
TONY MCGREW 
Reading your book, in retrospect and also in the other 
material that I’ve read which you have written about 
Vietnam, there seems to be difficulty in actually controlling 
the military in a sense … 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
No, no. I don’t think so at all. They followed the orders of 
their civilian leaders. Our military has a tradition, which is 
founded on our constitution, which states that the 
Commander in Chief of the military forces is the President. 
Our military has a tradition of following civilian control. 
That was never, never in doubt during my seven years as 
Secretary and therefore, I think, the civilians have to 
assume responsibility of whatever happened militarily. 
However, what you are saying is correct in a somewhat 
different sense. There was a substantial difference of 
opinion between, I would say, the majority of the military 
leaders on the one hand and some of the civilians on the 
other. I’ve said to you that in the end of ’64 Mac Bundy 
and I put forward the ‘Fork in the Road’ saying we must 
debate getting further in or getting out of the military. I 
didn’t think we should debate it at all, I thought we should 
get in. It was clear the security of the West was at issue the 
National Intelligence estimates stated that. A year later 
when I said there was at best a one in three or one in two 
chance to win militarily, the military didn’t agree with that. 
They thought we could win. Therefore I don’t want to leave 
the impression that they weren’t following orders. They 
followed orders they didn’t agree with. And today the 
conventional wisdom in the United States is we lost the war 
in Vietnam because the military were constrained. And that 
view is just totally wrong. The most definitive statement 
analysing US military operations in Vietnam was written 
very recently by a West Point graduate who served two 
combat tours in Vietnam, later took a PhD at Harvard in 
history, has written several books on Vietnam for the last 
ten or twenty years, has taught as a Professor of Military 
Strategy at the National Defense University. His name is 
Colonel Schandler. I asked him to write a chapter, it’s 
Chapter 7 of my recently published book Argument without 
End. And I just want to quote very quickly from that 
chapter the chapter was titled ‘Was military victory in 
Vietnam a dangerous illusion?’ I wrote none off it except 
the introduction that posed the questions. He answered, 
‘The achievement of a military victory by US forces was 
indeed a dangerous illusion. At no time, beginning with the 
increase of US military advisers early in the Kennedy 
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administration to the final withdrawal of American troops 
during the Nixon administration, would it have been 
possible at acceptable cost in terms of American and 
Vietnamese lives lost and without the risk of war with 
China or Russia to achieve a military victory in Vietnam.’ 
 
 
And then he goes on to say, ‘The American failure in 
Vietnam was not a failure caused by the limitations placed 
upon military action. The American failure was caused by a 
lack of realisation that military power could not solve what 
was fundamentally a political problem. In the last analysis 
the US effort in Vietnam failed largely because it could not 
sufficiently revamp or adequately substitute for a South 
Vietnamese leadership, administration and armed forces 
inadequate to the task.’ 
 
 
Now that is not a commonly accepted view, but it is, as far 
as I’m concerned, as definitive a statement as I’ve seen on 
US military operations in Vietnam. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
But, of course, as you know at the time, although the 
military were certainly under civilian control and they 
followed orders, there was a sense in which they believed 
the war could be won. Didn’t that undermine your position 
in terms of trying to argue for a negotiated settlement? 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
It didn’t undermine my position, it led to continuing 
dispute. And I think one of our failures, and I think this is a 
failure rather typical of most governments, but it was 
certainly one of ours. When you’re faced with very 
controversial situations in which knowledge is imperfect 
and neither side can prove their position fully or be 
absolutely certain they’re correct, then you have what we 
had there. Continuing dispute over a period of years. And I 
think one of our greatest failures was allowing that to 
continue. We should have forced a final decision. We 
didn’t. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
What was your role in not forcing that decision, because in 
a sense you were resigned … 
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DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well I forced that … I tried … I tried to force it. I don’t 
think resigning has a positive contribution on the 
circumstances. The most positive contribution is continuing 
to accumulate evidence in support of one’s position. And 
that’s what I did. But it wasn’t convincing to many, many 
people. In a Senate hearing in August 1967 chaired by 
Senator Stennis, the committee called all of the Chiefs of 
Staff, five Chiefs, before them. The hearing took a week. 
They spent five days interrogating the Chiefs as to whether 
we could or couldn’t win the war and how. And the Chiefs 
said essentially, yes we could we just needed to bomb 
more. And then on the last day they called me and I spent 
all day up there proving to my satisfaction, and I hoped to 
theirs, that there was no way we could win by bombing. 
And this wasn’t just my view, although I had spent three 
years in World War II as part of our Bomber Commands 
and I’d spent by then almost seven years in the Defence 
Department as Secretary studying the bombing. And I had 
asked President Johnson to set up a special section in CIA, 
independent of the Defence Department to analyse the 
results of the bombing and that section sent a report out 
every month that said the bombing is not going to win the 
war, you can’t win by bombing. But we didn’t convince, or 
at least they wouldn’t say they were convinced, many of 
the senior military leaders, particularly in the air force. I 
think later it became apparent that some of the other Chiefs 
were more sceptical of the ability to win than were the Air 
Chiefs, but they didn’t want to break the unity at the time. 
And the result was that at the end of the hearing Senator 
Thurmond, he said ‘Mr Secretary, I am terribly 
disappointed with your position. It’s just the same as the 
communist’s position. In effect you’re a communist. 
You’re a no winner.’  Feelings were very, very high. 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
What was your perception of Johnson’s position in this, 
because he was tortured by Vietnam? He wanted to get on 
with the great society … 
 
 
DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
He was tortured, he was tortured by it. He felt … 
 
 
TONY MCGREW 
But he went along with it? 
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DR ROBERT MCNAMARA 
Well he did, because he believed the dominoes would fall. 
Let me go back to Kennedy for a minute. You said what 
would Kennedy have done? Well I think when Kennedy 
died, at the time he died, he still believed in the domino 
theory, that if we didn’t prevent Hanoi, backed by China 
and the Soviet Union, from destroying the independence of 
South Vietnam, that they, the communists, would use that 
as a base to extend their hegemony across South East Asia 
and perhaps so South Asia. I think he really believed that, 
but I also said I thought that he would not have sent in the 
large numbers of combat troops that we subsequently put 
there. Now how do I reconcile that? I think he would have 
said to himself ‘It’s a terrible threat if we lose control of 
South Vietnam and the Chinese, Soviet, communists 
control it, extend their hegemony, but if we can’t prevent it 
by our military action, we sure as hell don’t want to kill 
Americans trying to do something that’s impossible and 
therefore I’m not going to do it.’ Now I think both he and I 
and others, Eisenhower, Johnson, who accepted the domino 
theory at the time, probably exaggerated the threat. But in 
any event I’m certain I was right in believing that we could 
not win militarily and I believe that Colonel Schandler, 
who wrote Chapter 7 in this book, is correct today, some 
twenty-odd years later, in saying that the evidence is clear 
we could not have won militarily. 
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