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Editor’s note

This is the first of an occasional essay series the journal plans to publish under the
title Reputations. The aim of these essays is to offer lively and scholarly
reassessments of the reputations of important figures of interest to readers of
International Relations. The individuals to be assessed will include political figures,
diplomats, public intellectuals, journalists, and academics. The essays will be
shorter than normal articles (5–6000 words), and will be high on ideas as against
description and references. The essays will be refereed.

If you are interested in contributing to this section of the journal, please send
your essays directly to the Editor at the usual address, or, if you prefer, contact the
Editor with any promising ideas you might have (ideally including a brief synopsis
of your approach to the individual concerned).

This is a timely moment to consider the career of Robert Strange McNamara and its
lessons for strategic culture, the American approach to war and the relationship
between policy and ethics. The former secretary of defense has garnered con-
siderable international attention as a result of his central role in Errol Morris’s 2004
Oscar-winning documentary, The Fog of War. His reprise of Vietnam was projected
on to silver screens at a time when images of another American military adventure
were appearing nightly on our television screens.

By the fall of 2005, when this essay was composed, the Anglo-American
invasion of Iraq had come in many ways to resemble its predecessor. Both inter-
ventions were based on lies (the non-existent Gulf of Tonkin attack against
American destroyers on 4 August 1964, and Saddam’s non-existent weapons of
mass destruction); leaders consistently underestimated the number of troops they
thought necessary to accomplish their missions; counter-occupation insurgencies
escalated regardless of the number of troops Washington introduced; the secretaries
of defense and their generals consistently predicted ‘light at the end of the tunnel,’
blamed insurgencies on foreign infiltration and cited increases in attacks against
them as ‘last gasp’ efforts by the opposition; public opinion turned against both
wars as casualties mounted; and the press ultimately came to describe them, with
good reason, as ‘quagmires.’ What explains the ‘recidivism’ of American national
security policy?

The career of Robert S. McNamara points us toward at least part of the answer.
He is horrified today by the destructiveness of modern warfare: willing to
reconsider the goals and strategies of the Vietnam-Indochina War, but categorically
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unwilling to apologize for his actions in helping to bring it about. He is quick to
condemn war in general, but silent when it comes to specific conflicts. After leaving
office in February 1968, he refused to speak out against the Vietnam War, or to use
his influence for the cause of peace. In a more recent public appearance at Berkeley,
he danced around the question of whether the Bush administration should be
criticized for its invasion of Iraq. He is bitterly resentful of officials who had the
courage to oppose the Vietnam War. In Berkeley, he refused to take a question from,
or meet privately with, Daniel Ellsberg, whom he considers a traitor.1

On the positive side of the ledger, McNamara deserves qualified praise for his
efforts to reduce the risk of nuclear annihilation. As secretary of defense in the
Kennedy administration, he fought and won three important battles against the
military. He compelled chief of the Strategic Air Command (SAC) General Curtis
LeMay to reveal the air force’s nuclear war plans to him, only to discover that there
was only one option, jocularly referred to as ‘wargasm,’ by SAC planners. It
mandated the instant use of all available bombers to destroy as much of the
communist ‘bloc’ as possible, from Eastern Europe to the South China Sea.
McNamara insisted on a variety of options to give the president the possibility of
fighting a less destructive war. He championed the strategic doctrine known as
‘Mutual Assured Destruction’ (MAD), primarily as a means of restraining the
air force, which was pushing for the purchase of 3900 Minutemen ICBMs.
McNamara’s brains trust determined that the ‘knee of the curve,’ that point at which
additional missiles brought increasingly diminishing returns in their ability to
destroy Soviet targets of value, was roughly 1000. He initially settled on the figure
of 900 – although the number at one point went as high as 1300 – as the lowest
number most likely to gain congressional support.2

Most importantly, McNamara provided President Kennedy with the arguments
and political backing to resist military demands for air strikes in the Cuban missile
crisis. He strongly opposed an air strike against the Soviet missile sites in Cuba on
the grounds that it would risk war to preserve American invulnerability to nuclear
attack for a few years at best, as the Soviets would deploy ICBMs capable of
striking the American heartland before the end of the decade. He also opposed an
air strike against Soviet surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites in Cuba in response to
the downing of an American U-2 reconnaissance aircraft over the island and the
death of its pilot. Word of the loss came on Saturday morning at the tensest moment
of the crisis in Washington. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Maxwell
Taylor, demanded immediate retaliation, as promised earlier by the president, who
had foreseen the possibility of this situation arising. McNamara incurred the wrath
of the Joint Chiefs and other senior officers by speaking out against the air strike on
the grounds that it would invite further escalation. His opposition to the air strike
helped the president to stand firm and to avoid the kind of escalation that could
ineluctably have led to an American invasion of Cuba. We now know that Soviet
forces on that island were armed with nuclear weapons, and had orders to use them
against invading American forces and the ships that transported them.3

MAD was intended to reduce the likelihood of war by maximizing the deterrent
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value of the nuclear weapons of both superpowers. McNamara understood that the
greatest danger of nuclear war arose from the fear of a crippling first strike. This
fear could tempt either side to pre-empt in a serious crisis, especially if their
adversary was detected bringing its forces up to a higher state of alert. MAD was
avowedly a city-busting strategy, and McNamara publicly opposed ‘war-fighting’
strategies that would deploy weapons with sufficient accuracy to destroy enemy
command and control and missile silos. In private, he encouraged the modern-
ization of America’s strategic arsenal, and the subsequent development of war-
fighting capabilities by both superpowers led to a prolonged and intensified arms
race.4

McNamara and Kennedy were responsible for a massive strategic build-up that
continued even after satellite intelligence revealed that there was no ‘missile gap’
in favor of the Soviet Union. Soviet sources indicate that the US build-up, coupled
with public and private threats from Kennedy and McNamara’s subordinates to
exploit their first-strike advantage, were a prime incentive for Khrushchev to send
missiles to Cuba in the hope of restoring some kind of balance. They also provoked
a counter-build-up by the Soviet Union.5

McNamara was also duplicitous in his approach to strategy. He committed the
United States publicly to MAD, while secretly encouraging and approving efforts
to increase the accuracy and capability of American missiles. In 1966, he authorized
enlargement of the Minuteman missile’s third stage, leading to the creation of the
Minuteman III. His goal was to pave the way for the ultimate deployment of
multiple independently retargetable entry vehicles (MIRVs), which would allow a
Minuteman missile to deliver up to ten warheads against Soviet targets with a high
degree of accuracy. McNamara’s advisors recognized that MIRVs would permit the
‘enhancement of a first-strike capability’ for US strategic forces, and ‘the issue of
first strike capability was raised and widely discussed’ at the time.6 The deployment
of the Mark-12 MIRV re-entry system in 1970 intensified Soviet insecurity, led to
the subsequent deployment of MIRVs and larger missiles capable of delivering
many more warheads, and provided further impetus to the superpower arms race.
By the time of the 1975 Helsinki Agreement, the fundamental territorial and
political issues in Europe that had triggered the Cold War were resolved. The Cold
War nevertheless intensified over the course of the next decade, and in large part
because of strategic insecurities. The development and deployment of ever more
capable nuclear weapons and their delivery systems, initially a response to mutual
fears of war, now became a principal cause of those fears. McNamara and Kennedy
bear at least some share of responsibility for this development.

The consummate technocrat

Like a skilled surfer, young McNamara positioned himself perfectly (MBA in 1939
from Harvard Business School) to ride the crest of the wave, and what a ride it was.
From service in the army air force, where he used his technical and organizational
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skills to facilitate the destruction of Japanese cities, to the Ford Motor Company and
its presidency, to secretary of defense in the Kennedy administration, where he
played a major – some would say dominant – role in bringing about and managing
the catastrophic American intervention in Vietnam. Before that wave dashed itself
against the rocks, he had the good fortune to cut loose and find another wave – the
World Bank – to carry him to the tidal pool of retirement. Even here, occasional
surges of undertow – his books on Vietnam, and now Fog of War – threaten to take
him back out to open water.

For political scientists, the waves are more important than their rider. And these
waves were driven by a powerful current of faith that most problems are amenable
to technical solutions, and that clear, logical thinking and good data can discover
those solutions and make their implementation more effective and efficient. The
technocratic approach to problems has led to remarkable progress, especially in the
material domain, but it has not come without costs. In Robert McNamara’s case, it
is responsible for both his accomplishments and his failings, and presents us with a
micro-case in which to assess the consequences of policy formulated in an ethical
vacuum.

Toward the end of the proto-Enlightenment of fifth-century Athens, Sophocles
wrote Oedipus to warn his fellow citizens of the danger of rationality divorced from
principle. In the seventeenth century, Vico7 warned that ‘too much reason could
lead back to barbarism.’ Nietzsche8 picked up on this theme and posited a sharp
opposition between the Apollonian art of sculpture and the non-plastic Dionysian
art of music. The world of the intellect is Apollonian, and detrimental to the human
spirit. Nietzsche insisted that it had dominated Western philosophy and culture
since Socrates. Weber9 gave Nietzsche’s dichotomy a modern twist by reframing it
as a conflict between charisma and bureaucracy. He associated charisma with
human creativity, which found its fullest expression in the man of culture
(Kulturmensch). Bureaucracy was stifling this creativity by organizing life around
dehumanizing routines and empowering the expert but soulless technician
(Fachmensch). As reason shaped the structure and ends (Zweckrationalität) of all
kinds of human activities, including religion, art and the academy, it led to a corre-
sponding disenchantment with nature and the mysteries of life, and with it, a loss of
wholeness and decline in communal identification.

Weber argued that the power of bureaucracy was inexorable because:

From a purely technical point of view, a bureaucracy is capable of attaining the
highest degree of efficiency, and is in this sense formally the most rational
known means of exercising authority over human beings. It is superior to any
other form in precision, in stability, in the stringency of its discipline, and in its
reliability. It thus makes possible a particularly high degree of calculability of
results for the heads of the organization and for those acting in relation to it. It is
finally superior both in intensive efficiency and in the scope of its operations and
is formally capable of application to all kinds of administrative tasks.10
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Bureaucracy encourages ‘Precision, speed, unambiguity, knowledge of the files,
continuity, discretion, unity, strict subordination, reduction of friction and of
material and personal costs – these are raised to the optimum point in the strictly
bureaucratic organization.’11 Karl Mannheim12 grasped the most disturbing
implication of the Nietzsche–Weber vision: runaway rationality – by individuals or
organizations – inevitably leads to irrationality. It finds expression in efforts to
impose order and routinized responses on a protean, ever-shifting and ultimately
uncontrollable world. At the same time, organizational goals are increasingly
generated in response to internal imperatives and are correspondingly detached
from external reality and ethics. When he penned these words, Mannheim had Nazi
Germany in mind, but his argument, and the Weberian foundation on which it rests,
apply equally well, but differently, to the United States. Representatives of the
Frankfurt School13 would make a related and even more influential critique of
modernity based on their readings of Marx and Freud. I have chosen to build on the
Weber–Mannheim critique because its stresses the role of bureaucracy; Weber
correctly foresaw too that socialism ‘would mean a tremendous increase in the
importance of professional bureaucrats’ independently of its link to capitalism. He
also focuses more directly on the ethical horizons of those who make careers in
large bureaucracies.14 

The United States is less bureaucratic than most European countries, but it is the
society in which modernity – which found expression, according to Weber, in the
standardization, commercialization and quantitative evaluation of all aspects of life
– has gone the furthest. The powers that opposed and retarded its progress in Europe
– a well-entrenched aristocracy, conservative, state-supported religions and long-
standing class divisions – were non-existent or weaker in the United States. It is no
coincidence that the assembly line, Taylorism, modern advertising, push-button
warfare and a belief that heaven resembles upper-middle-class suburbia, replete
with SUVs, are all American inventions. For the same reasons, it is also the country
in which science, professionalism and ethnic and religious tolerance have achieved
their fullest development or expression.

The career of Robert McNamara provides a stunning illustration of the downside
of Weberian modernity. While he was merely an enthusiastic functionary in the
American bombing campaign of Japan, that campaign deliberately blurred the
distinction between military and civilians and sought to kill, maim and make
homeless as many of the latter as possible. One of its great achievements was the
firebombing of Tokyo, in part an experiment to test the premise that a large enough
fire would be to a great extent self-sustaining by creating currents to draw in oxygen
from beyond its perimeter. The deaths of 100,000 civilians – the estimated
casualties of the greatest firebombing raids on 9–10 March 1945 – were a welcome
by-product of organizational self-promotion and scientific curiosity run amok.15

The Ford Motor Company did not directly kill people, but it was notorious, even
in the auto industry, for treating its workers as expendable resources to be manip-
ulated and coerced in pursuit of profit. McNamara joined the company following
his discharge from the air force in 1946 at a time when the company was anxious to
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regain its full authority over the shop floor, which it had agreed to share with trade
unions to stimulate wartime production. Ford speeded up the production lines and
cut back on relief workers in violation of the agreement it had negotiated with the
United Auto Workers (UAW). These measures, which put worker safety at risk,
were designed to compensate for stoppages in the assembly lines caused by admin-
istrative failures in coordinating the flow of parts that fed lines at the Lincoln and
River Rouge assembly plants. Ford management refused to recognize the union’s
competence to raise the issue of production standards, hired thugs to beat up and
intimidate protesting workers and, not surprisingly, goaded the UAW into a major
and relatively successful strike in 1949.16 Throughout the 1950s, relations between
management and workers remained tense as Ford continued to violate agreements
it had signed with the union about production standards and pay structure.

McNamara was part of Ford’s management team throughout this period; he
became a director in 1957 and president in 1960. He introduced the same methods
of operations research that had guided target selection and the logistics of the
bombing campaign. By rationalizing the procedures of supply and production – and
treating the human component as merely another quantitative input in the process –
he brought ‘efficiency’ and profit to Ford. As Weber predicted, organizational goals
and procedures became the only yardsticks for evaluating decisions and behavior.
Reneging on contractual commitments to unions and workers, and intimidating
them to the extent that the company’s power permitted, were reasonable actions to
the executives and technocrats whose understanding of justice was synonymous
with organizational goals. Such a labor policy was not only unethical, it was
significantly at odds with substantive rationality, as it led to slowdowns, stoppages
of the production line, sabotage and strikes.17 In the 1960s, an increasingly sizeable
percentage of the American automobile market was captured by more efficient
European and Japanese firms, much of whose advantage derived from better and
more productive relations with their workers.

McNamara moved from Ford to the Kennedy administration, where he became
one of the principal architects of the Vietnam War. Intervention in Vietnam was
motivated by visceral US anti-communism and an exaggerated fear of falling
dominoes.18 Its implementation was characterized by the same arrogance of reason
and callousness toward human beings that was so evident at Ford. Intervention, like
auto production, was narrowly framed by McNamara and his assistants at Defense
as a technical problem. They dismissed the French experience as irrelevant, and
never doubted that superior US firepower would compel North Vietnam to accept
the political independence of the South. They devised all kinds of quantifiable
measures – including the infamous body count – to assess progress toward victory.
McNamara and the other hawks in the Johnson administration did not recognize
that military intervention was doomed from the outset for reasons that McNamara
would ultimately come to understand.

At Geneva in 1954, the Eisenhower administration had insisted on the temporary
division of Vietnam, and installed a puppet regime in the South headed by a
Northern Catholic refugee, Ngo Dinh Diem. With full American support, Diem
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renounced the unification provision of the Geneva Accords and the 1956 elections
that were to bring it about. By the time the Johnson administration began its air war
against North Vietnam in 1964, there were 200,000 US military personnel in the
country, plus a large aid mission, all with the purpose of propping up the
increasingly unpopular Diem regime. Secure in American support, Diem did his
best to roll back land reform, extract rents through every kind of corrupt practice,
and murder or imprison opponents who ranged across almost the entire political
spectrum. There are still pundits who insist that different military tactics would
have led to victory, but this is a pipe dream.19 Vietnam was a political struggle, and
American military intervention was a response to loss of that struggle and the
impending collapse of its local client. It should have been obvious – and was to
many observers at the time – that military intervention could not extract roasting
chestnuts from the fire but only make that fire brighter.

Unless we consider ‘anti-communism’ an ethical concern, ethics never entered
seriously into the deliberations of the Johnson administration about intervention.
Nor did the president and his secretary of defense give much thought to the possible
contradiction between the ends they sought and the means they embraced to achieve
them. Was the goal of an independent South Vietnam – one that is not controlled by
communists – worth the blood and treasure this would entail? And just how much
bloodshed was there likely to be? What kinds of strategies and tactics might
minimize these human and economic costs and maximize the chances of achieving
the desired end? Driven by its foreign and domestic political goals, and cocksure in
its expectation of success, the administration entered the fray without ever seriously
considering the likely human costs and political downside of military intervention
– in contrast to its fixation on the putative costs of non-intervention. It just assumed
that the means at its disposal would work. But an American-supported coup against
Diem in November 1963, and subsequent behind-the-scenes maneuvering, failed to
bring to power governments capable of mobilizing much in the way of popular
support. On the military front, the massive use of firepower was often quite
arbitrary, sometimes obliterating entire villages and their residents. It was apparent
to critics, some of them retired military officers, that American tactics were entirely
unsuitable to a guerrilla war, and increased the flow of recruits to the Viet Cong.
Even if US policymakers considered ethics only in its narrowest, instrumental
sense, they ought to have considered the negative consequences of their behavior
for their international reputation. Ironically, concern for reputation was a principal
motive for intervention, and here, too, no serious analysis was undertaken of the
assumptions on which the expectation of falling dominoes rested. At a deeper level,
rationalization and bureaucratization – just as Weber feared – rode roughshod over
the Kantian imperative. People were treated as means, not as ends. Japanese
civilians in the 1940s, auto workers in the 1950s and Vietnamese civilians and
American conscripts in the 1960s were objects to destroy, exploit or expend. In
Vietnam it was done in pursuit of unattainable and thus irrational ends.

ROBERT MCNAMARA 217



Vietnam redux

In recent years, McNamara has re-examined the Vietnam War in two books, the
most recent of them based on conferences and discussions with North Vietnamese.
Four decades after the fact, he ‘is aghast at the shallowness of our thinking,’
recognizes that fears of falling dominoes were misplaced, and maintains a military
solution to the problem was never possible and constituted ‘a dangerous illusion’
(all italics are McNamara’s).20 He believes that Kennedy should have turned to
France for political assistance in seeking a neutral solution; and that, in retrospect,
the entire 1961–4 period was ‘a large missed [political] opportunity’ to do this.21 He
concedes that the pretext for war and its congressional authorization – the 4 August
attack on American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin – never occurred, and that the
attack two days earlier was a response to covert provocations by the United States
and South Vietnam.22 He acknowledges that the extensive bombing of the North
that followed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was the beginning of a ‘war of
destruction’ and entirely counterproductive because it provoked an all-out effort by
Hanoi to defeat Saigon before the United States could intervene in force.23 He
dismisses hawkish claims that more bombing or troops might have produced a
favorable outcome, and quotes, with seeming approval, the observation of North
Vietnamese colonel and strategic analyst Quach Hai Luong that additional combat
forces would only have hastened the US defeat. These troops would have been
spread out around South Vietnam, providing more targets for the North Vietnamese
and Viet Cong strategy of sapping support on the home front through a war of
attrition.24 Air attacks did little damage to an almost totally agricultural country.
They also sustained North Vietnamese morale. ‘The more you bombed,’ Colonel
Luong reported, ‘the more the people wanted to fight you.’25 McNamara cites
official DOD studies that support Luong’s contention that years of bombing had no
effect on Hanoi’s capability to wage war or send men and materiel south. Instead,
it ‘strengthened, rather than weakened, the will of the Hanoi government and its
people.’26 In the South, McNamara admits, bombing and the introduction of ground
troops led to ‘disdain for the South Vietnamese people themselves.’ They revealed
‘an insoluble contradiction’ between ‘the overriding U.S. political objective of the
war and the actual situation on the ground in South Vietnam.’27

McNamara deserves credit for distancing himself from the hawks who still think
the war was winnable, and for offering cogent reasons why it was not. His approach
to Vietnam is still characterized by the same arrogance that was initially responsible
for intervention. Every argument he puts forward about why the war was
unwinnable was backed in the 1960s by anti-war journalists, some scholars, former
government officials and retired military officers. McNamara does not acknow-
ledge this unsettling truth, but rather presents his thesis that the war was unwinnable
as a novel discovery that could only have been found by dint of his diligent research
of the records and soul-searching talks with former Vietnamese enemies.

How did the Indochina tragedy come to pass? McNamara attributes American
political and military misjudgments to an unavoidable ‘failure of empathy’ and
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‘lack of communication’ between two such radically different cultures.28 This self-
serving is intended to exonerate the Kennedy administration of responsibility for
the war. It is also unsupportable. The administration had access to Vietnamese
experts in the State Department and the CIA, former French officials and leading
authorities in the press and academia (e.g. Frances Fitzgerald, George Kahin), who
predicted the likely Vietnamese responses to American military pressure and were
not reticent about opposing the war. The problem was not lack of information or
understanding, but cognitive closure. It insulated McNamara and other high
officials in the Johnson administration from the experts or from treating seriously
what they had to say. Not for the last time, an administration would rely on military
power over diplomacy, and organizational routines over creatively crafted
responses in pursuit of highly questionable and unrealistic goals. Equally self-
serving are McNamara’s efforts to make the North Vietnamese admit to their own
illusions (e.g. that the United States was a colonial power), and to use this
admission to argue that a diplomatic settlement was made equally impossible by
North Vietnamese misunderstanding and recalcitrance.29 It was not the North
Vietnamese who spurned neutrality at the end of World War II, or who created a
political crisis by dividing Vietnam, importing a Northern Catholic émigré to run
the South and supporting him for almost a decade despite the rapacious nature of
his regime and violent repression of opponents. Nor did Hanoi escalate the war
through bombing and military intervention; most of their military moves, as
McNamara now recognizes, were in response to American escalations. The blame
is not equal, but squarely on the shoulders of the United States, and those members
of the Johnson administration who favored the use of force.

Missing from McNamara’s books is any discussion of ethics, and whether
carpet-bombing, search-and-destroy operations, the torture of captives and the
extension of the war to Cambodia under Nixon and Kissinger were justified, even
if the political assumptions that prompted them had been valid. McNamara never
progresses beyond an evaluation of means independently of the ends they were
intended to serve. His latter-day hand-wringing and grudging admission – buried
toward the end of one of his books – that many American misconceptions reflected
what he refers to in the third person as ‘the natural arrogance of the powerful’30 is
the closest he comes to an apology. Both his books on the war are clever exercises
of self-exoneration and, as such, are a further injustice to the 3.8 million Vietnamese
and 58,000 Americans who lost their lives in what he now concedes was an
unnecessary struggle.

Now 88 years of age, McNamara is still in top form. In Fog of War, his books
and at his Berkeley interview, he always has appropriate factoids at hand. One of
those nuggets – the estimate that 160 million people died violent deaths in the
twentieth century – comes off his lips with some frequency. Much of this carnage
is undeniably attributable to psychopathic leaders like Stalin, Hitler, Mao Zedong,
Pol Pot and Saddam Hussein. But many wars – like Vietnam and Iraq – were
initiated by leaders who were not evil in the sense of deriving pleasure from the
destruction of other people. The psychopaths could not have wreaked such
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destruction, and the saner leaders might have exercised more restraint, if they had
not been served by stables of able and encouraging technocrats. McNamara might
properly reflect upon the sobering thought that one of the reasons why the last
century’s death toll was so stunningly high is that there are so many officials like
him in high and low places around the world.

Lessons of the past, wars of the present

Victors write history, and Western histories of World War II have given great play
– and properly so – to the war crimes of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan and,
once the Cold War began, to those of Stalin’s Russia. The war crimes of the Allies
have never been recognized as such, and even muted attempts to offer different
perspectives on Hiroshima and Nagasaki have met strong and generally effective
protests from veteran associations, military officers and other conservative groups.
The controversy and ultimate cancellation in April 1995 of a planned exhibit of the
Enola Gay – the B-29 that dropped the atomic bomb over Hiroshima – at the
National Air and Space Museum is a case in point. Museum director Martin Harwit
was planning to display photographs of Hiroshima victims and Japanese under-
standings of the event alongside traditional American interpretations. The Air Force
Association and Veterans of Foreign Wars organized a letter-writing campaign to
members of Congress, planted stories, many of them false or distorted, in the media
and brought pressure to bear on the Smithsonian Institution, the parent organization
of the museum to cancel the exhibit and fire its director. The museum, dependent
on congressional funding, caved in to the opposition, and Harwit was all but
compelled to submit his resignation.31

The bombing of German cities, the firebombings of Hamburg, Dresden and
Tokyo, and the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are repeatedly justified
as ‘tit-for-tat’ revenge for the bombing of London and Pearl Harbor, or as
unpalatable but necessary actions to save allied lives and hasten the end of World
War II.32 Professional historians and a few journalists aside, there appears to be
little inclination in the United States or Great Britain to acknowledge that World
War II witnessed inhumane behavior by all participants. It is undeniable that Nazi
Germany was unspeakably evil, and the Japanese were aggressive imperialists who
had no concern for the lives or well-being of those they conquered, captured or
simply exploited for economic and sexual ends. For six decades, the evil of Axis
powers has provided a cover for Anglo-American smugness about their roles in
World War II. As in the Enola Gay affair, much of the opposition to any challenge
of the prevailing narrative comes from government officials and active duty and
retired military officers.

Postwar Germany did not have the same luxury with respect to its past. There
were pressing political and economic reasons for the Federal Republic (FRG) to
acknowledge and distance itself from the crimes of the Nazi period. Even so,
Germany’s efforts to address the past and accept responsibility for a war of
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aggression, extermination campaigns against Jews, Gypsies and gays, the use of
slave labor and other evils, were dilatory and painful, and took several generations
to confront. In the 1950s, the Adenauer government began paying reparations to
Israel and Holocaust survivors, opened relations with Israel, and Der Alte traveled
to Jerusalem in 1966. Serious rewriting of German history, memorialization of the
sites of past crimes, and efforts to educate the German people about their Nazi past
really did not get underway until the 1960s. Known as Vergangenheitsbewältigung
(literally, overcoming the past), such efforts deepened the foundation of democracy
in the FRG, and convinced its neighbors that Germans had become responsible
Europeans.33 It enabled Germany to exercise more leadership in Europe and made
reunification with East Germany acceptable to other Europeans.34 There were other
catalysts to be sure, but Germany’s struggle with its past helped to stimulate and
compel many other European countries, especially those in the east, to embark on
similar efforts.35

American failure to come to grips with its past has had negative consequences
for the country. It has allowed the American military and national security estab-
lishment to perpetuate practices that are organizationally entrenched but morally
questionable, strategically unjustified and politically counterproductive. Two in
particular warrant our attention: the utility of all kinds of bombing, and the value of
using force to sustain or overthrow pro- or anti-American regimes. The debate
about bombing, which began almost immediately after World War II, has been
conducted almost entirely in utilitarian terms.36 Studies pro and con have evaluated
the extent to which strategic bombing achieved its stated goals in World War II, and
with some exceptions (e.g. Sherwin, Walzer, Bundy,37 the Catholic bishops in the
1980s), American analysts do not pay much attention to the ethical issues that
surround bombing. The same is true of bombing for purposes of interdiction in
Korea and Indochina, and as a form of compellence against North Vietnam.38 The
national security establishment, and branches of the armed forces for whom it is a
central mission, continue to assume that bombing of all kinds is effective, and all
the more so since the development of increasingly accurate forms of precision
guidance. They further assume, as do many Americans, that bombing is an
attractive strategy because of its putative ability to save American lives, even
though in the past it has destroyed and maimed millions of other human beings,
many of them innocent bystanders and children. War, as Clausewitz39 taught us, is
fought for political ends. Military means must be assessed in terms of how they
contribute to those goals, and it does not make sense to use unreflexively means that
have most often been counterproductive to the goals sought and, since World War
II, damaging to US prestige by virtue of the opposition they arouse at home or from
important third parties.

The broader issue of near-unilateral intervention is made problematic by
American failure in Indochina. The anti-war movement challenged the moral and
political basis of the war, and while public opinion turned against intervention, most
Americans were clearly uncomfortable with any interpretation that characterized
the United States as the aggressor. A kind of collective amnesia about the war set
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in, and conservative forces began to propagate the view that America lost the war
because of the military restraint it exercised. This restraint in turn is usually
explained by lack of support at home, undermined by left-leaning intellectuals and
the liberal media. This ‘stab-in-the-back’ thesis gained widespread support, just as
its predecessor, the infamous ‘Dolchstoss’ – which attributed Germany’s defeat in
World War I to socialist sabotage on the home front – did in the Weimar Republic.
The ‘yellow ribbon’ campaign during the Persian Gulf War of January–February
1991, by demonstrating support for our combat troops, helped to overcome the
residual trauma caused by Vietnam and effectively strengthened the hands of those
who equate dissent with lack of patriotism.

Continuing belief in the efficacy of bombing and military intervention helped to
explain the propensity of the Bush administration to invade Iraq in 2003, just as the
national failure to address the human consequences of such activities made
opposition more difficult. The debate over intervention in the United States turned
on the question of whether or not Saddam had weapons of mass destruction, not on
the likely consequences of intervention, the morality of the means that were being
used and what implications they might have for the proclaimed goal of making Iraq
a democratic, pro-American country.

The United States has been so powerful relative to Vietnam that it has been able
to write the history of that conflict even though it lost the war. McNamara’s
conferences and books are part of this project. We have to consider the possibility
that a similar effort to impose meaning on the war will take place in the aftermath
of the Iraq intervention, regardless of how negative its outcome for the United
States. To the extent that these interpretations build on powerful, pre-existing World
War II and Vietnam narratives that serve psychological and institutional ends, they
hinder American efforts to learn from the past and escape from destructive scripts.

Max Weber recognized that politicians continually face ethical dilemmas, and
must sometimes use ‘morally dubious’ means to achieve appropriate ends. He knew
too that leaders must trust in their own judgments, as there is no way of judging
objectively among competing sets of values. He nevertheless expected good leaders
to have values, and to follow an ‘ethic of responsibility,’ which entailed efforts to
evaluate ends and means in terms of those values. Even so, Weber warned, politics
could quickly become tragic because ‘the eventual outcome of political action
frequently, indeed regularly, stands in a quite inadequate, even paradoxical relation
to its original, intended meaning and purpose.’ Tragic outcomes are more likely
when policy is made by leaders – like McNamara and top officials in the Bush
administration – who refuse to confront the ethical implications of their behavior.40
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