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Q:  Mr McNamara, you subtitled your book ‘Blundering into Disaster: surviving the first century of the nuclear 
age,’ in choosing that subtitle, what were you trying to share? 

A:  I wanted to put into juxtaposition two possible futures.  One is blundering into disaster and we have come 
very, very close to disaster on numerous occasions in this first half-century of the nuclear age.  I think of, 
for example, three situations that evolved while I was Secretary of Defense in the seven years that I served 
Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, three situations in which political confrontation with the Soviets moved 
perilously close to military confrontation which could easily have escalated, had that military confrontation 
come about, could easily have escalated into nuclear war.  The Berlin Crisis of August of ’61, the Cuban 
Missile Crisis of October ’62 and the Middle East war of June of 1967.  Now, in no one of those situations 
did either East or West, either the Soviet Union or the US, intend or wish to move into large-scale war, but 
in each one of them we came perilously close to it.  We were blundering.  I think it was Soviet initiatives 
that caused each of those three but they didn’t intend to move in ways that would lead to war and, surely, 
we didn’t intend that our responses should increase the risk of war, but I fear in certain cases they did.  So 
that’s history.  We have blundered.  As a human race we have blundered into disaster.  I remember that 
President Kennedy asked each of the members of the National Security Council to read Barbara 
Tuchman’s ‘Guns of August,’ you will recall it is the story of the origins of World War I and she recounts the 
series of steps following the assassination of the Archduke in 1914, a series of steps that led almost 
inexorably to one of the greatest tragedies of human history, World War I.  And at each point along the 
way, the chiefs of state tried to draw back.  They weren’t able to.  They were caught by the tide of events.  
And Kennedy’s point was read that and for God’s sakes draw the lesson from it.   And he told the story at 
the end, after we had read the book, he said, you know, the then German Chancellor was talking to his 
predecessor and he said, ‘How did it happen?’ meaning how did World War I come about, and the answer 
was, ‘Ah, if we only knew.’  Now, what Kennedy was trying to point out was we have so often blundered 
into disaster and my concern is that we will continue along that course and it’s a tragedy when you blunder 
into a conventional war, it would be total disaster if we blundered into a nuclear war.  It would literally mean 
the end of our civilisation.  And don’t think this can’t happen.  I know that it is commonly accepted today 
that each side understands the risks of this nuclear age, each side therefore has changed its pattern of 
behaviour, errors will no longer occur.  Look at 007, the Korean aircraft that was shot down, 269 civilians 
killed.  The Politburo, in the first place I don’t think they issued the command to shoot it down, I think it was 
issued by a military authority at a lesser level, but I am almost certain that the Soviet officer that instructed 
the battery to fire against that airplane had no intention of shooting down a civilian airplane.  It was a 
mistake.  Look at our space shuttle, Challenger, the mistakes that led to the destruction of that.  Look at 
Chernobyl, another illustration of human fallibility.  So we are subject to misinformation, misjudgements, 
miscalculation.  We are human.  We make errors.  There is no room for errors in dealing with nuclear 
weapons.  It will destroy us.  So that’s the reason for the major title ‘Blundering into Disaster’.  The subtitle 
‘Surviving the first century of the nuclear age,’ is the hope that lies ahead of us, and it is to that that the 
book is pointed. 

Q:  In that point, you call for a long-term plan, there has been a series of ad hoc decisions that, in and of 
themselves, seem rational. Where is the breakdown? 

A:  [6.42]  Yes.  Exactly.  We are here today, in this very risky situation, because people, I think intelligent, 
responsible people, made a series of decisions over this past fifty years that have brought us here, brought 
us from a world of zero nuclear warheads to a world of 50,000 nuclear warheads, roughly 25,000 of ours 
and 25,000 of the Soviets.  More important than the numbers, however, is the fact that there is instability in 
the relationship between these two blocs, East and West, in periods of crises.  Because each bloc fears the 
other either has, or is seeking to achieve, a first-strike capability and therefore in a crisis, with 
misinformation, misjudgements, there is a great danger that each side will fear the other is getting ready to 
pre-empt and, in order to avoid that, will itself strike the first blow, even though that first blow is likely to lead 
to destruction of its society.  That’s the danger.   

Q:  You defined the context as for decades into the future there will be a continuing confrontation between 
East and West.  What are the components of a plan to get away from the kind of incremental decision-
making? 



A:  [7.59]  Well, first let me say that you are absolutely correct.  I have suggested that we must look to the 
probability of a future of continuing political confrontation between East and West, over a period of years 
into the future.  I said one, two, three decades.  I also said, however, that I thought we should seek to 
reduce that political confrontation and I believe there are steps we can take to do so and I would hope we 
would initiate those steps.  But I doubt very much that the lowering of political tensions will occur fast 
enough to make unlikely, or impossible, military confrontation in the next several decades, and the risk of 
that military confrontation leading to nuclear war I think we must address more directly than relying solely 
on reducing the political tensions.  So while I strongly urge what I call a policy of ‘sustained engagement’ as 
a means of reducing the political tensions and reducing the risk of military confrontation, I also suggest we 
must move directly stability of relationships, nuclear relationships, in periods of crises and do that by both 
reducing the numbers and reducing the danger that one side or the other will fear pre-emption in a nuclear 
confrontation. 

Q:  What are the consequences to our long-term security of striving to continue to improve our ability to wage 
nuclear war? 

A:  [9.35]  I think it increases the risk of war because as we strive to increase our ability to wage nuclear war 
by increasing miniaturization of weapons, which makes it much more difficult to verify the forces of the 
other side, by increasing the accuracy, which increases each side’s fear that the other is developing a first-
strike capability.  All of these actions lead to increasing the fear of pre-emption, which by itself stimulates 
the danger of pre-emption in a crisis.  So as we move forward in the direction that we have been pursuing 
for the last several years, we increase instability in crises and that increases the risk of nuclear war.  We 
must turn away from that, reverse that course. 

Q:  What are the forces that put us on the edge of a new escalation of the arms race? 

A:  [10.29]  Well, today we have each side increasing their first-strike threats.  The Soviets have been adding 
the SS-20s to their weapons in Europe, they’re adding what are known as the SS-18s to their land-based 
forces in the Soviet Union, highly accurate, multi-warheaded launchers that appear to be, I don’t think they 
are but they appear to be, part of what are called a ‘counterforce’ set of weapons.  We, sitting here looking 
at those, or at least many of us sitting here looking at those, say “Ah, those weapons are designed to 
destroy our MINUTEMEN” because they are now accurate enough to do that so if you target two of those 
weapons on one MINUTEMAN silo there’s a high probability that will be destroyed.  And those, and I would 
include Messrs Kissinger and Brzezinski and Kapellmann [?] and Nitze, who hold this concern and view, 
believe that as the Soviets increase their accuracy, of their land-based forces, they are increasing the 
threat to us of a first strike.  And we must be prepared to counter that.  One way they say we should 
counter is by increasing our own first-strike weapons, or what appear to be first-strike weapons to the 
Soviets, counterforce weapons.  The new D-5 missile that is scheduled for deployment in our Trident 
submarines toward the latter part of this decade, the Soviets view as a first-strike weapon.  Those who fear 
the Soviets are building first strikes: the Nitzes, the Kapellmanns, the Kissingers and so on, say we must 
move ahead to move defence to offence, add an anti-ballistic missile system to our offensive forces.  We 
look upon that, or they look upon it, as strengthening deterrence; the Soviets look upon it as moving toward 
a first-strike capability.  It adds to crisis instability.  It’s exactly the opposite of what we should be seeking to 
do. 

Q:  A theme that has run through your writings is that almost every technical initiative in the post World War II 
era has come from the United States … 

A:  [12.45]  With one exception, that is true.  There have been about 14 major technical initiatives, starting with 
the atomic bomb, going to the hydrogen bomb and so on.  We have led in 12 or 13 of those; the Soviets led 
in 1.  That was Sputnik.  But our lead lasted for about 4 years in each case and simply stimulated them to 
accelerate their own technological advances and very quickly they caught up with us.   

Q: But the second part of your observation is, from all these technological initiatives has come less than 
American security  

A:  [13.20]  That’s right.  Has come increased crisis instability. 

Q: You have identified, really, four approaches to controlling the volume and use of nuclear weapons that are 
being debated within our democracy at this time.  I would like to give them to you one at a time and as you 
to both share what it is you seem them advocating and why, for you, it’s the wrong solution.  The first is 
Gorbachev’s call for the total elimination of all nuclear weapons by the year 2000. 



A:  [13.53]  Yes.  He has put that forward.  He suggests that it be achieved through negotiation.  It isn’t that I 
think it’s undesirable, although let me deal with that point superficially now and perhaps more thoroughly 
later.  The majority of security experts in the West, I think, consider that undesirable; even if attainable, they 
consider it undesirable, because, they will say, it is our threat to use nuclear weapons which deters the 
Soviets from conventional aggression.  If we get rid of all nuclear weapons, we no longer have that threat.  
We will no longer be able to deter conventional aggression initiated by the Soviets.  I think they are 
absolutely wrong on the desirability of it.  We can deter Soviet conventional aggression by our own 
conventional forces and if we don’t have an adequate balance of conventional strength today between East 
and West, if it is true that the East has a greater conventional strength than the West has and there’s an 
imbalance that must be corrected, the way to correct it is either to strengthen the West or, preferably, to 
negotiate changes in the balance of force through negotiation.  Gorbachev has indicated he would be 
willing to move in that direction.  I think that’s perfectly feasible, but the majority of Western security experts 
say ‘No, let’s not try to deter Soviet conventional forces by Western conventional forces.  Let’s depend on a 
threat to use nuclear weapons.’   Now, many of them will say, ‘For God’s sakes, if deterrence fails don’t 
ever initiate the use it will destroy us.’  But of course when they say that, and more and more are saying it 
publicly, both military and civilian leaders, 6 of the 8 retired British chiefs of defence staff have stated 
publicly, under no circumstances would they have recommended we initiate the use of nuclear weapons.  
Mel Laird, President Nixon’s Secretary of Defense has said the same thing.  I have said the same thing.  
The more that is said publicly, the more the credibility of the threat, of course, decreases.  In any event, it’s 
a very dangerous situation.  So, with respect to Gorbachev’s idea, I think it would be highly desirable, I 
don’t think it’s feasible.  The reason I don’t think it’s feasible is I don’t think you can erase from men’s minds 
how to build these weapons and therefore, if the Soviets and we sign an agreement, destroy them all, and 
even if we verified the destruction of many, we wouldn’t be sure they hadn’t hidden some and we’d destroy 
all ours’ and they bring some of theirs out of hiding after we had destroyed them and threaten us.  Or 
alternatively, that we both destroy them all and they build some in secret and then bring them out at some 
time of their choosing.  We would fear that.  They would fear the same thing.   And therefore each of us 
would build in secret and there would be a renewed escalation of the arms race.  So I don’t think it’s 
feasible.  I would phrase it somewhat differently: I think it is desirable to return to a non-nuclear world so far 
as that is attainable.  Now we can go quite far in that direction.  I don’t think we can go as far as Gorbachev 
proposes. 

Q:  The second is Reagan’s vision of defence replacing offence. 

A:  [17.15]  That, I think, is totally unattainable.  This is what he put forward in that speech of March 23 1983, 
when he introduced the Strategic Defense Initiative.  He conceived of it as a leak-proof shield, a perfect 
defence, and therefore, he said, it would, in his words ‘render impotent and obsolete offensive nuclear 
weapons and they therefore could be destroyed.  There is no possibility of achieving that technologically in 
any relevant time period, and by that I mean the next five or six decades.  This is now widely accepted 
among the scientific community in this country.  I think the only two people of importance that are still 
supporting this leak-proof shield idea, and therefore the substitution of defence for all offence, are Messrs 
Reagan and Weinberger.  All of the others, including General Abrahamson who is the director of the SDI 
programme, all of the others working on the SDI recognise it cannot substitute defence for offence.  It will 
be an addition of defence to offence, that’s what causes the problem. 

Q:  This gets to the third plan put forward, the strengthening of deterrence by adding to our offence a 
defensive component. 

A:  [18.26]  Yes, that is correct.  That is really what the present Strategic Defense Initiative is being designed to 
do.  And that is very destabilising.  Now why is it destabilising?  Because the Soviets see us, or fear that we 
will deploy defence with offence, they know that defence is incapable of stopping a first strike. It’s not leak-
proof, it’s a leaky defence.  It would allow through 20 per cent, 30 per cent of the Soviet weapons.  The 
Soviets have about 11,000 warheads, of which 6,000 or 8,000 are missile warheads.  If they shot 8,000 
warheads at our missile defence and 20% penetrated (it would be remarkable, by the way if 80% were 
destroyed) but if 20% of 8,000 penetrated, my gosh that’s 1600 weapons.  A few hundred would destroy 
this society.  So the Soviets say, ‘Ah, they’re going ahead and deploying that defence.  It’s a leaky defence, 
it can’t possibly be more capable than to destroy 80% of our weapons, so they are not deploying it to 
protect the US against a first strike, they are deploying it in association with a US first strike, because what 
they really have in mind is launching their 11,000 or 12,000 offensive warheads against us and destroying 
so much of our force that when our damaged force, the force that previously had 8,000 missiles may have 



2,000 or 3,000 missiles, when those are launched against this leaky shield it will be strong enough to 
destroy a major portion of those and the remaining number may not inflict unacceptable damage.  And 
therefore the US will feel that it either can launch a first strike against us or blackmail us by the threat of 
doing that.  That’s what the Soviets fear and their fear is based on matters that we would think justified that 
fear.  The best illustration of that is Reagan himself, in that same March 23 ’83 speech, a few paragraphs 
after he said ‘I call on the scientists to build this leak-proof shield to substitute defence for offence’ went 
ahead and said ‘Now, if we don’t do that, if we add defence to offence,’ and these were his exact words, 
‘the Soviets may consider it aggressive; we don’t want that’ he said.  That’s exactly what we’re doing.  
That’s exactly the way they look at it.  So therefore the third alternative is, I think, totally unacceptable.   

Q:  The fourth alternative is to base war plans and arms control agreements on the proposition that nuclear 
warheads are not usable weapons. 

A: [21.3]  Yes, I think the first point to make there is there are no plans in existence that I am aware of, I do not 
believe any human mind has conceived of how to initiate the use of nuclear weapons with benefit to the 
initiator.   The reason is that today if NATO, facing a Soviet conventional attack, were to fire nuclear 
weapons to stop it, in the first place they would be fired from Western soil against Western soil because by 
definition the Soviets would have penetrated Germany or the other elements of the West, so you would be 
firing nuclear weapons against enemy targets on your own soil and, in the process of that, you destroy a 
major part of your Western population.  The second problem is that the Soviets have roughly the same 
number of nuclear weapons that we have, both tactical and strategic, and they would respond.  And this 
response would trigger escalation.  I don’t know anybody, including those who, by the way, would oppose 
my position supporting this fourth alternative, Al Haig is an illustration, Henry Kissinger and others, I don’t 
know any of those individuals who suggest it is probable a nuclear war, once started, could be limited.  And 
unlimited nuclear war will destroy us.  So therefore, there is no way to use these weapons militarily.  That 
doesn’t mean we can today give them up.  It does mean that we should set, as a long-term objective, 
moving back toward a non-nuclear world to the degree it is attainable.  And then we should start with the 
steps, one step at a time, that will move us in that direction.  It may take five, ten years to achieve that 
objective, possibly fifteen.  But we should start now, today.   

Q:  Starting with the desirability of that vision, which you pointed out is not universally shared, and pointing to 
the variety of incremental decisions, each rational in its context, but cumulatively reducing security for us, 
the Soviets and the rest of the world, and calling for a long-term decision-making framework to begin to 
work toward that, where do you begin?  What do you want your fellow citizens to think about? 

A:  [23.48]  You begin with Reykjavik.  Reykjavik is thought to represent a failure.  It was certainly a failure in 
one sense: it was very poorly prepared for, certainly by the US, but it was a dramatic step forward.  Here 
we had the two chiefs of state, Gorbachev and Reagan, saying for the first time we must recognize the risk 
of nuclear war is unacceptable.  We must move away from it.  They each said, I think without adequate 
thought of exactly what the implications would be, they each said we must get rid of all nuclear weapons.  
Now, I don’t think we can do that, as I have suggested, but I think you should start with Reykjavik and 
recognise that for the first time, certainly in the last several decades, the two heads of state of the Soviet 
Union and the US, agreed the risk of nuclear war, as we are presently moving, is unacceptably high and we 
must reduce it.  The way to reduce it, they said, is by a first step, a 50% cut to be achieved over the next 5 
years, in strategic offensive nuclear weapons.  I strongly support that.  More importantly than the 50% cut, 
however, is their agreement that while we are making that cut, we must reshape the forces to reduce each 
side’s fear of the other side’s first-strike capability.   

Q:  Is that a reasonable goal? 

A:  [25.15]  It is a reasonable goal.  It’s an attainable goal.  It’s not only reasonable; it’s attainable.   

Q:  Is it verifiable? 

A:  [25.22] Absolutely, without any question.  And by the way, I should add, to interrupt you one moment, I 
should add that Gorbachev recognised that we must have confidence in their moving toward that goal and 
therefore he recognised we must satisfy ourselves, we have a verification clause in the agreement that 
leads us to believe they are doing what they say they are doing.  He pointed to a much more reasonable 
position on verification than they ever have put forward before.   

Q:  Is it in the national security interests of the United States to remove all nuclear weapons from Europe? 



A: [26.01]  Well, I want to say that it’s in our interest to move toward this non-nuclear world, to the extent that it 
is attainable, by a series of steps.  I wouldn’t suggest removing all nuclear weapons from Europe as a first 
step.  It is a step that we would take perhaps 5, 7 years down the road.  For one thing, we shouldn’t take 
that step before we convince Western Europeans that, together, we can defend Western Europe without 
those nuclear weapons in Europe.  Most Western Europeans don’t believe that today.  Were we to jerk 
those weapons out of there, in terms of military strength, I don’t think we would have reduced our strength, 
but in terms of political strength, in terms of unity in the Alliance, which is the primary foundation on which 
the security of the West depends, we would have destroyed it.  So we have military realities and political 
realities and we have to deal with the two together and recognise both. 

Q:  What are the realities for our democracy?  What do you want your fellow citizens to keep in mind in the 
years ahead?  Why did you write ‘Blundering into Disaster’? 

A:  [27.16]  Well, I would make two points.  First, I think they should recognise the unacceptability of the risk of 
nuclear war as we are presently positioned and the unacceptability of the course that we are on, unless we 
use Reykjavik as a foundation to move in the opposite direction from that course.  That’s the first point.  
Secondly, I think they should recognise that it is their responsibility, and by ‘their’ I mean the responsibility 
of each citizen of this country to examine this problem.  This is the issue of our survivability we are talking 
about, the survivability of our children and our grandchildren.  Every citizen in this country has a 
responsibility to determine whether the course we’re on carries a risk they won’t survive.  I think it does.  
Each citizen in this country should understand you don’t have to be a nuclear physicist to examine this 
question, you don’t have to be a nuclear physicist to consider the options, you don’t have to be a nuclear 
physicist to conclude what you think your legislative and executive branch representatives should do in this 
direction.  Each citizen can make up his own mind; they should do so. 

Mr McNamara, thank you for sharing with us today your insights into the way to a more peaceful world in the 
nuclear age.   
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