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[RSM] … after a term said publicly that under no circumstances would they have initiated the use 
of nuclear weapons because they believed to do so would have destroyed their society.  Now, 
there are two points there:  first, that it is NATO policy to do so under these circumstances, and 
they would not have wished to carry it out; and, secondly, the reason they didn’t’ wish to carry it 
out was   

 

[INTRO] The Oral History Program at Duke University is very pleased to have as our guest today Mr 
Robert McNamara, former Secretary of Defense and former President of the World Bank.  Mr 
McNamara is sitting on my left.  Sitting next to Mr McNamara is Professor James Lutze from the 
Department of History at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and Director of the 
Program on Peace, War and Defense at the University of North Carolina.  Sitting next to me is 
Professor Timothy Long-Parris of the Department of Political Science at Duke University and I’m 
Ole Holsti, also a member of the Political Science at Duke University.   

[Q] Mr McNamara, you have had a long and distinguished career and I wonder if we might begin 
by asking you what aspects of your educational background or experiences at the Ford Motor 
Company do you feel best prepared you for your role as a Statesman? 

[1:33] Well, I don’t know that I was a statesman, or am a statesman, but I think that my 
background was one that shaped my subsequent life, whether it shaped it for good or ill, and I 
grew up in San Francisco, and I grew up at a time of great stress in the country, both the period 
immediately following World War I, but particularly the period while I was in high school and the 
university I attended, the University of California in Berkeley, and I was in high school and 
university at the time of the Great Depression.  A time when 25 per cent of the adult males were 
unemployed and there was tremendous distress in the country.  The only reason I was able to 
attend the university was that it was, in a sense, a free university, one of the great universities of 
the world, but available at essentially no cost.  It cost me $52 a year, total, including towel fees, 
tuition, everything ex books, and ex living expenses (I lived at home). $52 a year; $26 a semester 
was the charge, and I got the best education in the world, and received it in an atmosphere of 
both academic excellence and philosophical freedom and I think that those were the 
environmental factors that really shaped my intellectual development during that period.  And, to 
this day, I trace many of my thoughts and beliefs and values to that environment. 

[Q] I guess a follow-up in a way, the obvious question is what do you think is a good experiential 
background for someone going into government? 

[3:35] Well, I think a good experiential background for any person capable of serving, regardless of 
whether he goes into government, medicine or science or business or whatever is a broad liberal 
education in a first-class educational institution.   
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[Q] Is it your experience in government that the people that we are getting that have to make 
these very complex decisions relating to peace and war and other things, that these people come 
in adequately prepared?  Do we have that talent? 

[4:06] Well, let me say this, I think that our government is founded on a very, very risky 
proposition, which is that you can take a person, presumably a bright person, but in any case you 
can take a person from any walk of life and bring him in to a senior position in government.  I 
don’t think there’s any other democracy in the world that runs such risks.  If you look at the 
Labour Party today in Great Britain, if they come back in power, as they think they will, Dennis 
Healy will probably be Foreign Minister.  Dennis Healy has spent his life as a government official.  
He was Defence Minister when I was Defense Secretary, he was subsequently Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, he was deputy leader of their party for years, he has been a shadow Foreign Minister 
for years.  If his party comes back in power, and if he becomes Foreign Minister, he is well 
qualified for the post.  Do you think that a President of Ford Motor Company, even assuming he’s 
bright (some people must have thought he was!); do you think a President of Ford Motor company 
is qualified to come into the government and [5:20] deal with fundamental issues of war and 
peace?  He doesn’t know a damn thing about it …other than what a person who’s had a liberal 
education and who was moderately acquainted with the news of the day knows. But in terms of 
the experience required and the foundation on which to make judgments about fundamental 
issues of war and peace, I don’t think that I was well qualified when I left the Presidency of Ford 
Motor Company to become Secretary of Defense.  This is the way we man the upper levels of our 
government as we change administrations.  It is a very, very risky proposition and, at times, we 
pay very, very heavy prices for it. 

[Q] What were the major changes that you found yourself having to adjust to when you moved 
from one high-ranking position in private industry to a high-ranking position … 

[6:20] Well, the major change, of course, was substance.  I was dealing in the Pentagon with issues 
of war and peace; whereas in Ford I had been dealing with issues of commerce and business.  
Totally different substance.  And then, of course, the environmental situation was entirely 
different: in Ford, one was dealing with stockholders and customers and employees; and in the 
government one is dealing the public, the constituencies, the press and the Congress, and those 
are quite different constituencies, and the way in which one deals with them is quite different.  So 
that was a major change. 

[Q] Did you find yourself in a confrontational role vis-à-vis the military and your relationship …? 

[7:08] No, I never felt I had a confrontational role with them.  Some of the military, I think, thought 
I was in a confrontational role.  Not, however, the senior military, those that I was dealing with on 
a day-to-day basis.  We might disagree on particular issues – a B-70 bomber program or anti-
ballistic missile defence or something of that kind – but I think we had a respect for each other, 
and I had great affection for them, great admiration for them.  I think it’s unfortunate that our 
military are seen by our public as, in some fashion, acting in ways contrary to the best interests of 
the nation, preserving their own domain or part of (quote) the ‘military-industrial complex’ 
(unquote) – a term that connotes that those two groups – the defence industries and the military 
– are acting in ways contrary to the interests of society.  I don’t’ believe any senior military officer I 
ever met had any other motive underlying his actions and his recommendations other than the 
best interests of the country.  [8:18] They are extraordinarily patriotic people, in the best sense of 
that term, and I’d say 90 per cent of the senior officers could earn 2, 3, 4 times as much, 
financially, in civilian life than they can in military life.  They know that.  They remain in military 
life, not because they love the service per se, but because they are dedicated to the interests of 
the nation.  So, if you accept that that’s their attitude, then you can engage in disputes with them, 
arguments with them, if you wish, without in any way personalizing it or leading to confrontation 
or disrespect.   
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[Q] But didn’t you find them in some instances – let’s take the TFX issue as an example – did you 
entrenched and rigid in the way in which they did things that it was very difficult for you to 
exercise control? 

[9:13] Oh yes, it was difficult, but not by any means impossible.  I don’t think anybody doubted I 
exercised control [laughter]; they might say I exercised it in support of the wrong ends.  But I don’t 
think anybody doubted that, not I, but we, because it was the group of senior civilian officials in 
the Department that exercised control.  The law states that the Commander-in-Chief is the 
President and his, in effect, deputy for controlling the Defense Department is the Secretary of 
Defense.  This is very clear; that is the law, and I was determined to carry out the law, and I don’t 
think that anybody doubted that we, the civilians, were in control of the military.  They expect to 
be, I’ll call it ‘controlled’, in that sense.  That isn’t the issue.  In principle they accept that.  What 
they question is the judgment of civilians coming in controlling, if you wish to use that word, 
controlling the military on what they consider to be military issues, which the civilians are, by 
experience, unprepared to exercise judgment on.  And there’s a certain foundation for that view; 
one has to be very, very careful in, I’ll call it, overruling a military recommendation or judgment, 
say, by the Joint Chiefs on a military issue that one is not substituting inexperience for experience.  
But many, I’d say most of the so-called military issues – should we go ahead with an anti-ballistic 
missile defense? Should we have 10,000 Minutemen, has had been recommended at one point, or 
the 1,000 that we eventually came up with? – most of these military issues are susceptible to the 
application of rational processes and one can find technical assistance and technical background in 
individuals or in the literature as a foundation to which may be applied the rational process.  And 
one can then arrive at a conclusion with considerable confidence, and if that conclusion is 
opposed by those in uniform who have spent more years thinking about it, or who are presumably 
more expert in it, one can nonetheless lay the propositions out on the table and find the point of 
difference and then render a judgment.   

[Q] One of the issues that has been often raised is the question of what sometimes has been 
called ‘micro-management’ and one episode I recall has, I think, been well publicised was a 
confrontation between yourself and Admiral Anderson on the management of the blockade 
around Cuba, and I wonder if you might just comment upon that and perhaps also use that as a 
way to get into one of the issues that you do discuss in your forthcoming book and that is the 
Cuban Missile Crisis and what we might learn from it. 

[12:22] Well let’s just take the issue first of micro-management and then we can go to the Cuban 
Missile Crisis perhaps, although this is an element of the Cuban Missile Crisis.  I would say it was 
macro-management, and that of course was the point of controversy.  Anderson thought of it as 
micro-management; I thought it was macro-management.  Now what was the issue and why did 
he have his view and why did I have mine?  Well, the issue had to do with a Soviet vessel that was 
approaching what was known as the ‘quarantine line’ and in micro terms the question was what 
would our Navy do when that Soviet vessel reached the quarantine line?  And this confrontation, if 
you will, took place in what was called the ‘flight plot’, which was a naval, I’ll call it, ‘war room’ on 
the fourth floor of the Pentagon above my office, during the midst of the Cuban Missile Crisis, and 
it was one night, about 10 o’clock at night, and I lived in the Pentagon for the 10 or 12 days, I 
didn’t go home, stayed there, slept there during the night, not to micro-manage the war, or the 
confrontation, but rather to macro-manage it.  And it’s important to understand the difference, 
and we’ll explore that in a minute.  In any event, I went up to the flag plot every night about 10 
o’clock and got a briefing on the events of the day and the prospects for tomorrow, and this 
particular evening Ros Gilpatric and I went up there and, my deputy, and we walked in the room, 
and it was a room not much bigger than this and there were, I’d say, maybe 30 chairs in the room.  
There weren’t enough chairs for every admiral to sit down.  The place was absolutely overrun with 
gold braid, and George Anderson, who was the Chief of Naval Operations, presented the briefing 
[14:24] and he showed the quarantine line which, in a sense, was an imaginary line, as I recall, 500 
miles off the coast of Cuba and we had a plot of every Soviet ship that was moving toward the 
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Western hemisphere and we had taken our strategic force off air alert and put them on, in effect, 
long-range reconnaissance and plotted the movement of these Soviet ships as they moved toward 
the Western hemisphere to determine what the likelihood was of them moving to the quarantine 
line and passing through it.   

As part of that exercise, we had watched this particular vessel moving toward Cuba for a day or 
two and then, on this evening, it had reached the point at which, the following day, it was very 
clear it would cross that quarantine line and the question was would it try to pass it or not.  And 
my question to Anderson was, what would he do if it appeared to be going through the quarantine 
line.  And he said, “Well, we’re going to stop it”, and I said, “How are you going to stop it?” and he 
said, “Well, we’ll do it” and I said, “Yes, I understand you’re going to do it, but how?” “Well,” he 
said, “we’ll tell it to stop,” and I said, “Are you going to tell it in English or Russian?”  I said, ”Do 
you have anybody on board who speaks Russian?”  He said, “I don’t know”.  This was a vessel, and 
by an odd coincidence, the vessel was the destroyer Joseph Kennedy Jnr, it had been named in 
honour of the President’s brother who had been killed during World War II.  In any event, he said, 
“We’re going to stop it” and I said, “Do you have anybody who can speak Russian?”  “Don’t know”.  
“Well, do you think the Russians can speak English? “Don’t know”.  [16:11] “Well, suppose the oral 
communication gets nowhere?”  “Well, you don’t understand, Mr Secretary, there are practices, 
we use flags, it’s accepted naval practice throughout the world, we can convey to them they are to 
stop.”  “Well,” I said, “suppose they don’t stop?”  “Well, we’ll shoot a shot across their bow.”  
“What if they don’t stop then?”  “Well, we’ll send one through the rudder.”  I said, “What kind of a 
vessel is this?”  “Well, it’s a tanker.”  I said, “what will happen if you send one through the 
rudder?”  “Well, the damn thing might blow up.”  Well, I said, “Let me tell you something.  There 
isn’t going to be a shot fired by anybody without my personal permission, and I’m not going to 
give you the permission to fire without the President’s knowledge.  That’s what’s going to be 
done.  Is that understood?”  He said, “Mr Secretary, the Navy has been running blockades since 
John Paul Jones and …” he didn’t use the word “goddammit, but it was certainly implied, “…and 
goddammit, if you would keep your hands off this, we’ll run this as successfully as we have run 
these blockades over two centuries of our history.” 

Now, he interpreted that as micro-management.  [17:15]  I was absolutely certain it was macro-
management because the President’s objective, and my objective, was not to prevent a tanker 
from crossing a quarantine line; the President’s objective, and my objective, was to use the 
quarantine as a means of communication of a major national policy to the Soviet leadership, and 
the major national policy was that we could not permit the Soviets to introduce offensive military 
forces into the Western hemisphere, and we didn’t want to go to war to stop it, but we wanted to 
make damn sure they understood that that was the national policy.  So we were using the 
quarantine as a means of conveying it.  Anderson saw it as a means of stopping a ship.  In that 
sense, it was a micro action.  In the way I’m explaining it, I think you will understand, it was the 
highest form of diplomacy.  Now, I’m not arguing for the minute we were right or wrong in our 
diplomatic objectives (I think we were right), I think as an alternative to what had been proposed 
by the majority of the President’s advisors – which was, drive the Soviet offensive forces out of the 
hemisphere by military action, i.e. air attacks and land and sea invasion to destroy them – I think, 
I’ll call it, our ‘macro’ policy was far preferable and far less risk to our nation.  But, whether you 
accept that or not, it was macro policy, not micro policy; or macro-management, not micro-
management, that we were seeking to apply.  Anderson didn’t understand that.   

[Q] What do you make of the criticism of the whole crisis, that it was blown out of proportion, that 
it was a mistake to bring the world to the brink of nuclear war? 

[19:15] Well, I think that’s a point worth discussing.  At the time, the criticism was just the reverse 
– that we weren’t reacting forcefully enough.  As I have suggested, the majority of the President’s 
advisors thought we should undertake military action to destroy the missiles and the bomber 
aircraft that had been brought into Cuba.  The President believed, and I believed, that (a) the 
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introduction of those weapons did not really change the military balance because we had, in 
effect, been deterred from utilising our nuclear superiority for military ends, or political ends, prior 
to the introduction of those forces.  We had been deterred by the fact that we knew, or believed, 
that if we used the nuclear forces – forgetting the moral objections one could point to – but if we 
used the nuclear forces against the Soviet Union while we had a tremendous superiority, 
something on the order of 17 to 1 in strategic terms, they would survive with sufficient nuclear 
weapons – whether it was 5, or 10, or 20, or a hundred, to inflict unacceptable damage on us and 
we were not willing to expose our society to that damage and, therefore, we were deterred from 
using our superior nuclear force.  [This raises the point that parity is not necessary for deterrence].  
Now, they may not have thought we were, but we were.  And, hence, when they put additional 
military force in the hemisphere, it didn’t shift the balance.  It certainly didn’t give them a 
capability of acting against us but neither did it deter us to a greater degree than we were 
deterred before.  We were already deterred.  

[21:08] What it did do was to affect the political judgments, both within our own society and 
within the NATO alliance, of how we would behave in relation to Soviet pressure.  And it was for 
that reason that the President felt, and I and Secretary Rusk agreed, as to all others there was 
absolutely no difference of opinion on this point, that it was essential, in the interests of the 
security of the West, that those … 

[Q] … for political reasons? 

[21:38] … for political reasons, but still … I’ll call it security reasons, it was essential that those 
weapons be removed.  Now, the argument could be made today, it certainly wasn’t made then, 
nobody made it, nobody in Europe and nobody in the US that I was aware of, … that could be 
made …”Well, you have already said that, in a sense, it didn’t change the military balance, and you 
certainly should have been able to address the political issue, the potentially divisive element that 
would be introduced by a failure of the US to react to what was seen to be Soviet pressure, either 
military and/or political.  Surely you could have addressed that orally or in writing or by analysis or 
diplomacy or propaganda or whatever, and you need not have run the risk of military 
confrontation?  Now you say, McNamara, that you and the President chose the least risky form of 
confrontation, i.e. a quarantine, as opposed to an air and sea attack, but you must have 
recognised that if the quarantine failed there would have been pressure to escalate to a higher 
level of military confrontation and, surely therefore, you should have considered, before putting a 
quarantine in effect, alternative actions?  And the answer is yes, that we did recognise if the 
quarantine failed there would be pressure to escalate but there was no decision to escalate and 
we would have still had the option of dealing with it through diplomacy at that point.  It might 
have been more difficult, perhaps.  It’s conceivable that the quarantine would have facilitated the 
diplomatic discussions at that time.   

So I think, with hindsight, it is probable that the course we took was, I’ll call it, the least risky 
course, in terms of security, at the time, and I think it was carried out in a way that … well, in the 
first place, it was successful, it did get them out and we didn’t go to war, but I think the reason it 
was successful was that it was carried out in a way that did not push Khrushchev into a corner.  It 
left him, in a sense, an escape.  He was able to say to his people, “Well, you see, we put the 
missiles in and we forced the Kennedy government, we forced the West, if you will, to state 
unequivocally that they would not invade Cuba, and we knew it was their intention to invade Cuba 
and throughout Castro, it was obvious that was their intention.  Didn’t they carry out the Bay of 
Pigs, just 18 months ago?  Or 15 months ago?  It was clear that was their intention.  So we 
achieved our end.”  We left him that … by the way, that was not at all our intention, there was 
absolutely no plan to invade Cuba before the missiles were put there, or after for that matter.  
But, in any event, the point is we left Khrushchev an out; we didn’t force him into a corner.  
Moreover, what was not known at the time publicly, we also agreed, not as quid pro quo, and we 
made that very clear to him, but we stated that we would take the Jupiter missiles out of Turkey.  
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He had said at one point, before he agreed to take the offensive weapons out of Cuba, he had 
said, “Well, I would consider taking them out of Cuba if you would do certain things, including 
taking the Jupiters out of Turkey.”  Now, the Jupiters were an osbsolete weapon at the time.  The 
President had thought that he had arranged with State to have them taken of Turkey, because 
they were obsolete.  It was, however, a difficult political action because they were symbolic to 
Turkey and to Western Europe as actions by the US defending Europe against the Soviets by 
putting these US missiles in Turkey, and so it was a difficult diplomatic mission for State to work 
this out with the allies without reducing their confidence in the willingness of the US to defend 
them.  And the fact is they hadn’t been taken out.  So here we’ve got a pile of junk sitting in 
Turkey with zero military utility and the Soviets making it the basis for taking out weapons which 
at least had great political significance to us, that is to say, the offensive weapons in Cuba.  On the 
other hand, if we agreed to take the Jupiters out of Turkey, even though they were junk, in return 
for the Soviets taking the missiles out of Cuba, we would destroy the confidence of Europe, 
particularly Turkey, in the willingness of the US to stand in their defence whenever it got costly for 
the US, i.e. when the Soviet missiles got close to our shores.  So we couldn’t do it on that basis.  
It’s one of these cases where political reality overcomes … or takes precedence over military 
reality, and that’s a very interesting subject in itself, but this is a perfect illustration of it.  The 
Jupiters were junk, the military reality was it made absolutely no difference whether they were or 
not there; as a matter of fact, it was probably better that they get them out because then they 
would not be a target for Soviet action in the event of a confrontation in the area.  But the political 
reality was that if we took them out under pressure from the Soviets, the Turks would feel we 
were weak, the Western Europeans would feel [28:02] were weak, they would have lost 
confidence in our ability to come to their defense, so we definitely couldn’t do that.  And we told 
the Soviets, under no circumstances would that be part of the deal.  They had to agree to take the 
offensive weapons out of Cuba, in effect, in return for our statement that it was not our intention 
to invade Cuba.  So they said, well they understood that, but did they understand correctly that, in 
effect, we thought they were junk (we didn’t use that expression with them) but did they 
understand correctly that we were taking them out?  Yes.  Well, was that a commitment to take 
them out?  Yes.  Now, this was known to only four or five people at the time.  It had to be done 
very, very delicately in order to avoid giving anybody the impression, which was not correct, that 
they were part of the deal.  So I went back to the Pentagon and I talked to my Assistant Secretary, 
John McNaughton, and I didn’t explain all this to him, except to say, “John…”  - he was a wonderful 
person; a professor of Law from Harvard, and we should go back to why he was there in a moment 
– but I said “John, I don’t want any questions asked, but I want you to take those Jupiters out of 
Turkey and I want you to take them to Italy and I want them sawn up, literally, and I want 
photographs of the missiles after they have been sawn in two.”  And I said, “You just do it and you 
tell anybody that questions you that I have issued orders that it is to be done and there’ll be no 
discussion of why.  Period.”  So that’s what was done. 

[Q] In your forthcoming book you deal with the question of crisis stability.  In an earlier book that 
you were involved in, that is Robert Kennedy’s memoirs of the Missile Crisis, I believe you were 
one of the editors of this … 

[29:58] Yes. 

[Q] … there are suggestions there that, under the pressure of the 13-day-long crisis, that some of 
the people involved simply became non-functioning.  He may not have mentioned the names, I’m 
not necessarily asking you to mention names, but I’d like to get at this question of crisis stability 
and what are the human limitations on how we can cope with crises.  This was a short 13-day 
period; one could imagine longer crises, are there some lessons to be learned? 

[30:33] Well, I don’t recall that anyone became non-functional during the Cuban Missile Crisis but I 
do recall that, not only then but in other crises I have been associated with, emotions rise and 
tensions increase, in part because information is lacking and one has to make judgments and 
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decisions with less than complete knowledge of all the circumstances, and this puts pressure on 
people.  They know very well that they don’t have all of the facts and yet they have to do 
something – either nothing, which is doing something, or something positive, which is doing 
something – and they recognise the risks that they may be wrong and an erroneous decision 
under some circumstances can have very severe consequences for one’s nation or for oneself.  So, 
this causes psychological tension and pressure and individuals react differently to it – some of 
them almost retire from the activities, others become emotional, others become tense, others 
become irritable – and I don’t think this is unique to US… 

[Q] There has been comment recently that during this type of crisis that, in that particular 
administration, there was a macho mood that came to the fore.  Is that correct? 

[32:07] No, no, I don’t think so at all.  I saw no evidence of that.  Quite the contrary, if you look at 
the alternatives, that the quarantine was a very, I’ll call it “non-macho” approach and it was 
carried out in a very non-macho way.  We let that ship go through the quarantine and we did 
other things that, in a sense, dampened down the potential for military conflict.  But, to go back to 
the point of emotion and crisis instability and non-functioning individuals in crisis condition, I think 
that there was some evidence that the tensions also existed in the Soviet hierarchy.  Certainly the 
cable that we received from Khrushchev on the Friday evening, around the 26th or 27th, I’ve 
forgotten the exact date, was written by a man under intense pressure and reflected a very high 
level of emotion.  I think it was fair to conclude then, and I’ve seen nothing since that contradicted 
that conclusion, that he was, himself, not non-functional but certainly very, very highly emotional.  
And this is typical of crises, the two things that are typical of crises are misinformation, or lack of 
information, miscalculation, misjudgement at one end – a sort of intellectual limitation – and, on 
the other, emotional tension, and the combination of those two can lead to very serious errors of 
judgment.  I think anyone who has experience crisis management understands that, particularly 
this point of misinformation.  Harold Brown and I were talking about it the other day.  He said, 
“You know, Bob, the first information I received was always wrong.  Always wrong.”  Now, I think, 
007, Korean Aircraft 007 and the shoot-down of that [Sept 1983], is a perfect illustration.  You’ll 
recall that when that plane was shot down the immediate reaction of our government at the 
highest levels was the damned Russians, this is just what you expect of them, they shot that down 
in cold blood.  I was certain that wasn’t the case: (a) I didn’t believe that the decision to shoot it 
down had been made by the Politburo or any member of it, and (b) I didn’t believe that the 
decision-maker, whomever he was, [34:42] a field commander, believed that he was shooting 
down a civilian aircraft carrying 269 civilians.  And I think the evidence since that time … Seymour 
Hersh’s book, I understand, will support both of those conclusions.  I was absolutely certain at the 
time it was misunderstanding and the reason I was certain of it was the point that Harold made, 
that the first information you get is always wrong.  The Soviet field commander undoubtedly was 
told that that was a US military aircraft, a reconnaissance aircraft or an aircraft in some fashion on 
a military mission.  It was not.  I am certain it was not.  But that, I’m sure, is what the Soviet 
military commander was told and that’s why he acted as he did.  And Harold and I have both had 
that happen to us a hundred times.   

I remember one case in particular, it’s in a sense a minor case but it illustrates the point, we had a 
terrible argument inside the government about whether we should carry out a bombing mission 
against Hanoi.  The Chiefs were very much in favour of it, the commanders on the scene were in 
favour of it, I thought it was absolutely wrong, it wouldn’t accomplish anything, it would put 
American pilots at risk and, moreover, there was a Soviet vessel in the harbour at Hanoi at the 
time and although the target was a considerable distance away from the Soviet vessel and the 
military commanders absolutely guaranteed that the aircraft would destroy the target and not hit 
the Soviet vessel.  I was, as I say, I didn’t believe the target was important to be destroyed, I 
thought it we’d lose US personnel in the process of attacking a worthless target and we surely did 
not wish to escalate the conflict … potentially escalate the conflict, by striking a Soviet ship, 
particularly not by air, and the President was of the same mind.  Well, finally we were overcome, 
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our arguments were overcome, and so the mission went out.  And I recall very clearly, the results 
came in on a Sunday, and the Pentagon, the officers reported to me that the Soviets claimed that 
we hit their ship and the officers in command of the mission, said that a damned lie is just what 
you expect from the Soviets trying to make out of this, we didn’t come anywhere close to the ship, 
we have the gun-camera results, we have got the de-briefing of the crews.  Absolutely no 
question, we didn’t hit the ship.  They said, you have to go on the TV this afternoon, Mr Secretary, 
and tell the public the Russians are goddamned liars.  So, I did go on the TV.  I didn’t put it quite 
that way, but I said we didn’t hit the ship.  Well, the fact is, we did hit the ship, and it became 
apparent within a few days.  We were just misinformed.  And I could give you a hundred 
illustrations.  Now, that seems to be a minor incident, but it illustrates the point.  You just don’t 
have complete, reliable information in crises and it’s bad enough to make the misjudgement that 
leads to the shoot-down of a civilian airplane with 269 civilians in it, but think of making a similar 
error of judgment in relation to the application of nuclear weapons, and that is a risk in the world 
we live in today. 

[Q] Do you believe our methods of trying to deal with crisis management are adequate?  Have 
they been improved sufficiently since the crises …? 

[38:09] No, I don’t think they are adequate.  I’ll just give you one illustration of the point.  I think 
we could go much further than we have to insure that there are means of rapid communication, 
exchange of views, greater understanding with the Soviets, or with one’s opponents … presumably 
the Soviets, in most cases, in periods of crisis, and I strongly favour the establishment, the 
institutionalizing, say, of the relationships that would permit that.  One could have crisis control 
centres of the kinds that have been suggested, in Moscow and the US, manned, in a sense, 24 
hours a day, seven days a week.  I think they would have the incidental advantage, by the way, of 
building communication between East and West at the military level so we could understand 
better the Soviets.  We just don’t understand them; they surely don’t understand us.  We each 
deeply distrust the other.  We each misjudge the other’s actions.  I am certain that we are 
misjudging some of the Soviet actions today that we consider intentional violations of the arms 
control agreements and I am certain that they have, either today or in the past, greatly misjudged 
some of our actions.  In any event, we need to know much more about each other on a continuing 
bases.  These jointly-manned crisis control centres would make a minor contribution to that, and 
they surely would be ready means of avoiding some degree of misunderstanding at the time of the 
crisis itself. 

Limited Nuclear War 

[40:00] Secondly, I think it’s essential that our senior leaders give greater attention to potential 
crises and examine alternative means of dealing with crises ahead of time.  There’s not nearly 
enough thought given, there was not at the time I was in the government and I don’t believe there 
is today, nearly enough thought given to how to deal with certain issues that may arise, and that is 
particularly true with respect to nuclear weapons.  Last night on TV Richard Perle and I got into 
something of an argument on whether or not limited nuclear war is possible.  [Is it possible to find 
this footage from 15-Oct 1986, on Ted Koppel’s Nightline show, subject nuclear strategy?] Now, I 
don’t know any senior military official that really believes limited nuclear war is possible, and yet 
Perle asserted that it was and I’ll bet you that, not the President and not the Secretary of Defense 
and not the Assistant Secretary, and not the senior military commanders, have thought this 
through adequately … even today.  Now, I’m not so naïve or simplistic as to think they haven’t 
discussed application of nuclear weapons, but I’ll bet you they haven’t gone into sufficient detail 
to be very clear in their minds exactly how events may evolve.  What will the Soviets think? What 
are they likely to do?  What are the pressures on them?  What are their options?  What 
misinformation may they have?  What lack of information may they have?  What would we do if 
they do A, and what will they do if we do B?  I mean this … I don’t want to call it war-gaming, 
because war-gaming is carrying on, there are hundreds of war games, that’s not what I’m talking 
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about.  I’m talking about the highest level of political decision-making at times of crisis, and I am 
absolutely certain not enough attention is given to that. 

[Q] But doesn’t the argument for limited war grow very logically out of the argument for first use 
of nuclear weapons?  In other words, if your policy is first use of nuclear weapons, you have to 
posit limited nuclear war? 

[42:23] Well, you would think that would be the case, but Harold Brown will tell you he doesn’t 
believe nuclear war is possible, Al Haig has said he doesn’t believe nuclear war is possible, but 
both of them … 

[Q] Does he believe in first use? 

[42:37] … but both of them supported the NATO policy, which calls for first use under certain 
circumstances, and General Rogers, the current Supreme Commander, NATO has stated publicly 
that he anticipates in the event of a Soviet conventional force aggression in Europe, he will find it 
necessary to call for authority to initiate the use of nuclear weapons in the early hours of the 
conflict, and I am certain that Bernie Rogers, who is a very intelligent man, a Rhodes Scholar, an 
extraordinarily bright person, I am certain he doesn’t believe in limited nuclear war.  So, in a very 
real sense, what they say, and they don’t put it quite this way, but what Harold Brown, Al Haig, 
Bernie Rogers in effect are saying to themselves is we have a policy that calls the initiation of the 
use of nuclear weapons in the face of Soviet conventional aggression, we know that were we to 
actually implement that policy, it is highly unlikely we could limit a nuclear war and we know that 
unlimited nuclear war will destroy us, therefore we should never implement the policy but, for 
God’s sakes, don’t say it because it is that policy which deters the Soviets … 

NATO’s Reliance on Nuclear Deterrence, and First Use policy against Soviet Conventional 
Aggression 

[Q] But isn’t it also another instance of this military policy growing out of political necessity, in 
other words, to credibly defend Europe we have to say that, since we do not have enough 
conventional forces, we will have to go to nuclear weapons and consequently,  etc.…? 

[44:16] Well, that is exactly the justification given for it.  However, I think there are two errors in 
that formulation.  The first is that we greatly overstate the imbalance of conventional force that 
exists today.  It is generally accepted by security experts that there is such a great imbalance of 
forces that NATO’s conventional force would not deter Soviet conventional aggression.  I don’t 
believe that.  I believe that the force balance today, and I don’t want to argue that it’s optimal, 
and I don’t want to argue that if we were to give up the threat of use of nuclear weapons I 
wouldn’t ask for more conventional force, but I do want to argue that there is considerable 
evidence to indicate that the NATO conventional force today is sufficiently great to deter the 
Soviets from conventional aggression because military experts know that an attacker needs a 
preponderance of force vis-à-vis the defence and I don’t believe that the force superiority of the 
Soviets, measured in terms of tanks, or readiness, or aircraft, or whatever, is sufficiently great to 
give the Soviet commanders high confidence that a conventional attack would succeed.  Now that 
judgment is not shared by 99 per cent of security experts today.  I think they’re wrong and I think 
much more study should be given to the subject, not to really support the conclusion I have just 
put forward, but rather to determine what the conventional force requirements for NATO are to 
deter Soviet conventional aggression, because I think we must move to replacing nuclear 
deterrence with conventional deterrence and a major requirement for that would be to know 
what the conventional force requirements are in NATO to deter Soviet conventional aggression.  
That subject needs much, much greater analysis than it has had to date.  However, there have 
been studies made of it:  General Rogers has examined it and has come up with some conclusions 
[46:52] a group known as the European Security Study has examined it that, as I recall, was co-
chaired by Andy Goodpaster, the former NATO commander, studies have been made by 
academicians, retired Professor  Bill Coughlin from MIT has examined it, and all have come up with 
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essentially the same conclusion, that the increment of conventional force required in NATO to 
greatly strengthen the deterrent would not be so costly as to be unacceptable within realistic 
political and financial constraints.  The European Security Study said they thought it would take 
$20 billion spent over five years by all of NATO.  I think that’s …  

[Q] There are some who would question that.    

[47:44] Oh, well I question it.  I think it’s far too low a figure.  But, suppose it’s $40 billion.  
Suppose it’s $60 billion.  That’s nothing compared to what we are spending.  We have increased 
the US defense budget on the order of $200 billion per year between 1980 and 1987.  So, if we’re 
talking about $20 billion, or $40 billion, or $60 billion to be spent by NATO, all NATO countries 
over five years, to greatly strengthen NATO’s conventional forces, I think that would be money 
well spent and it is certainly within our capability.  The fact is that today NATO’s population is 65 
per cent greater than the Warsaw Pact’s and its Gross National Product is 200 per cent greater.  
There is absolutely no reason why we should refrain from spending what is needed to provide a 
conventional deterrent to avoid continued pursuit of a strategy which, if implemented, would 
destroy us.   

[Q] I agree with you totally, but you also know that NATO countries have been unwilling to spend 
… 

[48:58] That’s right.  That’s right.  But part of the reason is the public in particular in NATO does 
not understand that their present strategy, if implemented, would destroy them.  If, the average 
member of the voting population in NATO understood that the present NATO strategy, if 
implemented, would destroy them, they would vote their leaders out of power.  They ought to 
vote them out of power.   

[Q] I’d like to discuss why that’s so.  You also make the point that the American public does not 
understand that it has been NATO policy since 1967 … 

[49:33] Oh, no, no, no, no … it’s been NATO policy since 1952. Yeah, we substituted a semi-rational 
policy for a totally irrational policy, when we put forward Flexible Response as a substitution for 
Massive Retaliation… 

[Q] Well, I don’t know whether anyone agrees, but I don’t know whether the American public 
knows this, or the European public knows this or not, but I guess the real question is why don’t 
they know this? 

[50:01] Well, the first point, do they know it?, I think that’s the place to begin, and it was 
interesting to me, I appeared on Ted Koppel’s Nightline show last night and the subject of 
discussion was nuclear strategy.  He (Ted Koppel) began by saying, “I have polled my studio 
associates as to whether they believe NATO policy would ever call for the US initiating the use of 
nuclear weapons other than in response to Soviet use of nuclear weapons, and the great majority 
says ‘Absolutely not!’  Now, what do you have to say to that?”  I said, in effect, “Well that’s exactly 
the view of the American people.  Polls show that 80 per cent of the American people believe that 
under no circumstances would we use nuclear weapons other than in response to Soviet use of 
nuclear weapons, and that is NATO policy, and both your studio colleagues and the American 
public are absolutely wrong, because the stated public and official NATO policy is to initiate the 
use of nuclear weapons when that is believed to be necessary to stop Soviet conventional 
aggression  … even though it is recognised by the military leaders that almost surely that will result 
in the destruction of Western civilisation.  And lest you doubt, and I didn’t have an opportunity to 
say this last night, but lest anybody in this room, or ever seeing this tape, doubt that that is the 
view of NATO military leaders, read what Lord Carver has said on it, read what Lord Louis 
Mountbatten has said on it.  These ex-chiefs of the British defence staff.  As I recall there have 
been, including the present incumbent, I think there have been 9 chiefs of the British defence staff 
since the staff was set up, I guess, in the early 1950s, and of the 8 who have retired, 6 have said, 
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after retirement, said publicly that under no circumstances would they have initiated the use of 
nuclear weapons because they believed to do so would have destroyed their society. 

Now, there are two points there.  First, that it is NATO policy to do so under these circumstances, 
and they would not have wished to carry it out.  Secondly, the reason they didn’t wish to carry it 
out was they knew it would destroy their society.  Now, neither one of those points is well 
understood by the public, so one of the reasons I have written a book and one of the reasons I am 
spending so much time talking about it is to try to get this understood.  I think it is morally wrong, 
militarily wrong, politically wrong and I don’t think it will be changed until our people understand 
it.   

[Q] You mentioned in your book that charts do not adequately measure military strength.  We 
have talked about the perceptual problems, you said at one point a missile is a missile.  In the 
middle of the Cuban Missile Crisis, Rusk said …  or afterwards … we were eyeball to eyeball and I 
think the other fella blinked.  How can you incorporate, or evaluate, some of these other 
measures to come up with a sense of military strength?  You mentioned we had 17 to 1superiority 
over the Russians.  Some people have suggested that, whatever else has changed, that ratio 
certainly has and, were this to occur again, who knows who would blink because the equation of 
power has changed.   How do you incorporate quality or other considerations into an assessment 
of military strength, because clearly they play a role?   

[53:52]  One has to do it on a dynamic basis.  One of the reasons I have said that charts, comparing 
numbers of strategic warheads or launchers or bombers, are simplistic presentations of relative 
military strength is that one has to think of those numbers in a dynamic situation and one has to 
look at the dynamics of the relationships between the parties, and those go far beyond pieces of 
hardware.  They go into resolve and judgments on how the other side will react in certain 
circumstances, and that is where, of course, so many errors are made because it’s very difficult to 
be certain of one’s judgment about the mental process that the other side will apply to a 
particular situation and about the judgments that will result from that mental process … and it’s a 
great danger, it’s a very great danger.  If you make an error of judgment in any war it’s a serious 
problem, but in a nuclear environment it can be fatal. 

[Q] How would we.. I mean, I would think that one of the key ingredients of resolve, at least in our 
conception developing a sense of resolve of us on the part of the Soviets was first use.  Absent a 
first use, explicit denial of first use, then what would we do to continue to communicate resolve?   

[55:44] Well, I doubt that continuing to repeat our policy is first use conveys resolve.  It’s an 
incredible action.  They know it.  More and more military and civilian leaders in the West are 
saying it.  Lord Carver said it.  Lord Mountbatten has said it.  Admiral [Noel] Gayler has said it.  Mel 
Laird has said it.  I have said it.  The Soviets must begin to doubt that that will be our decision.  
They must begin to doubt our resolve, at least I hope we don’t resolve to do it.   

[Q] What I hear you saying here, which I find fascinating is a kind of a conceptual erosion of the 
fundamental tenets of deterrence … 

[56:39] Oh, I think … 

[Q] … which, of course, depends on our resolve, and of course what is interesting here is that we 
have a new president in who, in many ways, never bought on to deterrence anyway.  In other 
words, he never really had to do anything to demystify the notion of deterrence.  It was always 
defence for him, and for him the Strategic Defense Initiative is the heart of a concept of defence 
rather than deterrence. 

[57:06] I think there’s much to what you say.  He has said repeatedly nuclear wars can never be 
won; they must never be fought.  Those are the exact words he uses.  I think that’s his gut 
reaction.  That is totally unrelated to NATO strategy, and last night in this programme with Richard 
Perle, who is the Secretary of Defense, I was attempting to, in a sense, congratulate the President 



 12 

upon part of what he had accomplished at Reykjavik, to put forward a plan to move back to a non-
nuclear war, as far as practical.  And this was, in a sense, consistent with his belief, or what you 
attribute to him as a belief, that deterrence is a bankrupt policy, that Mutual Assured Destruction 
is mad, it’s immoral.  These are the words he has used.  Now, we are talking about slightly 
different things here because the deterrence that I think you are talking about is related to NATO’s 
policy to deter Soviet conventional aggression by threatening the use of nuclear weapons, and 
that I think is a bankrupt policy, or has no clothes; it’s hollow.  The deterrent policy the President is 
talking about, and that you were talking about there, is really the deterrence of Soviet nuclear 
strikes by threatening to respond with action that will destroy their society.  He calls that mad – an 
acronym for Mutual Assured Destruction – he uses the word mad to denigrate it.  He doesn’t 
believe in that; he believes in defence.  But I don’t think he has thought this through.  In any event, 
to come back to my point, in talking last night on this TV programme, I was trying to attribute to 
Reagan the implication of what he has said, and what I thought he said at Reykjavik was that he 
will move back as far as practical to a non-nuclear world.  Perle said that’s absolutely incorrect.  
That is not what we talked about.  We talked about giving up ballistic missiles.  We did not talk 
about giving up nuclear weapons.  And Koppel broke in and said “Well now, Mr McNamara, you 
will have to accept Mr Perle’s position on that.  He was there; you weren’t.”  At that moment 
there was a commercial break, thank God, because I had with me a file of papers and in the file of 
papers I had the speech, the text, printed in the New York Times of last Tuesday, the President 
Reagan’s last Monday evening speech, made when he returned from Reykjavik and in that speech 
it says absolutely categorically, and I think these are almost the exact words ‘We discussed ridding 
the world of all nuclear weapons’.  So, fortunately, as I said, it was a commercial break that 
permitted me time to find that thing, and I found it and so I came back, and Perle says, “Well, we 
talked only of getting rid of ballistic missiles.”  Now I mention this because President Reagan’s, I’ll 
call it, nuclear policy today is, I think, a reflection of his gut reaction.  It is not a reflection of 
coordinated staff studies.  It is not a reflection of a unified government.  There are many in the 
government that are horrified, if they did talk about eliminating nuclear weapons, and we have 
seen that in the press in the 3 or 4 days that have elapsed since Reykjavik.  General Palmer, for 
example, who is a very fine officer, now retired, said, “My God!  This is impossible.  Reagan is 
destroying the very foundations of NATO’s strategy today.” And Les Aspen, the Chairman of the 
House Appropriations Committee, and Senator Nunn, another Congressional expert on this said, 
“He must not know what he is doing.”  He said, “The Generals and Admirals of both the US and 
Western Europe would be shocked to hear that we are going to give up nuclear deterrence of 
conventional aggression.” [1:01:52]  I mention all this simply to say that there is very, very little 
careful, precise thought and no coordination of government policy today on this absolutely vital 
and fundamental issue, and one of the reasons is it is so damned hard to deal with, in part 
because we are dealing with perceptions and misperceptions.  It goes back to the point you make.  
It is not numbers of weapons that are important here; it is what you think I am going to do, and 
what I think you think I am going to do, and how what I say is likely to influence what you think I 
think.  So we get into a psychological exercise almost, that affects our final decisions and because 
it’s so hard to do, it’s not done.  And today it is a fact, and it’s not limited to this government by 
any means, it is a fact that, within our society, we have not gone through how to reduce this 
terrifying risk of nuclear war.   

Kissinger on RSM’s SIOP 

[1:03:00]  And let me tell you another story that illustrates the point.  When Henry Kissinger came 
in with Nixon as National Security Advisor in early 1969, I was then President of the World Bank 
and I should not have been talking to Henry Kissinger about these issues, because an international 
official is not supposed to, but he’s an old, old friend of mine, and he is interested, and he’s a 
scholar as well as a geopolitician, and he was very interested in my thinking about these nuclear 
matters and so he asked me to come over to his office in the White House one day to talk about it, 
and he said, “My God, Bob, you were there for seven years, I thought you were a reasonably 
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intelligent person, and what in the hell did you do?  You left me with a SIOP that’s a disaster!  
(Single Integrated Operation Plan – the plan for utilizing strategic nuclear weapons) This is an 
absolute disaster!”  Well, I said, “Henry, we dealt with it.  It was so damned difficult to revise that 
plan through the normal channels”, and for a variety of reasons we can’t go into here, but he 
quickly understood what I was saying.  I said it was so damned difficult to do it that the way we 
handled it was to agree at the highest level, so between the President and me, that we would 
have the power at the time of decision whether to ever utilize any strategic nuclear weapons.  We 
would have the power to withhold … we would have the power, I’ll call it, to reshape the SIOP on 
the spot, at the moment.  The way you do that is to ensure that every weapon can be re-targeted, 
it can be withheld, or it can be shifted in target, at the last moment.  So we agreed on that as a 
principle, then I found that, physically, we didn’t have that power.  For example, the Polaris 
missiles, once they were in the submarine and out at sea, we could not re-target.  You either had 
to launch them to where they had ben pre-targeted, or not launch them at all. [1:04:51]  So we 
introduced into, I’ll call it, the hardware, the communication facilities and other devices associated 
with the control of those weapons, we introduced what I’ll call flexibility to permit the President 
to reshape the operational plans at the last minute and by his own decision.  And he said, “Well, 
that’s a lousy way of handling things. I don’t know why you didn’t’ do more.”  He said, “By God, 
I’m going to correct it.” Now, he had the grace eight years later when he left the government as 
Secretary of State to say, “My God, Bob, I didn’t accomplish much.  We still have the same kind of 
a problem.”  I don’t want this story to be circulated around the country, but I do want it to indicate 
that the full examination and the thoughtful review and the complete understanding and certainly 
the complete coordination of our nuclear strategy, our arms control philosophy and arms control 
programmes has never been attained.  I hasn’t been in the past it is, if anything, in greater disarray 
today than it has been in the past. 

[Q] Mr Secretary, what makes you confident, if you were not able to bring this under control, and 
if Mr Kissinger was not able to bring this under control, and you have also described developing 
crisis situations in which politics takes control and it’s politics or technology, why are you 
confident that it can be done? 

Permissive Action Links 

[1:06:24] Because there was never any question about whether the President had control of the 
weapons, they could not be used without his personal authorization or the authorization of a 
person, in the event he was killed, to whom that had been delegated.  And to be sure that was the 
case, we introduced what are called permissive action links, and Permissive Action Links are 
physical devices, electronic devices in many cases, in the warheads that make it impossible for the 
two-key system to actually launch a warhead.  The two-key system is a system under which it 
takes two individuals, each with separate decision-making power, and each with separate physical 
capability to, I’ll call it, deter a launch, and those two individuals must move simultaneously and 
separately to, in effect, effectuate the launch of a weapon, and that is typical throughout our 
military forces.  But, we didn’t consider that enough.  And those two individuals, by the way, are in 
a system under which they are not to exercise their power unless there is a direct communication 
through the channels of command from the President.  But, we said, my God, suppose you get two 
crazy individuals, or suppose you get some senior commander who doesn’t get the command from 
the President and issues a command and it goes down to these two separate individuals and they 
put their keys in and the damned thing goes off?  We don’t want that.  We want to make it 
impossible for those two individuals, or any other individuals, to launch the weapons without a 
personal input from the President.  So we developed something that’s called the Permissive Action 
Link and to simplify it, what it means is essentially you have got to get a message conveying a 
number that only the President has and, unless you put that number into the ‘machine’, if you will, 
the two keys will not activate.  So those are called Permissive Action Links and they were put in.  
There is one major exception to that that is absolutely fascinating, we need not discuss it at the 
moment, but I mention it only to say that, when I suggest that the nuclear strategy and the 
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nuclear plan and the nuclear actions have not been fully coordinated and systematized and 
regularized, I don’t wish to indicate there is any lack of control by the appropriate authorities.  
That is fully controlled, but that’s not enough.  What we must have is a strategy and a plan that 
those civilian authorities can have confidence in and adhere to and, most importantly, a strategy 
and plan which, if implemented, is in our interest and which the other side believes we have every 
intention of carrying out.  [1:09:29]  And (a) we don’t have a plan which is in our interest, and (b) 
they are less and less certain we will carry it out.  And I hope we won’t.   

SDI and arms control 

[Q] In your forthcoming book you indicate at one point that you believe that Strategic Defense 
Initiative and arms control are mutually incompatible.  I wonder … 

[1:09:52] Well, if I may interrupt for just one second, one should be very careful to say what is 
meant by the Strategic Defense Initiative.  I think a more precise way of stating that is that I have 
stated that I believe that deployment of Star Wars, in any one of its variant forms, is incompatible 
with arms control.  The Strategic Defense Initiative, in the narrowest sense, is said by the President 
to be (quote) “a research programme” (unquote).  Now a research programme consistent with the 
ABM treaty is not incompatible with arms control.  The problem is that, while he calls it a research 
programme, it is being carried out in a way that goes far beyond the research programme and 
almost surely will violate the ABM treaty and is seen by the Soviets as a decision to move ahead 
rapidly to put us in a position where, if we were to unilaterally abrogate the treaty, which is what 
they think we are likely to do, we will do so at a time such that it will put us in an advantageous 
situation strategically.  That’s their concern.  That’s the Strategic Defense Initiative that is 
incompatible with arms control.  A research programme is not incompatible with arms control.   

Reykjavik 

[Q] I just wonder whether, in light of the events of the past week in Iceland, whether you might 
want to elaborate a little bit further on what you see as the relationship between the Star Wars 
programme, your clear interest in arms control and this question that we have been developing 
here all … 

[1:11:35] Well, to pursue this point we have made, and perhaps in terms of your oral history this is 
much too related to a single moment in time and in a historical sense will be overtaken by events, 
but I’ll pursue it because it is illustrative of a broader point I made which is that we do not today 
have a well-conceived, integrated nuclear policy for our nation, and let me illustrate it by what 
actually happened in Reykjavik.  They state now, Perle stated last night, that the discussion was 
limited to ballistic missiles and that what we were trying to accomplish was to get a reduction of 
50 per cent in the next five years and elimination in the succeeding five years, and only after that 
would we introduce any form of strategic defense initiative, or anti-ballistic missile system, and 
that it was absolutely required at that time, even though there were no ballistic missiles at all, the 
defence was required to prevent the Soviets from cheating.  The absolute inaneness of it is 
illustrated by the fact that he said that there would be no controls on bombers, strategic bombs, 
strategic air-launched missiles and probably, although we didn’t discuss this at all, none on sea-
launched cruise missiles, simply because they are so darned difficult to verify and control; nobody 
knows how to do that.  I have a plan for doing it, I’d just eliminate all sea-borne cruise missiles 
including non-nuclear – that’s one way to be damned sure you don’t have any nuclear.  Nobody 
else will accept that today, but I mention this only because the discussions at Reykjavik did not 
address, according to Perle, anything other than ballistic missiles.  The President said in his speech, 
“We discussed eliminating all nuclear weapons.”  Perle says, “We only discussed eliminating 
ballistic missiles.”  Now, just assume that Perle is right.  What is the role of the Strategic Defense 
Initiative under those circumstances?  We are not going to deploy it at all, says the President, until 
after we have gotten rid of all strategic ballistic missiles.  Gorbachev says, I don’t know why in the 
hell you want to deploy anything; if I don’t have anything at all, why are you going to spend all this 
money to deploy?  He said, in effect, to himself, I know why you are going to do it … because they 
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are ahead of us now, they are going to be ahead of us further technically on this, and four or five 
years from now they will be ready to start deployment.  At that time we will only have cut ballistic 
missiles in half, so we’ll have 6,000 and they’ll have 6,000.  Then they’re going to put this damned 
system into effect and my 6,000 will be inadequate to deter them from shooting at me because 
they all know that when they shoot their 6,000 at my 6,000, they’ll destroy so many of them the 
number I’ll have remaining will not be able to penetrate their imperfect shield, but still an 
effective shield against my second strike.  That’s what’s in their mind, and that’s what I refuse to 
accept, and by God there will be no limitation on offensive strategic ballistic missiles until they 
agree to limit this SDI programme.  

[1:15:12]  Perle says, in effect, now these are not his words but this is implicit in what he says, “No, 
no, no.  He doesn’t understand this at all.  This is the basis of defence, and defence is better than 
offence.”  Now, what the hell has that got to do with the situation when their plans, according to 
Perle, did not in any way restrict strategic bombers, bombs, air cruise missiles and, presumably, 
sea-based cruise missiles?  I mention this only to indicate the intellectual deficiencies of our 
present position and, moreover, the day before yesterday, Under-Secretary of Defense 
[McCleigh?], for whom Perle works, said … now this was on Tuesday, after the Sunday that 
President Reagan left Reykjavik, at which time Reagan said we are trying to take … we came close 
to taking a step to eliminate all nuclear weapons – [McCleigh?] said, when he was pressed by 
George Wilson, the reporter from the Washington Post who wrote the article … Wilson says “Isn’t 
this giving up ballistic missiles going to weaken NATO’s deterrent?” and [McCleigh?] said, “Oh, no.  
No, no, no.  We will still have our bombers, and we’ll have the bombs, and we’ll have the air cruise 
missiles,” and he said, “you know, we’re way ahead on that.  Technologically, we’re way ahead of 
the Soviets on that, so we will gain technological superiority.”  Now, if that doesn’t indicate the 
total disarray intellectually within the upper levels of our administration on nuclear policy, I don’t 
know what does.  And, I want to make this clear, I am not talking about this on a partisan basis.  I 
don’t wish to suggest that the Germans today are any better off, or the British are any better off, 
or the French are any better off, or that previous US administrations were much better off.  It is 
simply illustrative of what I think is a terribly serious weakness in our Western society.  We are 
living in a world of 50,000 weapons, a few hundred of which could destroy civilisation, and yet we 
have this kind of, what I would call, intellectual bankruptcy underlying our policies. 

[Q] One of the themes that comes out clearly in your book is that you indicate that we have gone 
on too long with what you call ad hoc policymaking … 

[1:15:52] Yes, and this is perfectly illustrative.  That’s exactly right.   

[Q] What can a democratic society do to avoid that?  How can a democratic society plan for the 
long run?  

[1:18:00] The answer is information.  Information is power.  I really think, if the 220 million 
Americans were listening to us today, this wouldn’t continue another day.  They would be 
horrified.  They would demand that their leaders overcome this intellectual bankruptcy.   

[Q] Let me just, for the sake of argument, throw out the other point.  Most public opinion polls 
and so on show that, to the extent that the public is interested in politics it tends to be …look, 
there’s an aphorism in American politics that all politics is local … 

[1:18:45] Yeah, I know that, but most aphorisms are only half-true … 

[Q] … but we’re talking about an area which is a very arcane area in some respects … 

[1:18;55] … No, it’s not.  That’s a particular point.  I wrote that book to be read by and understood 
by intelligent women, and to tell you the truth, I gave the draft to an intelligent woman who didn’t 
know a damn thing about … she couldn’t spell ‘nuclear’ … and she was fascinated by it and 
understood and she can now debate with me, if you will, the points that you would consider 
arcane.  She recognizes them as fundamental.  She has to know whether Mutual Assured 
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Destruction is immoral, as Reagan says.  She has to understand, and she does understand, that for 
Kosygin to say, or Reagan to say, that defence is moral and offence is immoral is absurd.  Those 
words are taking on colour connotations.  One has to get down to the alternatives we have and 
the effects on society of carrying out certain policies, and she understands it.  And I mention this 
only to say that this is not an arcane subject; this is a subject that the average American (a) should 
be interested in, and (b) if he’s interested in, can understand and (c) if he understands, can play a 
part in shaping US policy. 

[Q] Let me follow this up with one more question … Are you optimistic that, within our political 
system, that we could develop anything like a kind of a consensus which does not get broken 
every four years … doesn’t become part of the shouting match of elections…? 

[1:20:22] Oh, yes, I think so.  Look at … let me just give you an illustration … look at the social 
security system as an illustration.  Look at the general concept of what I’ll call safety net.  That is to 
say, societal acceptance of responsibility for, and provision of, certain fall-back positions for the 
disadvantaged under certain circumstances that go beyond their control.  Now this concept 
evolved very gradually, starting in a sense in the Roosevelt years, and it was fought violently by 
many segments of our society.  Today, even in a period of shrinking government and of lack of 
confidence in government, I think it is rather widely accepted.  I don’t know anybody that wants to 
destroy the social security system.  And if you go back and read of the origins of it in the thirties, 
there was major opposition and responsible leaders of our society said it will destroy us.  So I think 
that over time, it’s taken two or three decades to reach the point where it is understood as being 
in our interest.  Unemployment insurance is understood as being in our interest.  So these 
concepts, initially thought to be revolutionary and contrary to our interests, can over time be 
understood and be accepted. 

[Q] How do you respond to the argument that the real problem of arms control between the 
Soviet Union and the United States is trust between the two societies? 

[1:22:07] I think that’s why arms control is needed.  You build your arms control on a recognition 
that distrust exists, and therefore you should never enter into an arms control agreement, in my 
opinion, that isn’t advantageous for both sides; that isn’t recognised by both sides as being 
advantageous, and that even then is not verifiable.  Those are the requirements: (a) that it is 
advantageous, (b) that it is recognised as advantageous, (c) that it is verifiable, and you do that 
because of the mistrust.  Now, if it is advantageous, recognised as such and verifiable, then even 
with mistrust you can assume it will be adhered to.   

[Q] Correct me if I’m wrong, but in your book you really are calling for a cultural change in our 
attitude towards national security.  You are really talking about moving from an almost sacred, or 
perhaps sacred is the wrong word, but a very closely held posture … 

[1:23:06] Well, it’s become theological … 

[Q] Yeah … that deterrence has been the anchor of our security, you’re really calling for a 
movement away towards defence. 

[1:23:17] No, no, no.  Well, I’m calling for a shift from nuclear deterrence to conventional 
deterrence.  Philosophically, it’s the same.   

[Q] … It’s the same concept of deterrence; the means now is the threat of conventional war, 
rather than nuclear war. 

[1:23:35] That’s right.  The threat of response … to conventional …   

[Q] The threat of a conventional response … 

[1:23:39] That’s right. 

[Q] OK.  I guess my … I mean, this is rather a major undertaking, nevertheless, amongst policy 
makers … 
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[1:23:45] Oh, heck yeah. 

[Q] … that in a way …  

[1:23:50] … it’s going to take years.  I think … I said in the book.  

[Q] … in your own instances of Reykjavik … illustrate we’re in a kind of a ratcheting period, right 
now.  What can academic writers do to help this, I mean what sort of …? 

[1:24:02] Oh, write more intelligently on this.  [Laughter]  And I don’t mean write more in support 
of my thoughts, that’s not the point at all, but some of the academic writing is garbage.  It 
becomes theological, literally.  You used the term ‘sacred’ a moment ago; it was not an 
inappropriate term because these debates are carried on at such a high level of abstraction from 
reality that they become theological … and almost irrelevant to the issues at hand. 

[Q] Let me refer to another maybe sacred issue that you refer to in your book; that is, the question 
of technological denial, the willingness to deny … I happen to agree with you, but I also happen to 
believe in the technological imperative.  I mean, I wish we could.  What gives you confidence that 
we can be self-denying? 

[1:24:54] Oh, I think we can.  Let’s just take chemical weapons, for example, we have denied 
ourselves chemical weapons that are entirely conceivable – chemical and biological weapons – 
absolutely no question about it.  If we can do it there … and, by the way, we haven’t denied 
ourselves enough, but in any case we have denied ourselves … tremendous applications of 
advanced technology to chemical and biological warfare have been denied.  It has been a self-
denial process. 

[Q] I would argue, though, that that’s relatively simple.  That deals with putting chemical agents 
inside a conventional … whatever … When we’re talking about Star Wars, we’re talking about all 
kinds of spin-offs. 

[1:25:33] Yeah, but philosophically it’s exactly the same thing.  We are refraining from doing 
technical things we know how to do, and if you can do it on simple things it ought to be easier to 
do it on complex things where you’re not sure you know how to do them. 

[Q] I’m not sure it works that way, though, because the argument can be made that there are all 
kinds of spin-offs, presumably the Soviets are concerned that … 

[1:25:56] Sure …they surely are, and that’s one reason we’re not going to give them to the Soviets 
because this SDI technology, no matter how imperfectly it works, has applications to, not only 
strategic defence, but strategic offence, conventional defence, conventional offence and 
commercial leadership in the world.   

[Q] So you doubt the President’s willingness to give this away to the Soviets? 

[1:26:21] Oh, I not only doubt it; it’s absurd!  Gorbachev said, in Reykjavik, he said, why, they 
won’t even give us the technology for oil-well drilling; it’s absurd to think they’ll give us this 
technology.  And then when he spoke to his people two days ago he said they won’t even give us 
the technology for dairy processing (I don’t know exactly what he’s referring to), why would they 
do this? And Perle made very clear in a statement, not with me last night, but a day or two ago, 
that they had no intention of giving the Soviets this advanced technology. 

[Q] From this question of self-denial, one of the things that, it seems to me, that comes out of this 
book is that, to the extent that we are acquiring military technology we ought to be very 
concerned that it meets the criteria of crisis stability, that it enhances crisis stability … 

[1:27:09] Yes, yes.   

[Q] … rather than denies it.  I have a two-part question … 
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[1:27:12] If I may interrupt you, just one second.  Crisis stability should be the objective of arms 
control, not solely reduction in numbers of weapons.   

[Q] Sure, and I guess I have a two-part question.  First is, to what extent during your own stint in 
the Pentagon was this a driving force behind decisions on various weapons and, secondly, what 
are some of the things that we ought to be denying ourselves and what are some of the things 
that we ought to be emphasizing in order to enhance crisis stability? 

[1:27:44] Well, crisis stability as a concept was understood, at least within certain parts of the 
government at the time.  It was not understood then widely in our society and it is not understood 
today widely.  The SDI, as it is being conceived of, and put forward, is a destabilizing action, and 
that is not understood by those who support it, or even by those who oppose it, and certainly not 
understood by our general public.  But let me give you an illustration of the fact that some of us 
understood it in the sixties and acted accordingly.  One day, Stu Allsop who was then a columnist, I 
think he was writing for the Saturday Evening Post at the time, came into my office – I believe it 
was in 1962 – and he said, “Bob, the CIA tells me that the Soviets are hardening their inter-
continental ballistic missiles, isn’t that a hell of a mess?”  By hardening, he meant that these 
missiles, which had been in, I’ll call it, vulnerable silos were now being defended by concrete and 
steel and other means of ensuring that they would not be as subject to blast damage or 
destruction by one of our missiles targeted against them as they were previously.  And I said, 
“Well, Stu, number one, I never comment on any CIA information.  Number two, if that is the case, 
I am absolutely delighted.  Now, he wrote the story and it led to demands in the Congress for my 
resignation, because they said this guy is soft on Communism.  He thinks we are better off when 
the Soviets are stronger.  What they didn’t understand was, and I knew at the time that we had 
this tremendous numerical superiority, it was on the order of 17 to 1 in strategic weapons, if I had 
been a Soviet facing a US with 17 times as much power as I had, and I knew my 1, or my 1/17th, 
was vulnerable, because it was in a sense unprotected, vulnerable to a US attack, I’d be scared to 
death that, in a crisis, the US would think, Boy, I’ve got them, and before they use their small 
force, I, the US, am going to use my 17-fold advantage and attack them and destroy so many that 
they won’t be able to survive with enough power to hurt us.  Now, I said, Stu, or in effect, or said 
to those who were opposing me, now there is going to be less chance that they will pre-empt, 
because they have hardened those silos and they know that more will survive and there is not the 
pressure, therefore, to act in advance of our attack.  And that’s to our advantage.  That was, in a 
sense, an action by them that moved toward crisis stability and our reaction that that was in our 
common interest.  But I got absolute hell; there were literally calls for my resignation or 
impeachment in the Congress.  So, as a society, we didn’t understand then and we do not 
understand today (a) the importance of crisis stability, and (b) the actions that contribute to it or 
detract from it.  And the SDI, as it is now conceived, and as it is being pushed forward, would 
detract from crisis stability because there are two different SDIs – totally different in hardware and 
totally different in strategic objective.  There’s SDI 1, which is the leak-proof shield that would 
replace offence with defence, which was Reagan’s initial proposal, which now is generally 
recognised as totally unattainable in any time period relevant to our current problems, or any time 
in the next 4 or 5 decades, and there is SDI 2, which is a leaky shield, which is exactly what we’re 
working on now, which would not replace the offence, but supplement the offence.  And Reagan, 
in his March 23rd 1983 speech, in a very perceptive sense said, “Now, of course, if we don’t replace 
the offence with defence, but add defence to the offence, the Soviets will consider that is 
aggressive, and we don’t want that,” said he.  And that is exactly the way they are interpreting it.  
That is exactly the way we are going.  They consider that part of a first-strike strategy, which is the 
most destabilizing action one can take in association with a crisis.   

DoD Whiz Kids 

[Q] This discussion of crisis stability, especially this incident with Stu Allsop, really highlights the 
necessity of having some very clear-headed, rational people dealing with these issues and you 
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have been quite rightly complimented for bringing quite a cadre of very bright people into the 
Pentagon when you came.  They were called the Whizz Kids sometimes.  Are you pleased in 
retrospect, on reflection, with the mix of people that you brought in …? 

[1:32:42]  Oh yes, they were absolutely superb. 

[Q] How did you bring them in and did you have trouble controlling so many bright people 
together like that? 

[1:32:47] No, no.   

[Q] What were those years and what were those people like? 

[1:32:51] I brought them in because, when President Kennedy asked me to serve as Secretary, I 
felt I was unqualified, and I think I was right.  He, very amusingly, at one point said, “Well, Bob, I’m 
not aware of any school for Presidents,” meaning that he didn’t feel so damned qualified to be 
President.  Meaning that, as I said earlier, our historical tradition has been to move into senior 
levels of government individuals who presumably are bright and responsible but who, it must be 
recognised, have not been trained for the posts that they occupy, and he was suggesting that, 
well, maybe I didn’t feel qualified to be Secretary of Defense but there wasn’t any school for 
Presidents.  So I said to him, well, finally, I would do it but on one condition and that was that he 
permit me to bring in the ablest people I could find without any regard to partisan politics.  Now 
this was quite a unique approach to manning the upper echelons of a major government 
department.  He agreed to that.  He never once deviated from that agreement even though there 
were some very difficult problems that resulted for him from that agreement with me.  And I then 
went out to find the brightest people I could find and I think I got them.  At one moment of time, 
for example, we had in the Department Ros Gilpatric, Sy Vance, Harold Brown, Charlie Hitch, Paul 
Nitze, Harry Rowen, Alain Enthoven, John McNaughton, Bill Bundy, I could name 25 individuals 
who have become major leaders of our society.  It was the strongest cabinet department in the 
history of the Republic, without any question.  I don’t mean we didn’t make mistakes.  I did make 
some mistakes, but we got rid of the people we made mistakes on.  It was the strongest cabinet 
department we had.  I have always tried to surround myself with the brightest people I can find.  
Brighter than I am, it doesn’t give me any inferiority complex and that’s the way to get the job 
done and that’s what we did. 

[Q] Is that how you account for your power within the administration? 

[1:35:14]  Yes, it wasn’t so much my power.  It was that we had an extraordinarily able group.  
They worked together very, very well.  There was both respect and affection amongst us and it 
made us a very effective force within the government. 

[Q] Did that occur naturally, that respect and affection, or is that something you tried to cultivate? 

[1:35:35] Well, I tried to cultivate it but it occurred naturally, and it exists to this day.  I am very 
close to many of these individuals today, 25 years afterwards. 

[Q] You have come back repeatedly to the point that we work on a very ad hoc basis in this 
society.  Are there some things that we could do to try to institutionalize what you are talking 
about? 

[1:35:57] Yes, absolutely.  At a minimum, for example, one could systematize the briefing of new 
senior officials in the government.  When I came in, it sounds unbelievable, there wasn’t a single 
damned piece of paper that really briefed me on the policy issues and the problems I would face.  
Oh, you know, you got slide briefings about how a Titan missile could do such-and-such, or the 
great virtues of a new Polaris submarine, or some other damned thing, but they had no 
relationship whatsoever to how to achieve crisis stability, for example, or the pros and cons of 
NATO’s dependence on the threat of the first-use of nuclear weapons as a strategy.  None.  Now, 
what one could do is to develop documents, small pamphlets or books, or whatever, that would 
discuss the major policy issues that a Secretary of Defense or a Secretary of State might face, and 
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also would discuss the limitations on dealing with certain problems … the lack of information, 
emotion … 

[Q] At Harvard University, they run a seminar for incoming Congressmen.  Would this be useful for 
…? 

[1:37:23] I know they do, and they ought to run a seminar for incoming Presidents. [Laughter] I am 
not being facetious on this.  I have suggested to David Hamburg and others who are very 
interested in this general problem that that is, I think, entirely practical.   

[Q] Let me ask a question.  I have got two quick questions as follow-ups from what Ole was asking, 
and Tim.  One is, do you think democracies are inherently at a disadvantage when dealing … 

[1:37:47] No, no.  Boy, if you think we’re in trouble, you ought to go to the Soviet Union. 
[Laughter]  

[Q] Despite the fact that they’ve got continuity, presumably, in their … 

[1:37:58] They have continuity, but they have rigidity.  We are much more flexible as a society. 

[Q] The other question is that, I accept the fact that these were very bright, and that we do have 
some very bright people, but if those bright people were not capable of cutting through and 
solving some of these basic issues and making them better understood, what gives you confidence 
that some other group of …? 

[1:38:21] Well, I think, time is required.  You don’t do this in two years or five years.  I think I said 
in this book you referred to that I believe it will take give to ten years for thinking to evolve in the 
direction I think it should evolve in, with respect to nuclear policy.  So it takes time, but it takes 
less time, and there’s greater certainty of moving to where you want to go if you have bright 
people than if you don’t have bright people within government. 

[Q] I think we are very close to the end of our time.  On behalf of the Living History Programme 
here at Duke University, I’d like to thank you very much for your time and for your very 
illuminating and frank comments.  I’d like to also thank my fellow panellists for a set of very good 
and perceptive questions.   

[1:39:05] I enjoyed being with you very much indeed.   
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