escalate its activities.21 In the following years, the policies of succes-
sive British governments toward the organization were changed, as reforms 
were instituted and failed.22 Politicians refrained for a long time from us-
ing the words “war” or “civil war” in the context of Ireland (and by doing 
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so they hurt their chance of enlisting public support).23 Human rights 
violations committed by Britain in Northern Ireland were internationally 
condemned. Starting in the late 1970s, the separatists achieved a number 
of resounding successes, such as the 1979 assassination of Lord Mountbat-
ten, a war hero and a member of the English royal family, a bombing in 
Brighton that narrowly missed the entire British government, several bomb-
ings in central London, and a mortar fired at the prime minister’s official 
residence.

e death toll from 1972-1974, at the height of the first outbreak of vi-
olence, was 297 members of the security forces and 597 civilians.24 Between 
March 1973 and February 1977, 276 IRA bombs exploded in Britain, 
and 14 shootings were carried out by Republican organizations.25 In later 
years, the Irish Republicans were not idle; between 1984 and 1986, they 
were responsible for no fewer than 521 bombings throughout the United 
Kingdom,26 and in the early 1990s the organization launched a bombing 
campaign in London that included, among other attacks, firing mortars at 
the prime minister’s official residence and detonating explosive-laden trucks 
in the Baltic Exchange and the NatWest Bank tower, which together caused 
enormous economic damage.27 In 1977, Seamus Twomey, an IRA leader, 
said: “By hitting Mayfair restaurants, we were hitting the type of person that 
could bring pressure to bear on the British government.”28 e IRA violence 
was carefully directed at convincing British public opinion to favor giving 
up Northern Ireland.

At the height of the fighting, it was certainly possible to believe that 
the Irish separatists had a good chance of achieving their objective. Early in 
the conflict, some high-level members of the British government advocated 
acquiescence to the IRA. In a 1972 memo he wrote to the British prime 
minister and a number of senior members of the government, the British 
Foreign Minister Alex Douglas-Hume argued:

e real British interest would I think be served best by pushing them [the 
Irish] towards a United Ireland rather than tying them closer to the United 
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Kingdom. Our own parliamentary history is one long story of trouble with 
the Irish.29

At certain stages of the conflict, “polls demonstrated clearly that the 
majority of the British electorate would be glad to relinquish any claim to 
Northern Ireland,” one scholar asserted.30 Ostensibly, the outcome should 
have been clear: A British surrender to IRA demands.

But in the end, it was the IRA that announced a ceasefire. In 1994 it 
abandoned armed struggle, and not because it had achieved its ends. By the 
end of the 1980s, the IRA was an army on the run, and its leaders began 
to face the reality that they could not achieve their ends by violent means. 
e British honed their methods and were hitting the IRA hard, while 
Protestant counter-terror groups, which between 1989 and 1993 killed at 
least 164 Catholics—among them 20 members of the IRA—demonstrated 
to the IRA and to the Catholic community as a whole that their struggle 
was not paying off.31 Equally discouraging to the IRA was the fact that even 
though the British from time to time negotiated with IRA representatives 
and were prepared for certain reforms, they never gave any indication that 
they would consider surrender. Martin Mansergh, an Irish adviser who par-
ticipated in the negotiations leading to the 1994 ceasefire, said that “while I 
do not agree that violence has never had any political effect, I see absolutely 
no evidence from our dealings with the British government, or indeed its 
dealings with anyone else, that it was materially swayed by the bombings in 
the city of London.”32 Even when many British citizens, perhaps even most 
of them, were prepared to make concessions in Northern Ireland or even 
give it up, “successive British governments had made it clear that they would 
not and could not give way to ‘terrorism’”33—and the British public did not 
force its government to do so.

In the 1998 Good Friday agreement, the IRA leaders adopted “a settle-
ment that only a few years ago would have been regarded as treason.” ey 
succeeded in achieving concessions that reduced Protestant discrimination, 
but the accord was nonetheless “a defeat for Irish republicanism.”34 After 
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more than 25 years of fighting and 3,600 dead,35 the British demonstrated 
that a guerilla force does not always “win when it does not lose.” On July 28, 
2005, the IRA announced its decision fully to abandon armed struggle in 
favor of developing “purely political and democratic programs.”36 Northern 
Ireland is still part of Britain. e British government did not relent, and 
the public did not force it to give in to pressure and withdraw.37

Another meaningful example of a democracy defeating an unconven-
tional enemy is the IDF’s confrontation with terrorists in the Gaza Strip 
between 1967 and 1973. Defense Minister Moshe Dayan maintained a 
policy of non-intervention toward the 316,000 Gaza inhabitants on the 
grounds that they should be left to manage their own affairs and that an im-
provement in their economic condition would help prevent terrorism: “You 
think twice about helping terrorists when your belly is full,” he quipped. 
e result of this hands-off approach was a sharp increase in the number 
of terrorist attacks in the Gaza Strip. Terrorist groups took advantage of 
the unmonitored environment and organized and armed themselves with 
the declared intention of bringing about results similar to those that had 
been achieved in Algeria and were going to be achieved, as they saw it, in 
Vietnam.38 e significant improvements in medical services, education, 
and economic conditions in the Gaza Strip between 1968 and 1971 not 
only failed to bring about a more peaceful atmosphere; they actually helped 
terrorist organizations operate more freely.39 e situation reached a point 
where Palestinians thought to be collaborating with Israel were publicly 
executed, and residents actively helped terrorists evade capture by the IDF. 
Israeli citizens began to detour around Gaza on their way to Sinai, and Pal-
estinians, fearful of the terror organizations’ revenge, were afraid to work in 
Israel. In 1970 alone, terrorists murdered 128 Arabs and 15 Jews, injuring 
580 Arabs and 120 Jews.40 Only in early 1971, after a Palestinian terrorist 
threw a grenade at a parked Israeli car, killing two Jewish children—an at-
tack that shocked the nation—did Israel change its policy.

IDF forces poured into the Gaza Strip and adopted a “carrot and stick” 
policy: Rewards for areas and individuals that refused to assist the terrorists, 
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and destruction of the homes of collaborators and their expulsion, insofar as 
it could be done within the limits of international law.41 Development work 
started and stopped according to the security situation in a particular area, 
so that the residents had a stake in keeping things quiet. Emphasis was put 
on the economic improvement of trouble-free areas and protecting workers 
with jobs in Israel. Identity cards were changed to prevent forgeries, the be-
havior of soldiers was carefully scrutinized, and Palestinian complaints about 
unbecoming behavior on the part of the IDF were dealt with promptly.42 A 
military approach was adopted that the commander, Ariel Sharon, described 
as “anti-terrorist guerilla warfare.”43 Large and fixed patrols were replaced 
with small, fast-acting squads that were in charge of specific areas and well 
acquainted with their residents. Special operations were designed to strike at 
the terrorists and undermine their control over the population. e refugee 
camps were thinned out, roads were built through them, and lighting was 
installed.44 At the same time, a massive information campaign was under-
taken to win the cooperation of the civilian population, ranging from expla-
nations of the IDF’s actions to the screening of Arabic-language films.

e IDF’s approach yielded impressive results. By the end of 1971, one 
of the most wanted terrorists, Ziad al-Husseini, was already complaining 
that “nobody will agree to set up bases for us in the area where we operate. 
e people are afraid and are beginning to let us down.”45 Moreover, the 
pacification of Gaza was accomplished with a remarkably low cost in in-
nocent lives. For example, the Shaked commando unit, which was respon-
sible for catching most of the wanted Palestinians, killed only one innocent 
person, an elderly deaf man who did not hear the soldiers’ warning.46 Some 
180 guerillas were killed, around two thousand were captured and impris-
oned, and the number of wanted fugitives was reduced to almost zero.47

e terrorists who had operated so freely had moved out of the Gaza Strip 
completely by 1972, without any political or other gain for the Palestinians. 
e Gaza Strip was quiet for fifteen years.48

Alongside these unambiguous democratic successes in Northern Ireland 
and Gaza, the case of Russia—less than fully “democratic” yet in many ways 
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similar to democratic states in ways that are relevant for the debate—in the 
second Chechen war offers an additional example of how public resolve can 
affect the outcome in a small war. In post-communist Russia there was ini-
tially little public support for the first Chechen war, which erupted in 1994 
and lasted twenty months. Insubordination in the Russian military was 
pervasive, a number of generals resigned or were dismissed because of their 
opposition to the war, and at certain stages only about a tenth of the Rus-
sian public was in favor of continuing it. When the war ended in a Chechen 
victory, the two sides signed a five-year interim peace agreement.49

e conflict erupted again in late summer 1999. Several months earlier, 
the Russian public was divided on the Chechen question, with 41 percent in 
favor of allowing the Chechens independence, and a slightly larger percentage 
against. e conventional wisdom holds that in such a situation, the Russian 
public could be convinced to favor granting independence to the breakaway 
republic by being subjected to a campaign of violence or terrorism.

As early as January 2000—a few months into the conflict—the BBC was 
quick to announce that Russians were “losing faith in the Chechen war.”50

But in spite of broad support, in theory, for negotiation,51 and in spite of 
the majority belief that the Russian government could not or did not want 
to stabilize the situation in Chechnya,52 and even though the number of 
Russian dead had already reached somewhere between ten and fifteen thou-
sand—a level four to six times greater than during the war in Afghanistan, 
relative to population size53—despite all this, Russians re-elected Vladimir 
Putin twice after the beginning of the war: First in 2000, and then in 2004 
with a decisive majority of 71 percent, after four years of bitter fighting.54

Considering the broad-based opposition in Russia to the first Chechen 
war, it is difficult to explain the Russian support for the second war only 
by the absence of democracy or the control Putin’s regime had over the me-
dia. Opinion polls show that the Russian public does not accept as gospel 
everything that Putin tells them about Chechnya.55 e explanation for the 
marked difference in support for the two Chechen wars seems to reside in 
other factors, such as differences in leadership and objectives.
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What Putin offered his people was a consistent, clear message: e war 
in Chechnya was not being fought for economic reasons, such as control 
over oil resources. It was a defensive war, a struggle of Russia against Islamic 
terrorism. is description of the war has been accepted by a Russian public 
that now sees the conflict as a just war.56 Public support for the war has only 
increased following Putin’s various pronouncements on the subject, such as 
the speech he delivered after the terrorist attack in Beslan in September 2004, 
in which hundreds of schoolchildren were slaughtered. Putin, like President 
Johnson’s speech after the Tet Offensive in 1968 (about which more further 
on), expressed a willingness to end the war peacefully, but in contrast with 
the American president, his rhetoric was aggressive and hawkish:

We demonstrated weakness, and the weak are beaten.… is is a challenge 
to all of Russia…. Terrorists think that they are stronger, that they will be 
able to intimidate us, to paralyze our will, to erode our society. It seems 
that we have a choice: to resist or to cave in…. to give up and allow them 
to destroy and to take Russia apart, in hope that eventually they would 
leave us alone…. I am convinced that in fact we do not have any choice…. 
We are dealing… with total and full-scale war.… Such wars do not end 
quickly, in these conditions, we simply cannot, we should not, live as care-
lessly as before…. Terrorists meet the most effective rebuff where they con-
front not only the power of the state but also an organized and united civil 
society…. We have to be together. Only thus we shall defeat the enemy.57

Putin did not offer to compromise and did not promise his citizens an 
easy time; he demanded from them inner strength, unity, and a willingness 
to continue the struggle. Forty-eight percent of Russians endorsed the presi-
dent’s speech; only 9 percent opposed it, some of them probably because 
of Russia’s inept handling of the crisis, and others due to their shock at the 
sight of so many murdered children. Fully 61 percent of Russians continued 
supporting Putin’s policies, while only 16 percent opposed them.58 After five 
years of Putin’s war leadership, Russian public opinion had only hardened 
against allowing Chechnya to secede: Just 20 percent of the Russian public 
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favored granting independence, whereas 64 percent supported a solution 
that would keep Chechnya part of Russia.59 e public was convinced that 
Russia’s small war was important enough to continue,60 in no small part due 
to Putin’s ability to explain it clearly to Russian citizens.

What emerges from the cases of Northern Ireland, Gaza, and the sec-
ond Chechen war is that even in the case of a prolonged, brutal, and bitter 
campaign of terror, victory is a possible thing. But if democracies such as 
the United Kingdom and Israel, or quasi-democracies like Russia, have suc-
cessfully defeated guerillas in small wars, why in other cases have they so 
often failed? 

The reason militarily superior democracies suffer defeats at the hands of 
 weaker enemies lies not in the level of force they are willing to exert, 

nor in the weakness of the popular will, but somewhere else. A closer look 
at three important cases—the French war in Algeria, the American war in 
Vietnam, and Israel’s war in southern Lebanon—reveals that the Achilles’ 
heel of those powerful democracies was not a lack of staying power on the 
part of the public, but instead, enfeebled decision-making on the part of 
their leaders.

In 1954, a widespread rebellion broke out in Algeria, which had been 
a French colony since 1830. e Algerians demanded that their French 
rulers leave the country and allow its independence. French governments 
tried to settle the dispute in different ways, but failed. In 1958, Charles de 
Gaulle, ex-general and hero of the Second World War, was elected president 
on a platform of “French Algeria.” In a public opinion poll conducted in 
September 1958, about 80 percent of French voters supported de Gaulle’s 
stance against Algerian independence. Moreover, de Gaulle’s position was 
supported by an absolute majority of Algerian Muslims.61 French public 
opinion was clearly against withdrawal and was even opposed to compro-
mise; the feeling was that the conflict was worth the cost.62
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However, in September 1959 de Gaulle changed his mind and declared 
publicly that Algeria had a right to self-determination.63 e war had pro-
voked opposition from the French public from the very outset, but before 
de Gaulle’s apostasy, support for withdrawal had not succeeded in becoming 
the dominant public view.64 In fact, most of the mass demonstrations and 
protests against the war occurred after the president’s declaration, as support 
for the war was quickly dissipating. e famous “Manifesto of the 121,” in 
which intellectuals called for insubordination in Algeria, was published in 
1960, the year following de Gaulle’s about-face. François Maspéro, one of its 
signatories, declared in the preface to the 1961 edition of the Manifesto that 
1960 had been the “turning point” in the French people’s attitude toward 
the war.65 In 1961, a majority of the French public—in a similar percentage 
to those who had expressed the opposite opinion three years earlier—voted 
for separation from Algeria, even though the French military had succeeded 
in quelling the rebellion. e French followed their president and reversed 
their support for the war, not because of escalating violence, but because of 
his announcement that there was nothing to be gained from fighting and 
that Algeria should be “Algerian.”66

e American war in Vietnam presents another striking example of how 
public opinion can be shaped by the pronouncements of democratic lead-
ers. ere are many who believe that the war came to an end because of the 
widespread protest against it and negative press coverage.67 Yet a closer look 
at the course of events shows that it was the political leadership, not public 
opinion, that was first to falter in the face of heavy fighting. 

As in the case of Algeria, there was no shortage of Americans who op-
posed the war from the outset and expressed their views in various ways, 
such as protest songs68 and the march on the Pentagon in October 1967.69

But protests did not lead to any decisive change in American public opin-
ion or in the attitude of politicians. In December 1967, the commander 
of American forces in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland, made a 
speech to Congress and was applauded from both sides of the aisle. Public 
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support for the war and for the president gradually fell in comparison to the 
beginning of the war, but at the end of 1967 and the beginning of 1968, a 
clear majority of Americans still felt that Westmoreland’s performance was 
satisfactory, the war was being properly managed, and that it even should 
be escalated.70

In early 1968, broad support for the war continued despite mixed mes-
sages coming out of the White House.71 Previously, Johnson had refrained 
from calling the conflict a war, and regularly spread easily refutable disinfor-
mation about it.72 Moreover, as scholar Dale Walton points out, the Ameri-
can government “offered no satisfying ‘one paragraph’ (let alone a one-line 
bumper sticker) explanation of why the effort in Vietnam was important to 
U.S. national interests.”73 In France it had at least been possible to sum up 
the objective of the war in two words: “French Algeria.” In 1968, British 
general Robert ompson, an expert in counterinsurgency warfare,74 said 
that he had asked many Americans why the United States was fighting in 
Vietnam, but did not receive one clear answer. “e replies,” he said, “varied 
from containing China, preventing aggression and defeating the Vietcong 
to giving the people of South Vietnam a free choice.”75 And yet, despite the 
fact that three years of war in Vietnam had cost the lives of more than fifteen 
thousand Americans, there was twice as much support for the war at the 
beginning of 1968 as there was opposition to it.

Many have argued that support for the war began to dwindle after the 
Tet Offensive at the end of January 1968, shortly after the American gov-
ernment and military commanders had made statements about the end of 
the war being close at hand. In a wide-ranging attack, North Vietnamese 
and Vietcong forces took the American and South Vietnamese armies by 
surprise. Even though the attacks were repulsed everywhere but Hue City, 
the magnitude of the assault surprised the American press and public76 such 
that the Tet Offensive has come to be seen by many as the turning point of 
the war.77

After the Tet Offensive, there was a noticeable change in the way bat-
tles were covered on television. Even though the status of the war and the 
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balance of forces remained more or less unchanged, fewer battles were re-
ported as victories, slightly more were reported as defeats, and far more as 
draws.78 e administration’s statements about the war were treated with 
more skepticism: General Westmoreland was presented as a liar or deluded 
optimist, and President Johnson and his administration came under intense 
criticism. Arguably the final blow to America’s hopes of success in Vietnam 
was dealt by the legendary CBS Evening News anchor Walter Cronkite, 
at the time often referred to as “the most trusted man in America.” When 
Cronkite visited Vietnam, he was shocked to see the mass graves of thou-
sands of citizens murdered by North Vietnamese forces in Hue City dur-
ing the Tet Offensive, and said that he would do everything he could to 
put an end to the war. On February 27, 1968, in one of the most famous 
broadcasts in the history of American television, Cronkite announced to his 
millions of viewers:

To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the 
evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. To suggest we 
are on the edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable pessimism. To say 
that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, 
conclusion.79

Johnson was deeply affected by Cronkite’s statement. It is said that 
after the broadcast he remarked to his press secretary, “If I’ve lost Walter 
Cronkite, I’ve lost Middle America.”80 David Halberstam of the New York 
Times later claimed that “e Vietnam War was declared over by a television 
anchorman.”81

Johnson’s poor showing two weeks later in the New Hampshire primary 
against an anti-war challenger further demoralized him.82 On March 22 he 
met with his “Wise Men,” as he called his foreign policy advisers. Most of 
them, heavily influenced by the media, took a pessimistic line. “As I walked 
back to my office,” Johnson later wrote, “I was turning over in my mind 
the opinions I had just heard and what these reactions meant as a reflec-
tion of broader opinion…. If they had been so deeply influenced by the 
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reports of the Tet Offensive, what must the average citizen in the country 
be thinking?”83 at same day the president announced that Westmoreland 
would end his tour of duty in Vietnam by June 1968. In his famous speech 
of March 31, 1968, in which he announced he would not seek re-elec-
tion, Johnson announced an end to the bombing of North Vietnam and 
expressed his hope that the government of North Vietnam would cease “its 
efforts to achieve a military victory.” e word “victory” was mentioned 
only twice in the forty-five minute speech, and even then only regarding 
North Vietnam’s military aspirations. “If they do mount another round of 
heavy attacks,” said Johnson, “they will not succeed in destroying the fight-
ing power of South Vietnam and its allies.… Many men… will be lost… 
and the war will go on. ere is no need for this to be so. ere is no need to 
delay the talks that could bring an end to this long and this bloody war.”84

Johnson made no mention whatsoever of the possibility of an Ameri-
can victory. He did not tell the public what he wrote some time later in 
his memoirs—that the Tet Offensive had been “the most disastrous Com-
munist defeat of the war in Vietnam.”85 He had claimed in his speech that 
the Tet Offensive had “failed to achieve its principal objectives,” but added 
that “the Communists may renew their attack any day.”86 It was difficult 
not to see Johnson’s speech as an attempt to extricate the United States from 
involvement in Vietnam. After all, if the president had thought that victory 
was imminent, why would he have proposed saving the North Vietnamese 
from defeat? Why would he have refused to send more troops to Vietnam 
or replaced Westmoreland at such a sensitive moment?

Taking a cue from Johnson’s gloomy view of the war, none of the 1968 
presidential candidates talked anymore about victory in Vietnam. Even Ri-
chard Nixon, the Republican who went on to win the presidency and had 
criticized the administration after the Tet Offensive for not escalating the 
war, spoke about “peace with honor.” Even though it would be four years 
before America got out of Vietnam, in 1968 it was clear that the govern-
ment was looking for a way to extricate the United States from a perceived 
morass.
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What led to what? Did a change in public opinion affect the govern-
ment’s position? What happened was in fact precisely the opposite. e Tet 
Offensive at first actually strengthened the hawks and weakened the doves; 
a great majority of the public favored escalating the war and opposed the 
cessation of bombing in North Vietnam. Even Cronkite’s famous newscast 
editorial did not have an immediate effect on the public. At the end of 
February 1968, the percentage of those supporting the war was identi-
cal to the percentage supporting it at the beginning of the month.87 One 
month later, for the first time there was a sharp drop in support for the 
war and doves slightly outnumbered hawks88—but even then a majority 
thought that Westmoreland was doing an “excellent” job conducting the 
war and expressed confidence in America’s military strategy in Vietnam.89

e level of support for the war was highest among young people, the 
age group that was serving in Vietnam, and only in August did it drop 
significantly.90

Looking at these facts, it seems likely that if Johnson had adopted a 
more hawkish posture after the Tet Offensive, public opinion would have 
followed him. e fact that support for escalating the war was far higher 
than support for the president suggests that it was the administration’s lack 
of clarity and resolve, not the war itself, that led to its downfall. Johnson 
almost never spoke to the nation from the beginning of the Tet Offensive 
until his speech at the end of March, and he virtually gave up any attempt 
to present the public with a coherent policy. He rejected the suggestions of 
those in favor of escalation but did not adopt the contrary policy, and he 
most certainly did not say anything to refute Cronkite. From the point of 
view of public opinion, Johnson suffered from what one scholar has called 
a “collapse of leadership.”91 “e media’s generalized portrait of ‘disaster’ in 
South Vietnam,” wrote journalist Peter Braestrup, who researched the role 
of the press in the Tet offensive, “affected political Washington far more than 
it did the general public.”92 Johnson was mistaken in thinking that along 
with Cronkite he had lost the ordinary citizen; he erred, according to Adam 
Garfinkel, when “at a crucial moment, his administration and its fabled 
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Wise Men seem to have accorded a greater impact to the antiwar movement 
than it had and may have given it more influence than it deserved.”93

Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to seek a second term was motivated 
by several personal considerations: His failing health, his feeling that the 
public was turning against the war, and his belief that the American strategy 
in Vietnam was leading to a stalemate.94 According to William Hammond, 
a media historian who researched the press and the military in Vietnam, 
Johnson was “convinced that the conflict was necessary but believed that 
the American public and Congress lacked the will… to carry it through to 
a successful conclusion.”95 But clearly it was not the public that lacked the 
will to succeed, but the president, who had been influenced by advisers and 
a press riddled with doubt.96

e ability of political leaders to weaken public resolve in wartime is 
similarly seen in the IDF’s withdrawal from the security zone in southern 
Lebanon in 2000. e security zone had been part of Israel’s security pos-
ture for almost a decade before it began to be publicly debated.97 A large 
majority of the public thought that staying in the security zone was es-
sential, a view that was not noticeably affected by the toll in Israeli lives in 
Lebanon.98 Even in June 1999, three weeks after Ehud Barak was elected to 
lead a government that came to power on a wave of promises to withdraw 
from Lebanon, the percentage of those opposed to a unilateral withdrawal, 
61 percent, was almost exactly what it had been in February 1997.99

Yet on July 6, 1999, Prime Minister Barak declared that the IDF would 
pull out of Lebanon within a year. In the months that followed, Israeli pub-
lic opinion turned dramatically in favor of that position.100 Barak’s declara-
tion also affected IDF soldiers, who for the first time were outspoken in 
their support for the new policy. In February 2000, during a visit by Barak 
to an outpost in the Lebanon security zone, a group of enlisted soldiers 
mustered the courage to explain to the prime minister why they felt the IDF 
was failing in Lebanon and why they were in favor of an immediate pullout. 
One soldier summed up his thoughts by saying, “We have to start getting 
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out now; why wait till July?”101 “Gilad,” a company commander serving in 
the security zone, wrote of his feelings in early 2000:

As a soldier I have never dared to ask why we are in Lebanon. My big 
brother… also didn’t ask if it was the right thing to do politically or not, 
nor did my father… and now, in the last few months… suddenly there 
have been some who have argued, suddenly asked questions, even cases of 
refusing an order. “What good will it do? Do you want to send us to our 
deaths?” they asked. It’s not nice to admit, in the last few months amidst a 
wave of funerals and thirty mortars a day, a situation was created in which 
it’s simply been difficult to function with the soldiers. You don’t conduct 
a war this way.102

In May 2000, the IDF withdrew from Lebanon hastily and in disarray, 
quickly leading to the collapse of the South Lebanese Army and enabling 
Hezbollah to take up positions along the border. e message sent to Isra-
el’s enemies was a clear one, and was eloquently expressed by Hezbollah’s 
secretary-general, Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah: “Israel, which has both nuclear 
power and the strongest air force in the region,” he said, “is weaker than a 
spider’s web.”103

What emerges most clearly from the cases of failure on the part of the 
French in Algeria, the Americans in Vietnam, and the Israelis in southern 
Lebanon is very much the flip side of what we already have seen with respect 
to Northern Ireland, Gaza, and Chechnya: at in all these cases, it was not 
the citizenry which lacked the patience and resolve required to support their 
government and military through a protracted conflict. Rather, in all these 
cases, it was democratic leaders who first despaired of being able to win; 
once they decided to abandon the fight, public opinion quickly followed 
their lead.
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The prevalence in recent history of small wars waged between terror-
 ist or guerilla forces and sovereign nations requires a different kind 

of strategic thinking. e new age of warfare not only requires changes in 
tactics on the battlefield, but a change in how we understand the sources 
and politics of conflict. e realist paradigm, based on the idea of war as 
“politics by other means,” as Clausewitz put it, may no longer really obtain. 
Armed organizations go to war on behalf of religious beliefs and moral 
ambitions that are at odds with traditional notions of politics or the best 
interests of their constituencies. However, democratic nations are capable 
of being inspired by similar passions, and they, too, are capable of muster-
ing vast resources of courage and stamina in the face of a vicious enemy. It 
is wrong to suppose that the advantages of tenacity and willpower fall only 
to the militarily weak side, struggling for independence or fighting against 
a major power.104

In certain respects, this state of affairs is a result of the operational suc-
cesses of guerilla warfare and terrorism. Mao Zedong said that one of the 
principles of guerilla warfare is to strike at the enemy but to stop before 
he becomes incensed. In other words, an overly destructive attack is liable 
to trigger devastating retaliation.105 e harder the terrorists hit, the more 
the leaders of victim nations abandon circumspect political rationality in 
favor of military action, and complex political substantiations give way to 
unsubtle slogans such as “the Global War on Terror,”106 “World War IV,”107

and “the axis of evil.” In the speech U.S. President George W. Bush made 
on the night of September 11, 2001, he was not in need of sophisticated 
explanations of the kind that were perhaps in the minds of Lyndon Johnson 
and his advisers. He used the simple and unsophisticated language of life 
and death:

Today, our fellow citizens, our way of life, our very freedom came under 
attack.… ese acts of mass murder were intended to frighten our nation 
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into chaos and retreat. But they have failed…. Terrorist attacks can shake 
the foundations of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foun-
dation of America… we’re the brightest beacon for freedom and oppor-
tunity in the world. And no one will keep that light from shining.… We 
will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts 
and those who harbor them… we stand together to win the war against 
terrorism.”108

ere is not a single word here of realpolitik, no mention of constraints, 
interests, or any attempt to discuss the fine points of terrorism or whether 
it is possible to defeat it. And precisely because of its simplicity, such lan-
guage is successful. Even though a conventional terror attack cannot defeat 
a tank division, Osama Bin Laden, Yasser Arafat, and whoever blew up the 
apartment block in Moscow in 1999 succeeded in convincing the citizens 
of the nations they attacked that a war of survival was at hand. In the end, 
terrorism’s success in making itself such a profound influencing factor has 
also been its greatest failure.

is is not surprising. Numerous historic examples bring into ques-
tion the supposition that it is possible to break the enemy’s will by waging 
a slow war against its citizens. To take an extreme example, during World 
War II the German and Japanese peoples never reached a real breaking 
point, despite the colossal destruction visited on them, for example, by the 
firebombing of Japanese towns, the maelstrom in Hamburg in 1943, and 
the bombing of Dresden.109 No underground movements sprang up and no 
popular movements were formed to resist the government. German citizens 
whose homes had been destroyed still sought to pay their taxes, and until 
the end of the war, more than 90 percent of Japanese factory workers were 
still coming to their jobs every day.110

e behavior of democracies is slightly more complicated, but ultimate-
ly not materially different. e examples of Algeria, Vietnam, and Lebanon, 
and the counter-examples of Northern Ireland, Gaza, and Chechnya, paint 
a clear picture of the strengths and weaknesses of democratic societies: On 
the one hand, the public’s endurance is much greater than the conventional 
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wisdom; and on the other, in order to break such a country through a war 
of attrition, all that is necessary is to influence a small and concentrated 
group—that is, its leadership. If the leadership decides that the war is not 
worth the cost or the trouble, the public will probably follow it.

But if both political leaders and public opinion are convinced of the 
rightness and necessity of war, it is extremely difficult to withstand the 
wrath of a democratic country. e staying power of such countries does 
not depend on the damage they suffer in human lives and property. eir 
power lies in what defines their very existence—their belief in democratic 
values and their wish to protect them. If a democratic society believes in 
the rightness and necessity of its struggle, and if its leadership can provide 
a simple and clear answer to the question, “What are we fighting for?” 
the public will be willing to bear any burden required of them, including 
casualties, political and military fiascoes, and the economic burdens of war. 
And this, in the end, is the most important conclusion to be drawn: At the 
most critical junctures of its history, the citizenry is not the weakest link in a 
democratic country, but its greatest resource.

Yagil Henkin is a doctoral student in military history at Bar-Ilan University. He is 
the author of the forthcoming book Un-Guerilla Warfare: e History of the War in 
Chechnya, 1994-1996 (Ministry of Defense Publishing).
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but there is no doubt that even without the forgeries he would have won by a large 
majority. About 65 percent of those eligible voted in the elections.

55. In October 2004, a month after the terrorist attack in Beslan and two 
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e reason may be that the Russian public agreed with the content if not the 
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previous two years—believed that the conflict had improved that year, compared 
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general (metaphorical) conscription of its citizens, the government avoided declar-
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66. It is not certain that by this declaration de Gaulle meant full independence 
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he decided to give up “French Algeria,” and what prompted him to make that 
decision. See, for example, Horne, A Savage War of Peace, pp. 377-381; Gil Merom, 
“A ‘Grand Design’? Charles de Gaulle and the End of the Algerian War,” Armed 
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Forces and Society 25 (1999), p. 267. In any case, the meaning of de Gaulle’s declara-Forces and Society 25 (1999), p. 267. In any case, the meaning of de Gaulle’s declara-Forces and Society
tion was clear and its effect was soon felt.

67. ere are some who maintain that coverage of the Tet Offensive in January-
February 1968 led to a sea of change in public opinion because it brought home to 
America what was really happening in Vietnam, or alternatively, because the media 
twisted the truth and presented the American victory as a defeat. e first opinion 
was held, for example, by Michael Maclear in his book Vietnam: e Ten-ousand 
Day War (New York: St. Martins, 1981); the other opinion was best expressed by Day War (New York: St. Martins, 1981); the other opinion was best expressed by Day War
Peter Braestrup, Big Story: How the American Press and Television Reported and Inter-
preted the Crisis of Tet 1968 in Vietnam and Washington (Boulder: Westview, 1977). 
Braestrup does not blame the media for the American defeat in the Vietnam War, 
only for its amateurish and misleading coverage; harsher and more explicit criticism 
can be found from Los Angeles Times correspondent Robert Elegant. In his article Los Angeles Times correspondent Robert Elegant. In his article Los Angeles Times
“How to Lose a War: Reflections of a Foreign Correspondent,” Encounter 57 (Au-Encounter 57 (Au-Encounter
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68. Some of the most prominent songs were “Send the Marines” by Tom Le-
hrer, “Lyndon Johnson Told the Nation” by Tom Paxton, both from 1965, and “I 
Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag” by Country Joe and the Fish from a 1967 album of 
the same name. e song was around thirtieth on the charts for two straight years. 
is, for example, is how Paxton described the protest against the government’s 
dishonesty:

Lyndon Johnson told the nation: Have no fear of escalation
I am trying everyone to please.
ough it isn’t really war / We’re sending fifty thousand more
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Country Joe and the Fish went a lot further and to the sounds of happy circus 
music they sang a song calling—obviously satirically—for the Americans to hurry 
and send their children to serve in the army:

Be the first one on your block
To have your boy come home in a box!

(e song ended with a fusillade.)
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70. In December 1967, when they were asked about General Westmoreland’s 
conduct of the war, 68 percent answered “good” or “excellent,” 16 percent “only 
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fair” or “poor,” and 16 percent “unsure.” Braestrup, Big Story, vol. 1, p. 688. In a 
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lie.

73. Walton, e Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat, p. 33.e Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat, p. 33.e Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat
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75. Robert ompson, “Squaring the Error,” Foreign Affairs 46 (April 1968), Foreign Affairs 46 (April 1968), Foreign Affairs
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76. In smaller forums military commanders warned about a mass attack by 
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79. Hallin, e Uncensored War, p. 170.
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1967, and General Westmoreland assured him that it would not affect the morale 
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1969 (New York: Holt, Reinhart and Winston, 1971) p. 418. 1969 (New York: Holt, Reinhart and Winston, 1971) p. 418. 1969
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sive as a defeat for U.S. objectives in Vietnam,” but this information says nothing 
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that the Palestinians could better cope with the conflict). In April 2002, after a wave 
of March terrorist attacks, approximately 85 percent of the public thought that 
the terrorist attacks and the Israeli response in Operation Defensive Shield had 
strengthened the sense of Israeli unity (“e Peace Index” data file, February-April 
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2002). Following the lethal terror attacks, reserve soldiers reported for duty to par-
ticipate in Operation Defensive Shield at a rate of more than 100 percent, as even 
those who were not called wanted to join the fight. “Fighting for our homes” be-
came a common expression. A good example of sentiment at the time can be found 
in Gil Mezuman’s documentary film, “Jenin Diary: e Inside Story” or in the diary 
(partly written after the fact) of a reserve soldier in Operation Defensive Shield, on 
the site www.fresh.co.il/vBulletin/showthread.php?t=58537. In September 2003—a 
very short time before then-Prime Minister Ariel Sharon presented his disengage-
ment plan—some 60 percent of Israelis thought that their society was better able 
to withstand a protracted conflict than Palestinian society (only 19 percent thought 
the opposite was true, and 8.4 percent thought that both societies were equally 
capable), and, while most favored negotiation, they believed that there should be 
no negotiation under fire. e Israeli public was neither driven to the extreme of 
demanding all-out war, nor faint-hearted in favoring surrender to the demands of 
the other side. See “e Peace Index” for the relevant dates. 

e above makes it quite clear that Sharon was not forced to execute the dis-
engagement under pressure of Israeli public opinion and the weakening of its will; 
without expressing an opinion about the rightness or wrongness of the disengage-
ment, it is sufficient to say that Sharon could have taken a different path without 
risking much pressure from the Israeli public. e support for the disengagement 
plan is another illustration of the above argument in regard to leadership. A survey 
published at the beginning of March 2005 showed that Israelis thought of Sharon 
as a corrupt prime minister, but that at least he seemed to know where he was go-
ing. Eighty percent said he was a “leader,” an accolade that explains the support 
he received. (Yossi Verter, “Four Years of Sharon: Acknowledge His Shortcomings, 
Trust His Leadership,” Haaretz, March 4, 2005.) Verter assumed that Sharon de-
rived support from the disengagement plan; however, in my opinion he confuses 
cause and consequences. A less ambitious plan, suggested by Labor Party candidate 
Amram Mitzna, did not win the public’s trust in the 2003 elections, and at the same 
time Sharon was saying that “painful concessions” would only be made in a perma-
nent agreement, a process that would take, in his opinion, one or two generations. 
It seems that the explanation should be the other way around: e more the prime 
minister was portrayed as being determined—despite (and maybe because of ) the 
absence of public discussion as to the significance of the disengagement plan in 
terms of security, economics, and demographics—the more the public was inclined 
to follow him, not because of its strong ideas on the subject, but because it believed 
personally in Sharon as a leader. (After all, if the question of Gaza retreat was a de-
ciding factor, Sharon would have lost the elections to Mitzna; but the latter’s Labor 
Party got only half the votes of Sharon’s Likud Party.) It should be noted that in the 
poll there are several pieces of information that do not fit: For example, 44 percent 
of the public thought that the prime minister was an honest man, whereas 62 per-
cent thought he was corrupt. 
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