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THE NUCLEAR ARMS RACE, 1945–1963  

INTRODUCTION

Arms races are nothing new in human history. There are countless previous examples
of technological breakthroughs granting a massive temporary advantage to one side,
provoking others eventually to reply in kind and restore some sort of balance. One
common feature of such innovations in recent times was the conviction that one or
another new weapons system was so appalling in its destructive power that it would
never be used and would provoke all parties into a recognition that war must be
outlawed. Prior to the First World War it was believed that the submarine, especially
when used against civilian shipping, would be so indiscriminate in its effects that no
power would seriously contemplate its use. The same was believed of mass aerial
bombardment. The German submarine campaigns in the First World War, the German
bombing of Guernica in the Spanish Civil War, and mass bombing of civilian targets by
all sides in the Second World War put paid to these optimistic hopes. It seemed that
the capacity of human beings to make mental adjustment to their physical capacity to
destroy each other was infinitely elastic.

Until, that is, the advent of nuclear weapons. The inhabitants of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki have reason to doubt whether any limits exist to the willingness of political
leaders to use nuclear weapons, but the experience has not been repeated.
Significantly, the only occasion on which they have been used was at a time when
one nation held a nuclear monopoly. It is also significant that it came at the end of a
long war during which both sides had become inured to ever-higher levels of
destruction. Finally, despite the knowledge that one atomic bomb vastly multiplied
the power of one conventional bomb, the framework of assumptions which guided
its use was still ‘conventional’. Little was known about the dangers of fall-out, delivery
was by conventional means (the manned bomber), and the bombs used on Japan
were small by the standards which soon developed with the advent of the hydrogen,
or thermonuclear, bomb.

Even so, there could be little doubt that something radically new had entered the
human scene. Within a short time some were sufficiently persuaded of this fact to
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begin agitating for the old liberal panacea of world government (New Republic 1945:
366–7). John Hersey’s Hiroshima, a powerful first-hand report on the effect of the
bomb on seven individuals, commanded a huge readership both in its original serial
form in the New Yorker magazine and in book sales when it was published in 1946
(Hersey [1946] 1986). Equally significant, though less visible to the public at large, was
a pamphlet published in November 1945 by Bernard Brodie, who was to become
perhaps America’s leading nuclear strategist. In The Atomic Bomb and American
Security Brodie observed that atomic weapons heralded a change ‘not merely in the
destructiveness of modern war but in its basic character’. In the first place, the atomic
bomb was not just ‘another and more destructive weapon adding to an already long
list. It is something which threatens to make the rest of the list relatively unimportant.’
Secondly, there was no conceivable defence against these weapons. They appeared to
erase the distinction between offence and defence. Above all, ‘the essential change
introduced by the atomic bomb is . . . that it will concentrate the violence in terms of
time. A world accustomed to thinking it horrible that wars should last four or five
years is now appalled at the prospect that future wars may last only a few days’ (Brodie
[1945] 1989: 65, 67). There are few features of the coming nuclear arms race which
are not adumbrated in Brodie’s pamphlet – the theory of deterrence (including in an
embryonic form Mutual Assured Destruction or MAD), missile development, nuclear
proliferation, problems of arms control and verification.

Brodie’s central insight was into the concentration of ‘violence in terms of time’. In
effect he anticipated that nuclear strategy, unlike traditional military strategy, would
come to be premised on the necessity to prevent the use of the chief weapons in a
nuclear power’s arsenal. The key to the nuclear arms race lies in this paradoxical feature:
that ‘success’ would come to be measured, not by defeat of another power in war but
by the avoidance of war.

Despite the ever-present possibility of miscalculation or accident, nuclear war has
not taken place, which has inclined some recent commentators to call the last forty
years ‘the long peace’ rather than the cold war (Gaddis 1986; Kegley 1991). This may
or may not serve us well as a way of understanding the last forty years from our own
particular vantage point (an issue taken up in the last chapter of this book), but it
hardly does justice to the prospects as they appeared to policy-makers and ordinary
citizens during the early years of the nuclear age. One thing alone unites present
expressions of relief that nuclear war has not taken place with the anxious forebodings
of the immediate post-Hiroshima years: the large element of speculation involved in
making judgements about the significance of nuclear weapons. We cannot be sure
that it has been nuclear weapons themselves, as opposed to some other factor, which
has kept the nuclear ‘peace’; they could not be sure that knowledge of the destructive
power of nuclear weapons would restrain nations from war.

Since the end of the cold war, understanding of the incalculable element in the
superpower nuclear relationship has been enhanced by studies of the possibility of
nuclear accidents. Studies by Bruce Blair and Scott Sagan have uncovered deep flaws
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in the command and control systems of nuclear weapons. By and large, theorizing
about deterrence by politicians and academics during the cold war was premised on
the notion that the key determinant in any crisis was the political intentions and
capacities of the leaderships. The evidence presented by Blair and Sagan suggests that
even the most strenuous efforts by both sides to ensure against inadvertent launches
of missiles left much to chance. Not only were safety procedures inherently subject to
error but the necessity to maintain active readiness and the capacity to respond to a
nuclear attack inevitably pushed safety to the limits. Both the United States and the
Soviet systems, for example, ‘contrary to widespread belief, were geared for launch on
warning’, meaning in effect that the authority to launch nuclear weapons was delegated
to military commanders. In sum, writes Blair, ‘their nuclear postures were accidents
waiting to happen’ (Blair 1993: 8, 9; Sagan 1993: 3–4).

While it is too early to give a definitive assessment of such conclusions, it is worth
noting that Blair and Sagan in a sense offer academic respectability to views which
anti-nuclear activists, and some film directors and novelists have held since early in
the nuclear age – namely, that the nightmare scenario was most likely to be the product
of an accident rather than malign intention. Clearly, given that such accidents as did
occur during the cold war (and there were many) did not issue in catastrophe, it is
arguable how far such conclusions need alter one’s interpretation of the historical
record. At the very least, however, from this perspective the cold war was more fraught
with danger than has generally been assumed.

Given the absence of actual experience of nuclear war between the superpowers,
the history of the arms race has a dual character. The history of the nuts and bolts can
be recounted in terms of the number and type of weapons on each side; the history of
nuclear strategy, however, is largely the history of hypotheses about how nuclear
weapons might be employed. In the absence of any experience of the consequences
for individual nations and the human community itself of a nuclear exchange, strategy
has taken the form of projections, scenarios, and, in its most arcane form, game-
theoretical exercises. The emergence of the ‘defence intellectual’ in the United States
was a measure of the highly political character of military strategy in the nuclear age.
If nuclear hardware remained the preserve of the military and of defence contractors,
the software betrayed the influence of the civilian defence analyst to a degree unusual
in the history of warfare. All of which is to suggest that the issues raised by the nuclear
arms race go to the heart of the societies engaged in it. The ultimate weapon raises
questions of an ultimate character. In this chapter we shall outline the development in
the United States and the Soviet Union of nuclear doctrines and subsequently measure
these against the record of confrontation and negotiation between 1953 and 1963.
The guiding theme is the dynamic and unstable nature of the arms race during this
period and the corresponding fluidity in the development of strategic doctrines and
proposals for arms control.
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AMERICAN NUCLEAR STRATEGY

Truman and negative deterrence

Despite the writings of figures such as Bernard Brodie, recognition of the radical
implications of nuclear weaponry for military planning was not immediate. For one
thing, the use of the atomic bombs over Japan appeared to confirm the Air Force view
that strategic bombing was the key to success in warfare (Freedman 1981: 22–4). For
another there was an absence of hard evidence over the next four years that the United
States’ atomic monopoly had exerted any discernible influence on Soviet behaviour
beyond inclining them to move as quickly as they could to develop their own atomic
weapons. However ‘special’ atomic weapons might be – and the Truman administration
certainly regarded them as such – they did not appear to reap the political benefits
their specialness would seem to promise. Nuclear weapons could not thus be
considered as an alternative to conventional forces. While by 1948 atomic weapons
were included in military planning, Truman, in David Rosenberg’s words, was unwilling
or unable ‘to conceive of the atomic bomb as anything other than an apocalyptic
terror weapon, a weapon of last resort’ (Rosenberg 1983: 11).

The legacy which Truman handed on to Eisenhower was mixed. Following detection
of the first Soviet atom test in September 1949, Truman had taken decisions to step up
research and development on the thermo-nuclear or ‘super bomb’ and to produce
‘tactical’ nuclear weapons, but operational plans for use of these weapons in war
were couched in general terms. In so far as one can speak of a theory of deterrence at
this point in time it was premised on the general threat of reprisal in the face of a
possible Soviet attack. There was no expectation that with the Soviet Union’s newly
developed atomic capacity mutual deterrence would eventuate. On the contrary, wrote
the authors of the 1950 strategic reassessment NSC 68, ‘when it [the Soviet Union]
calculates that it has a sufficient atomic capability to make a surprise attack on us,
nullifying our atomic superiority and creating a military situation decisively in its favor,
the Kremlin might be tempted to strike quickly and with stealth. The existence of two
large atomic capabilities in such a relationship might well act, therefore, not as a
deterrent, but as an incitement to war’ (FRUS 1950: 266).

As this statement suggests, despite the recognition that atomic weapons represented
a new order of destructive power, it was envisaged that they might be used. NSC 68
explicitly ruled out a declaration of ‘no first use’ by the United States. Just as important
was the perception that the Soviets would not hesitate to use them, if they believed it
was to their advantage. This made preparation for a surprise attack an urgent necessity,
raising the question of the circumstances in which the United States would mount a
nuclear response. To wait until the Soviets had actually delivered their own weapons
would be to risk destruction of America’s own capacity to reply, given that there was
no known defence against nuclear weapons. Even if one enemy bomber got through
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it could wreak enormous havoc. To engage in a preventive war, taking advantage of the
Soviet Union’s as yet limited ability to deliver its nuclear weapons, would violate
American cultural norms and would hardly be acceptable to world opinion. A possible
intermediate position was a ‘pre-emptive’, as opposed to a preventive, strike, meaning
that in a situation in which war already seemed imminent the United States must be
prepared to strike the first blow. This, however, would require accurate intelligence
about the enemy’s movements, and this was not yet available.

By the time Truman left office the dynamics of the nuclear stand-off were already
appearing in outline form, even if they had not yet produced settled strategic doctrines:
vulnerability to surprise attack, the need to retain the ability to retaliate after an enemy
first strike, the crucial significance of accurate intelligence, and the difficulty of
conceiving of any defence against nuclear weapons. Each of these elements would in
the course of the 1950s become integrated into nuclear planning.

From negative to positive deterrence

We can term the American nuclear posture during the Truman administration ‘negative
deterrence’, in that it was premised upon a generalized threat of an American nuclear
response to a Soviet attack, whether conventional or nuclear. In the Eisenhower/Dulles
years, in line with the Republican critique of Truman’s containment, the United States
moved towards ‘positive deterrence’. This more strident posture of massive retaliation
and brinkmanship is generally associated with John Foster Dulles, but in actuality Dulles
had little to do with nuclear planning policy.

A more precise guide to nuclear policy during the Eisenhower administration is
the National Security Council document NSC 162/2 (1953). As in NSC 68, political,
ideological, economic, and military considerations are closely linked. In the later
document, however, the nuclear anxiety is sharper and economic constraints more
prominently foregrounded, betraying both the advent of the H-bomb era and the
Eisenhower administration’s insistence on moderation in defence costs. The task of
policy-makers was to meet the Soviet threat without ‘seriously weakening the US
economy or undermining our fundamental values and institutions’. Given that the
authority of the Soviet regime did not appear to have been weakened by the change
in leadership and that the capacity of the Soviet Union to attack the United States with
nuclear weapons was growing, the United States must develop ‘a strong military posture,
with emphasis on the capability of inflicting massive retaliatory damage by offensive
striking power’, enhance its conventional forces, improve its intelligence gathering,
maintain a sound and growing economy, and enlist the support of its allies for these
policies (FRUS, 1952–54: 578, 582–3).

Explicit mention of the term ‘massive retaliatory power’ is not the only significant
departure from NSC 68. In several other respects already existing and projected
developments in nuclear technology had altered perceptions of the threat and the
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means of dealing with it. In the first place, in contrast to the view taken in NSC 68, it
was now believed that the prospect of ‘atomic plenty and ample means of delivery . .
. could create a stalemate, with both sides reluctant to initiate general warfare’. Secondly,
‘although Soviet fear of atomic reaction should still inhibit local aggression, increasing
Soviet atomic capability may tend to diminish the deterrent effect of US atomic power
against peripheral Soviet aggression’. One significant danger was the possibility of
local conflicts escalating into general war, to avoid which ‘it will in general be desirable
for the United States to make clear to the USSR the kind of actions which will be
almost certain to lead to this result, recognizing, however, that as general war becomes
more devastating for both sides the threat to resort to it becomes less available as a
sanction against local aggression’ (FRUS, 1952–54: 581). Massive retaliation, that is to
say, was governed by the law of diminishing returns, the limits being set by the credibility
(or lack of it) of a threat which was out of proportion to the provocation. A third
important feature of this document, however, was the implication – and it is no more
than that – that tactical nuclear weapons might offer an alternative in local conflicts
where the threat of massive retaliation would be excessive (Freedman 1981: 82–4).

Subsequent developments during the 1950s served to complicate rather than clarify
the problems raised in NSC 162/2 regarding the threat of surprise attack, the relationship
between strategic and tactical nuclear weapons, and the possible dynamics of a nuclear
stalemate. The chief engine of uncertainty was advancing technology or, more precisely,
anxiety about the consequences of technological change. The period between 1955
and 1962 was one of feverish theorizing both within and outside government. The
one certainty appeared to be that, whatever the actual numbers of deliverable nuclear
weapons on each side, something like a ‘balance of terror’ was emerging, which left
the United States in the unfamiliar position of feeling vulnerable to direct attack from
the Soviet Union (Brands 1989: 964).

The technological stimulus to new thought was the combined prospect of
deployment by both sides of thermo-nuclear bombs and missile development.
Consideration of the likely impact of missiles came in advance of the launch of the
Soviet Sputnik in 1957. Here, as in all phases of the arms race, policy was anticipatory,
based on projections of likely Soviet capabilities within various time periods. An
important NSC study undertaken in 1957 – the Gaither report – shows this anticipatory
dynamic clearly at work.

To the Gaither panel the prospects were alarming. The Soviet economy was
apparently growing faster than that of the United States, investment being concentrated
on heavy industry and arms production, holding out the prospect that within a decade
Soviet military expenditure would be double that of the United States. Building on this
foundation, the Soviets had made ‘spectacular progress’ in military strength. They had
produced enough fissionable material for ‘at least 1500 nuclear weapons’, created
from scratch a long-range air force, while also developing a large short-range air force,
developed a range of short and medium range ballistic missiles, submarine-based cruise
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missiles, a sophisticated air defence and early warning system, and, to cap it all, ‘probably
surpassed us in ICBM development’ (FRUS, 1955–57: 640–1).

In order to meet these threats the committee proposed sweeping measures to speed
up ICBM production and provide them with hardened attack-proof bases, accelerate
production of all categories of missiles, improve the Strategic Air Command’s (SAC)
alert status, explore the possibilities of limited nuclear war, develop an anti-ballistic
missile (ABM) system, and, not least (since the committee’s original brief was to
investigate civil defence against nuclear attack), embark upon a massive programme
of building fallout shelters (FRUS, 1955–57: 642–4). The committee had begun work in
April 1957; by early November, when it was submitted to the NSC, the launch of Sputnik
was already public knowledge, as if to confirm the committee’s most pessimistic
predictions.

Much has been made of Eisenhower’s less than enthusiastic response to these
alarmist predictions. Eisenhower himself concluded in his memoirs that the committee’s
estimates of Soviet power had been excessive and that the report could not be accepted
as a ‘master blueprint for action’. ‘In the final result’, he wrote, ‘the Gaither report was
useful; it acted as a gadfly on any in the administration given to complacency; and it
listed a number of facts, conclusions, and opinions that provided a checklist for
searching examination’ (Eisenhower 1966: 221, 223). Eisenhower’s biographer, Stephen
Ambrose, is more categorical. Eisenhower, writes Ambrose, ‘rejected the Gaither report.
He refused to bend to pressure, refused to initiate a fallout shelter program, refused to
expand conventional and nuclear forces, refused to panic. It was one of his finest
hours’ (Ambrose: 1984: 435). The facts do not bear out this judgement in its entirety.
The more extreme recommendations of the committee – such as the crash fallout
shelter proposal – were shelved, but most of the others were implemented, if in a
modified form. Paul Nitze, one of the chief authors of the Gaither report, notes in his
memoirs that ‘the high priority recommendations of the report were carried out . . . In
the course of the next few years we perfected our early warning capabilities and put
a substantial part of our SAC bomber force on fifteen-minute alert status, deployed our
first Atlas ICBM squadron, successfully flight-tested the Titan ICBM, accelerated the
Minuteman development program, and placed two Polaris submarines at sea’ (Nitze
1989: 169).

Perhaps the chief consequence of the Gaither report and the events surrounding it
was to establish firmly in the minds of policy-makers and the public the significance of
technological and scientific innovation as the driving force behind the arms race and
the corresponding necessity to seek and maintain superiority. The Gaither committee
believed that up to 1960 the United States might still be ahead. But projecting its estimates
forward to 1970 and beyond, the committee saw, not a stalemate but ‘a continuing race
between the offense and the defense. Neither side can afford to lag or to fail to match
the other’s efforts. There will be no end to the technical moves and counter-moves.’
What the Gaither report did not address in any detail, however, were the conditions
under which fruitful negotiations on arms control might take place. True, it was suggested
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that the period up to 1960 offered an opportunity for the United States to negotiate
from strength, but no assessment was offered of whether the Soviets might find it in
their interest to negotiate under such conditions. Also, it was felt that the prospects for a
spiralling technological arms race suggested ‘the great importance of a continuing attempt
to arrive at a dependable agreement on the limitation of armaments’, but in the face of
the overwhelming military and technological imperatives emphasized in the report this
statement seems almost incidental, a ritual nod in the direction of a perhaps desirable
but presumably unrealistic goal (FRUS 1955–57: 651, 652, 653).

In actuality, some, even within the committee, came to doubt whether technology
alone could guarantee security and advocated instead political solutions in the form
of arms control. One such was Jerome Wiesner, later scientific adviser to President
Kennedy (Nitze 1989: 168–9). Wiesner’s reaction represented one possible response
to the prospect of a balance of terror, and while Lawrence Freedman may be right
that arms control only became an entrenched feature of the superpower relationship
in the 1970s, it began to make its mark on policy in the late 1950s, most notably in
the test-ban negotiations, treated later in this chapter (Freedman 1981: 200). The
other possible response to the balance of terror was ‘formal strategy’, a term which
covers a spectrum of considerations from targeting policy to theoretical models of
nuclear conflict.

Towards balance deterrence

The distinguishing feature of strategic thinking between roughly 1957 and 1967 was
the transition from positive deterrence, associated with massive retaliation, to balanced
deterrence, associated with ‘flexible response’. This new approach, which was not finalized
by NATO until 1967, also envisaged a more prominent role for conventional forces.

At the time Kennedy entered the presidency official doctrine was still premised
upon massive nuclear retaliation against both Soviet military targets and Soviet and
Chinese cities. The key factor making for change in doctrine was the enhancement, or
rather projected enhancement, of Soviet capabilities. In 1961 the United States
possessed a six to one lead over the Soviet Union in nuclear warheads (3,267 to 500)
and the missile gap was very much in the United States’ favour (Sagan 1989: 27). The
issue of balance thus arose not from equality of forces but from the recognition that
each side had the potential to survive a first strike and deliver a retaliatory blow.

Once this possibility was accepted, it became a question of what kind of conditions
might produce war, what kind of war might be fought, and what kind of ‘rules’ might
govern the behaviour of each side. ‘Thinking about the unthinkable’, in Herman Kahn’s
words, thus became as important as deterrence. Indeed deterrence could only work if
each side were convinced that the other was prepared to act on the threat implied in
the deterrent stand. Since the threat of massive retaliation implied an all-out attack on
cities, it might lack credibility in situations short of extreme provocation such as the
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Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor (Kaufmann [1956] 1989: 174). Strategists thus turned
their attention in the late 1950s to the idea of limited nuclear war, involving (in the
early stages at least) tactical (or battlefield) rather than strategic nuclear weapons and
focusing on attacking the enemy’s nuclear and other forces rather than cities. Once
this possibility was entertained, it was logical (and a presumed rational logic was an
essential component of formal strategy) to think of war-fighting as involving a politico-
military process in which successive stages of escalation would ‘signal’ the United
States’ determination to match the enemy’s moves at each point in the escalation
ladder. Deterrence, that is to say, could continue to operate within war itself. As Henry
Kissinger put it in an influential book published in 1957, ‘the prerequisite for a policy
of limited war is to reintroduce the political element into our concept of warfare and
to discard the notion that policy ends when war begins or that war can have goals
distinct from those of national policy’ (Freedman 1981: 102).

Much depended in these scenarios on assumptions about how the other side would
perceive the moves in the superpower stand-off. Game theory was offered by some
civilian analysts as a model for superpower conflict. The prisoner’s dilemma was felt
to be particularly appropriate to the US–Soviet relationship. In this game a prosecutor,
having placed two prisoners suspected of a serious crime in separate cells, presents
them with the alternatives of confession or remaining silent. In Freedman’s succinct
summary the sequel is as follows:
 

If both remain silent he will prosecute them on a minor charge and they
will receive light sentences (1 year). If both confess they will be prosecuted
but with a recommendation for a sentence below the maximum (5 years).
If one confesses and the other does not then the confessor will get a lenient
sentence (3 months) while the other will be prosecuted for the maximum
sentence (10 years). The two players are left alone in separate cells to think
things over . . . The answer is that they both confess. A unable to conspire
with B knows that if he remains silent he risks 10 years’ imprisonment; if
he confesses he risks only 5 years. Furthermore, if B decides to go for the
solution that would be of greatest mutual benefit and so remains silent, by
confessing A can improve his own position, though in a sense double-
crossing B. Game theory predicts that B will follow the same reasoning.
This is known as the minimax strategy, in that it guarantees the best of the
worst possible outcomes.

(Freedman 1981: 185–6)
 

The rules of the game, of course, are loaded against the possibility of cooperation.
Extrapolating from this to the real world of US–Soviet relations, we could say that the
game mirrored the actual divergence in superpower interests and also the veil of
ideology and mistrust which was cast over their intentions. For practical purposes
they were in separate cells and it was this which prevented them from adopting the

Crockatt, Richard. The Fifty Years War : The United States and the Soviet Union in World Politics, 1941-1991, Routledge,
         1994. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=168838.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:01:37.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 1
99

4.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



THE NUCLEAR ARMS RACE

147

most obvious mutually beneficial solution of cooperating to achieve a reduction in
armaments and tension.

In another sense, however, the game was quite unlike the nuclear arms race. In the
real world there was no third party capable of imposing or withholding punishment,
no set of rules imposed from outside. Indeed the ‘lesson’ of the game might be that it
was within each side’s power to arrive at the best possible solution – an agreed strategy
to limit arms. Why didn’t they at this point in the arms race? The answer surely is that
they were prisoners, not of some rule-setting third party but of their own doubts
about each other’s motives. Each side imputed to the other motives which it did not
apply to itself. More specifically, each believed that it was capable of self-restraint, or
self-deterrence, and that the other was not. In this sense, the assumption adopted by
game theorists regarding the rational character of both party’s approaches to the
dilemma of the arms race was not easily convertible into political reality. In the real
world, given the absence of hard evidence about Soviet intentions and real doubts
about whether they could be trusted, it was safer to judge Soviet actions by their
capabilities, potential as well as actual.

Robert McNamara, Kennedy’s Secretary of Defense, accepted some of the
conclusions of the civilian strategists, in particular the critique of the inflexible
doctrine of massive retaliation and the idea of intrawar deterrence. He also accepted,
at least initially, the ‘no cities’ approach on the grounds that it might serve to ‘preserve
the fabric as well as the integrity of allies’ society’ while destroying the enemy’s
military forces (McNamara [1962] 1989: 206). However, as Gregory Treverton has
pointed out, ‘MacNamara himself began to back away from the approach almost as
soon as he had adopted it’ (Treverton 1989: 193). There were two main reasons for
this. In the first place, the provocative no cities (or ‘counterforce’) idea put the
nuclear relationship with the Soviet Union on a hair-trigger basis, since it seemed to
imply the adoption of a first strike strategy. (In a crisis each side would be tempted
to strike first in order to ensure the survivability of its nuclear forces.) Secondly,
‘there was little evidence that the Soviet Union was prepared to play the ‘no cities’
game (Treverton 1989: 195). In these circumstances, and given the absence of reliable
forms of defence against ballistic missiles, McNamara moved towards the doctrine
of ‘assured destruction’ and eventually ‘mutual assured destruction’ (or MAD), under
which deterrence would work ‘through the punitive threat of irresistible hurt to
the enemy’s social and economic structure, rather than through the prospect of
victory in combat’ (Freedman 1981: 192–3).

It is easy to exaggerate the significance of changes in strategic terminology. Assured
destruction did not mean the abandonment of counterforce targeting but rather a
change of emphasis (Sagan 1989: 11–13). The key point to be grasped here is the
acknowledgement by the Kennedy and later the Johnson administrations of the
necessity to cater for a range of possible threats. At one extreme lay limited war which
admitted the possibility of graduated deterrence even within war itself; at the other
extreme lay all-out nuclear war which would involve massive destruction on both
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sides – the threat of ultimate mutual destruction presumably serving as a deterrent
against use of the ultimate weapon. By a curious logic, vulnerability, the nightmare
prospect envisaged by the Eisenhower administration, had come to be seen as the
guarantor of national security, however fragile it might be. Not that this checked the
demand for ever more sophisticated and powerful means of offence and defence. If
anything, acknowledgement of vulnerability only intensified the search for means of
overcoming it, not least because it could not safely be assumed that deterrence did
not work. Building a nuclear arsenal was not unlike taking out health insurance to
cover all contingencies from a mild case of measles to a disabling car accident. Even if
it were not the case that larger and larger arsenals increased security – just as taking
out health insurance does not create health – the sense of security could be enhanced
by this means.

In theory, an enhanced conventional defence could increase NATO’s options in the
event of a Soviet conventional attack. In fact, such an approach had been advocated at
a NATO conference in Lisbon in 1952, but the ‘Lisbon force goals’ had been abandoned.
None of the NATO countries was prepared to incur the costs which the projected
quadrupling of NATO’s conventional force strength would have involved. Subsequent
reliance on tactical nuclear weapons in Europe and the United States’ strategic nuclear
weapons, however, meant that in the event of a sub-nuclear Soviet attack NATO would
have no option but a nuclear response. So long as the Soviet Union was incapable of
reaching the United States with missiles, arguably the threat of an American nuclear
response remained credible. The argument for flexible response grew during the early
1960s in part out of growing doubts whether, given the Soviet Union’s capacity to
strike the United States directly, the United States would be prepared to go nuclear
first and hence risk its own destruction in order to save Europe from a conventional
attack (Cromwell 1992: 18–19).

The problem was one of ‘extended deterrence’, and its roots lay in geography –
the Soviet Union’s proximity to the likely theatre of war and the United States’
distance from it. If anything, however, flexible response deepened the Western security
dilemma. Unless NATO were willing to spend far more on conventional armaments
than they currently were spending, the West could never afford to abandon the option
of first use of nuclear weapons in the event of a conventional attack, and indeed
NATO never did abandon this option. We shall encounter further instances of this
dilemma in later chapters. For the moment we must note that France’s solution to
this problem was to signal its independence from the American design for Europe
by withdrawing from NATO’s integrated military structure. Though the process was
not completed until 1966, as early as 1959 De Gaulle had decided to withdraw the
French Mediterranean fleet from NATO command, to ban American nuclear warheads
from French soil, and to deny to the Americans French rocket-testing sites (Werth
1965: 311).
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SOVIET NUCLEAR STRATEGY

Like many aspects of Soviet policy in the immediate post-war years, military strategy
was hamstrung by Stalinism. Soviet strategy reflected Stalin’s own interpretation of
the catastrophic German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 and the subsequent
triumphant struggle to repel the German armies. On the face of it the threat of
surprise attack should have featured large in post-war Soviet strategy, but this would
have involved an admission by Stalin that he had erred in 1941 in not heeding the
many warnings he had received about German mobilization. Rather than admit this,
Stalin held that the Soviet retreat in the face of the German attack had been a
premeditated strategy designed to draw the Germans into a trap. The Soviet Union’s
checking of the German advance and subsequent defeat of the German armies proved
that surprise was a ‘fortuitous’ and ‘transitory’ factor in deciding the outcome. Of
far more importance were certain ‘permanently operating factors’ such as ‘stability
of the home front, morale of the army, quantity and quality of divisions, equipment
of the army, the organizing ability of the commanding personnel of the army’
(Holloway 1984: 36). Ideology was as important as military strength and skill in
producing the Soviet victory. ‘Our victory means’, Stalin declared in a speech given
in 1946, ‘that our Soviet social order has triumphed, that the Soviet social order has
successfully passed the ordeal in the fire of war and has proved its unquestioned
vitality’ (Daniels 1985, Vol. 1: 295).

Well before Stalin’s death these ideas were already dated. By 1953 the Soviet Union
had already developed its own atomic weapons, was on the verge of achieving the
thermo-nuclear breakthrough, and was engaged on research on long-range rockets.
As yet the Soviet Union was probably incapable of delivering an atomic strike, but
the significance of surprise must already have been evident to Soviet military planners.
The result, at any rate, during the latter years of Stalin’s rule, was a growing gap
between a military doctrine which was ‘conventional’ in character and heavily
overlaid with ideological doctrine regarding the superiority of the Soviet system,
and the facts of the nuclear arms race. As David Holloway has put it, ‘weapons
development and military doctrine existed in separate worlds; the former was pushed
at a rapid pace, the latter was stifled’ (Holloway 1984: 28).

Stalin’s death unfroze the orthodoxies associated with his name in the military as
in other fields. Two factors helped to speed a change in military doctrine: firstly
Khrushchev’s damning criticism of Stalin’s leadership during the German invasion of
1941 allowed for a general reassessment of inherited military doctrine, and secondly,
the advent of missiles confirmed that surprise could be decisive in nuclear war. The
two other chief elements in Stalinist military thought – the permanently operating
factors and the inevitability of war between capitalism and communism – similarly
underwent review and were rejected (Freedman 1981: 145–54). Regarding the first,
military planners pressed for a strategy which challenged the doubtful assumption
that socialist countries would triumph in war simply because they were socialist. As
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regards the inevitability of war, Khrushchev explicitly repudiated the idea at the
Twentieth Party Congress, albeit still acknowledging the possibility that the imperialists
might provoke war (Daniels 1985, Vol.2: 226).

Ideology continued to play a central role in Soviet doctrine but it was now embedded
in a notion of deterrence which contained two cardinal principles: the necessity to
prevent war and to be prepared to fight a nuclear war (and prevail), should it occur.
Arguably, in the development of the Soviet nuclear strategy, one factor was paramount
– the fact that until the late 1960s the Soviet Union lagged behind the United States in
all fields of nuclear weapons. Despite the apparent lead represented by the launch of
Sputnik, this was not converted into military advantage, since the rocket used for the
launch – the SS-6 – was ‘too primitive, hence unreliable for military purposes’. During
the period of American anxiety about the missile gap (1957–61) American estimates
of projected Soviet ICBM deployment were 500 at the end of 1960 and 1,000 by the
end of 1961, while the Americans had only 30 in 1960 and 70 in 1961 (Newhouse
1989: 122).

In actuality, as photographic intelligence showed, the Soviet Union possessed fewer
than 50 ICBMs in 1961, only four of which, according to a later report, were actually
deployed (Holloway 1984: 85). Khrushchev’s boasts about Soviet ICBM capability during
the late 1950s, in short, were pure bluff. ‘The Soviet Union’, writes Holloway, ‘could
not take the deterrent power of its own forces as much for granted as the United
States – hence the attempt to hide Soviet vulnerability’ (Holloway 1984: 56). Among
the Kennedy administration’s most provocative acts, as far as the Soviet leadership
was concerned, was its revelation that the missile gap had been a myth, exposing the
Soviet Union to public embarrassment and Khrushchev to the fury of his generals.
One of Eisenhower’s reasons for not exposing the truth had been to forestall the
outcome which did actually eventuate: a marked stepping-up of Soviet ICBM
development (Beschloss 1991: 66, 328–9, 350–1).

The implications of Soviet nuclear inferiority for its overall military strategy were
doubtless complex, though one priority was abundantly clear: the need to catch up
with the Americans. Another was the capacity to ‘wage and win’ a nuclear war, a policy
announced by Khrushchev in 1960 (Holloway 1984: 39–40). Since that time American
policy-makers have pointed to the war-fighting aspect of Soviet military doctrine as a
threatening and offensive principle, to be met only with an enhancement of America’s
own deterrent power. The Soviet Union’s civil defence plans, which envisaged large-
scale evacuation of cities, seemed further proof of Soviet willingness to contemplate
waging and winning a nuclear war.

As many commentators have pointed out, however, prevention of war, a political
rather than a military principle, was as important in Soviet doctrine as preparing to
wage it and grew logically from the view that war between capitalism and communism
was no longer considered to be ‘fatalistically inevitable’. It also arose, one can assume,
from memories of the human and economic costs borne by the Soviet Union in the
Second World War, costs which the United States did not bear in the same measure. At
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any rate, while prudence dictated that the Soviet Union be prepared for war, it also
dictated that positive promotion of the forces of peace, combined with the requisite
capacity to deter imperialist aggression, would serve to prevent the outbreak of war.
In short, the Soviets regarded their essential posture as defensive. The result, however,
was a bifurcation in Soviet thinking about nuclear strategy productive of much
confusion and misunderstanding in the West. As Raymond Garthoff has described it:
 

Soviet military doctrine at the political level has always been held to be
defensive, but until recently (1987) at the ‘military-technical level’ governing
strategy, operations, and tactics it has been unabashedly offensive (as
incidentally the comparable doctrine of most great powers has been). There
is no necessary contradiction between a defensive policy (or in Soviet terms,
the political level of military doctrine) and an offensive strategy for waging
war should it come.

(Garthoff 1990: 40; and see Holloway 1984: 32–3)
 
‘No necessary contradiction’, one might add, as far as the Soviets were concerned, but
from the point of view of American planners potentially a deep contradiction. We are
confronted with the problem of mutual perception of each other’s deterrent postures,
a problem complicated by the fact that the Russian language possesses two words
used to translate the English ‘deterrence’. The word sderzhivaniye, which is generally
used to describe Soviet policy, means ‘constraint’, ‘holding in check’, ‘containment’,
‘deterrence’, and carries an essentially defensive overtone. Utrasheniye, the term
generally employed to describe the American concept of deterrence, on the other
hand, implies intimidation, coercion, compellence. The distinction is, of course, as
Garthoff points out, self-serving, but, he suggests, ‘it also does reflect and embody a
different real Soviet perception’ (Garthoff 1990: 24–5).

One can legitimately ask, however, whether misperception, real as it undoubtedly
was, is a sufficient explanation for the gap between American and Soviet deterrence
doctrines. Both sides surely regarded their own basic doctrines as defensive, but given
the fine line in nuclear deterrence between defence and offence, both also engaged in
planning for the possibility that deterrence would break down. This is not to say that
Soviet and American strategies were mirror images of each other. On the contrary, the
gap in perception reflected real differences in defence requirements and capabilities.
Garthoff notes that ‘paradoxically, the only period in which the Soviets claimed
superiority and brandished their nuclear weaponry for political pressure was at the
time of greatest relative weakness, in the late 1950s and early 1960s’ (Garthoff 1990:
19). Is this a paradox, or is it not rather the posture one could expect from a power
finding itself at a vital disadvantage in a life or death contest? Moreover, was not this
period between the launch of Sputnik and the Cuban missile crisis precisely the time
during which the fundamental dynamics of the nuclear arms race, particularly in
missiles, were established?
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The case is not of an either/or interpretation of Soviet nuclear strategy – either
offensive or defensive deterrence; nor is it useful to say that despite appearances Soviet
strategy was ‘in reality’ defensive. One is confronted rather with an unstable mixture
of offensive and defensive deterrence and more broadly of adventurism and caution.
Adventurism, as in Khrushchev’s ICBM bluffing and missile deployment in Cuba,
represented maximum goals arising from the perceived necessity to take risks to
counterbalance the American advantage. Soviet caution, however, was manifested in
the tendency to back away from the brink of a crisis – as in Berlin and Cuba – and to
insist, as Khrushchev did on many occasions, that prevention of war was the governing
principle of Soviet defence policy.

Geopolitics played a role in Soviet strategy, as it did in American. The Soviet Union
reaped some advantage from the West’s dilemma of extended deterrence, in that the
Soviet combination of superior conventional forces and capacity to strike at American
bases in Europe enabled it to hold Western Europe ‘hostage’ to American good
behaviour (Freedman 1981: 266). However, if this gave the Soviet Union some leverage,
its own vulnerability to attack inclined it to dismiss over-subtle distinctions between
general and limited war and conventional and nuclear war. For political purposes the
Soviet Union might be able to exploit the ambiguities in Western defence policies, but
militarily it could only rely on aggregate military strength, conventional and nuclear,
to deter a Western attack. The Soviets were never so inclined as the Americans to
envisage a neatly staged process of escalation (with its attendant concepts of intrawar
deterrence and bargaining) as a likely scenario for war between NATO and the Warsaw
Pact, not least because the primary and direct threat was always to its own territory.
For the same reason the Soviets have refused to believe that limited war was possible
between the major powers. As Khrushchev put it in his memoirs, ‘to those people
who claim that the development of nuclear weapons precludes war, I say that the
development of nuclear weapons precludes limited war – that is, it precludes war
fought with conventional weapons’ (Khrushchev 1974: 528).

The implication of the above discussion is that the chief differences between the
American and Soviet strategic doctrines arose not primarily from the gap in perception,
real as it was, but from the practical and structural conditions which these doctrines
were designed to meet. No amount of clarification of each other’s positions could
remove the fundamental divergence of interests arising from their different security
requirements. It was this, surely, which made negotiation on arms control and crisis
management so difficult.

DISARMAMENT OR ARMS CONTROL?

International control of atomic energy had been tried in 1946 and had failed, as we
saw in Chapter 3. Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb in 1949 caused the United
States to go ahead with a crash programme to produce the ‘super’ or thermo-nuclear
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bomb, to which the Soviets responded in kind. The result was a round of efforts by
both sides to resurrect proposals to check the arms race and even to end it altogether.
It was characteristic of the fluid state of the nuclear stand-off in the 1950s that the
rush to achieve maximum security through the production of arms and refinement of
strategic doctrines should have been accompanied by what look in retrospect to have
been excessively optimistic proposals for disarmament and grand gestures of
conciliation. This combination of impulses is testimony less to the belligerence or
naivety of the superpower leaders than to the virtual absence of a negotiating culture.
The rules of the game had not yet been established.

By the end of the period certain rules had taken root, even if their most obvious
fruit – the Limited Test Ban Treaty of 1963 – exerted only a marginal effect on the arms
race itself. As it happened, the most important ‘rules’ may well have been tacit rather
than explicit understandings that each side would refrain from actions likely to take
them to the brink of war. This was probably the main fruit of the Cuban missile crisis.
Equally important was each side’s growing awareness that satellite reconaissance might
play a stabilizing rather than a destabilizing role by providing an unofficial means of
establishing each other’s military capabilities and later on of verifying compliance
with arms control treaties. This too can be attributed to the change in atmosphere
after the missile crisis (Gaddis 1987: 203–6). These understandings, however, were
hard won. In the ten years preceding the Test Ban Treaty peace offensives alternated
with naked threats.

Eisenhower came into office determined to seek some means of moderating the
arms race. Drawing on ideas of J. Robert Oppenheimer, former head of the Manhattan
Project and Chairman of the Atomic Energy Committee’s General Advisory Council,
Eisenhower planned a major speech at the UN. It drew on Oppenheimer’s anxiety at
the ‘terrible immediate peril’ of the arms race and his conviction that ‘candor’ with
the American public was vital if the full dimensions of the arms race were to be
understood and public support for measures to end it be forthcoming (Oppenheimer
1953: 529, 530–2). Eisenhower set his advisers to work on ‘Operation Candor’, the
outcome of which was the ‘Atoms for Peace’ address to the UN on 8 December 1953.

In the first part of the speech Eisenhower cited the facts of life of the nuclear arms
race, at least to the extent of noting that the destructive power of America’s nuclear
arsenal exceeded by many times the total of all the bombs dropped during the Second
World War. He resisted the suggestion of Oppenheimer and other advisers that he
reveal the actual figures for America’s stockpile. Noting then that the Soviet Union
sought a comparable nuclear capability, he proceeded to outline a means of diverting
the military uses of nuclear power to civilian uses. Both powers would contribute
fissionable materials to an International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) – small amounts
in the initial phase. A staff of scientists from many nations would devise ways of
employing the material in production of electricity, in medicine, agriculture, and a
host of other fields. It was an ingenious scheme for beating nuclear swords into
ploughshares and, as Eisenhower observed, it avoided the ‘irritations and mutual
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suspicions incident to any attempt to set up a completely acceptable system of
worldwide inspection and control’. Lest the Soviet Union be worried that, given
America’s lead, the Soviet Union would be at a disadvantage, Eisenhower proposed
that the United States contribute five units of fissionable material for every one
contributed by the Soviet Union (Ambrose 1984: 147–9).

Like the ‘Open Skies’ proposal discussed in the last chapter, this one met with an
overwhelmingly enthusiastic response from his audience but was rebuffed by the Soviet
Union. The IAEA was established but not until 1957 by which time the arms race had
moved on. Stephen Ambrose may be justified in saying that ‘the Communists allowed
their suspicions to overcome their judgement’ (Ambrose 1984: 149), but the times
were hardly propitious for the kind of mutual understanding which would have been
necessary for such a far-reaching proposal to succeed. Though the Soviet leadership
had been advised that Eisenhower was about to make an important announcement
about disarmament at the UN, the plan itself was as much a surprise to them as it was
to the American public. Even if one acknowledges that Eisenhower conceived of the
plan as a modest beginning on a long road towards cooperation, less important for its
details than as a statement of intent, as the President himself later observed, ‘in the
circumstances of the time the proposals were revolutionary’ (Eisenhower 1963: 254).
Furthermore, there was scant follow-up from Eisenhower himself, who seemed satisfied
that with the address delivered he could rely on his officials to take it further. Finally,
and perhaps most importantly from the Soviet point of view, the proposal contained
no provisions for checking the production of nuclear arms or limiting their use (Bundy
1988: 293–5).

Some perspective can be gained on this and other disarmament proposals by
reference to the record of overt or implied nuclear threats issued by both sides between
1953 and 1963. These were often veiled in such phrases as ‘we shall use all necessary
means’ or ‘we can deliver a smashing rebuff’ but the implication was clear – the other
side should recognize that in extremis no weapon could be considered unusable. On
at least four occasions the Eisenhower administration employed nuclear ‘compellence’,
each, significantly, with reference to local conflicts which did not involve the Soviet
Union directly. In none of them is it absolutely clear that the nuclear threat rather than
some other influence was the deciding factor in producing the desired outcome, but
the administration appeared to believe that it was. All four instances related to the Far
East: the ending of the Korean War in 1953, the Geneva Accords on Vietnam in 1954,
and the two crises over the Chinese offshore islands of Quemoy and Matsu in 1954–5
and 1958, in which Communist China sought to retake the Nationalist-held islands. In
all these cases Communist China (a non-nuclear power at this stage) was the chief
target, though in at least one instance – during the second crisis over Quemoy and
Matsu in 1958 – Khrushchev replied to the United States with a threat of his own.

A far more serious Soviet effort at nuclear pressure came in the summer of 1961
over Berlin. At the height of the tension Khrushchev announced that ‘we shall sign the
peace treaty [with East Germany] and order our armed forces to administer a worthy
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rebuff to any aggressor if he dares to raise a hand against the Soviet Union or against
our friends’. Such an encounter, he noted, could easily lead to nuclear war (Bundy
1988: 365). The Americans, too, brandished their nuclear power. In response to a question
about whether the United States was considering use of nuclear weapons in connection
with the Berlin crisis MacNamara replied: ‘yes . . . we will use nuclear weapons whenever
we feel it necessary to protect our vital interests. Our stockpile is several times that of
the Soviet Union’ (Newhouse 1989: 157).

On balance it would seem that nuclear threats were used as a reinforcement of
other means of exerting pressure. For the United States an important constraint was
the knowledge that her allies would oppose actual use of nuclear weapons short of a
catastrophic breakdown in East–West relations. More generally, each side accompanied
nuclear threats with assurances that it would not be the one to trigger nuclear war.
The art of nuclear diplomacy, in so far as one can interpret it as a deliberate strategy,
meant allowing room for the other side to retreat from an exposed position without
losing all credibility in the eyes of the world.

It is against this background of threat and counter-threat that the test-ban negotiations
must be viewed. They took five years of complex and often acrimonious meetings
(1957–63), but the event which precipitated concern about the effects of fall-out goes
back to 1954. Some days after the United States’ BRAVO test of a hydrogen bomb on
Bikini atoll it was reported that the crew of a Japanese fishing boat were suffering
from the classic symptoms of radiation sickness. Six months later one of them died.
Worldwide publicity about the incident touched off heated debate about disarmament
in general and nuclear testing in particular. Efforts by the American administration to
calm public fears only increased them when the Chairman of the US Atomic Energy
Commission, Lewis Strauss, revealed in reply to a question at a press conference that
one H-bomb could wipe out the metropolitan area of New York (Divine 1978: 6–9, 13).
This was not quite what J. Robert Oppenheimer had meant by the need for ‘candor’
about nuclear weapons, since the admission was sprung on a largely unprepared public.
In any event, it ensured that the issue of nuclear weapons and fall-out would never be
far from the headlines over the next few years. Ban the bomb movements had their
start in these events and gathered momentum during the 1950s and early 1960s,
paralleling the test-ban negotiations themselves. Significantly, they lost impetus once
the Test Ban Treaty was signed.

The full story of the negotiations is too detailed to be told here. Three considerations
will help to place them in perspective. The first is that initial discussions of a test ban
were linked to general nuclear disarmament. Indeed the American position until April
1958 was that a commitment to nuclear disarmament must precede agreement on a
test ban, a policy which reflected the military’s reluctance to stop testing and in which
they were supported by Lewis Strauss. The Soviet Union, by contrast, tended to see a
test ban as an end in itself. Several influences conspired to reverse the American position
in 1958 – increased public anxiety about fall-out, following a series of H-bomb tests by
both the United States and the Soviet Union during 1957, the suspension by the Soviet
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Union of its atmospheric tests in March 1958, exposing the United States to the charge
that it was less cognizant of the nuclear danger than the Soviet Union, and a change in
personnel of Eisenhower’s scientific advisers. The creation of a new body, the President’s
Scientific Advisory Committee, headed by James Killian and staffed by scientists who
were persuaded of the value of arms control, released Eisenhower from dependence
on Lewis Strauss and devotees of the H-bomb such as Edward Teller (Divine 1978:
211–12). The result was a shift towards separating test-ban negotiations from general
nuclear disarmament. This would make agreement on a test ban more likely but, of
course, at the cost of leaving weapons production effectively unchecked.

The second important consideration regarding the test-ban negotiations grows
directly out of this last point. At a time when the arms race was in a highly dynamic
phase no country – and this includes the British and French who were engaged on
their own H-bomb tests – would readily contemplate the end of testing if that would
leave them at a disadvantage. A competition among the parties to the negotiations
ensued, involving the tactical suspension of tests designed to take the political and
moral high ground but at a minimal cost to their own weapons development. ‘As one
side completed a series,’ writes John Newhouse, ‘its willingness to stop would rise,
while its adversary would turn away from the idea until it too had conducted its next
scheduled round of tests’ (Newhouse 1989: 139–40).

The technology of detection also played a role in this political dynamic. Once it
became evident that underground tests up to a certain level could remain undetected
in the absence of intrusive means of inspection, efforts to produce a comprehensive
ban on tests fell foul of Soviet resistance to American inspection proposals. By the
spring of 1960, when it appeared that both sides were willing to move towards an
agreement which would ban all atmospheric tests and all but the smallest underground
tests, the U-2 spy plane incident intervened to destroy such trust as had been built up
(Divine 1978: 31–41). It took the Cuban missile crisis to concentrate the minds of
Soviet and American leaders sufficiently to produce the final Treaty in 1963. It was
limited, however, to atmospheric tests, indicating the continuing force both of
technological competition and the limits of mutual trust.

The missile crisis points to the third important consideration in the test-ban issue.
The link between the two reveals the extent to which the test-ban negotiations were
a barometer of the wider relations between the superpowers and between them and
their allies. In one sense the Test Ban Treaty represents a modest triumph of the spirit
of compromise, providing, as one commentator has put it, ‘an important learning
experience and the confidence to make progress in other areas’. The Treaty ‘generated
the necessary impetus for the series of arms-control agreements that followed in the
late 1960s and early 1970s’ (White 1987: 104). When the final result is compared with
the earlier aspirations for nuclear disarmament, however, the Treaty looks far less
impressive. Agreement was possible only because of a progressive narrowing of the
focus, and then in large part because the missile crisis had provoked recognition in
Washington and Moscow that the nuclear danger demanded something more than
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the ritual parading of their differences. Yes, the Treaty institutionalized détente within
specified bounds but it also served to legitimate the wider framework within which it
was set – the arms race itself.

Indeed for this reason arms control was acceptable to many who opposed
disarmament. It was and is one of the signal features of arms control agreements that
they tend to undermine the rationale for disarmament, relegating it to the level of
fantasy. It is even arguable that arms control agreements promote the arms race, in
that in specifying what is impermissible all else is deemed to be permissible. Doubtless
this is to go too far, since it takes no account of the informal behavioural constraints
generated by the commitments entailed in any arms agreement. Certainly while the
weapons were piled up ever higher on both sides after 1963 there were few if any
instances in the coming years of the kind of nuclear machismo so characteristic of
the 1950s and early 1960s.

Finally, in connection with the test-ban talks as a barometer of superpower relations,
the Test Ban Treaty pointed up the growing dominance of the US–Soviet bilateral
relationship in arms talks. The test-ban talks had begun under the aegis of the UN and
took place primarily in Geneva. In these Britain played a significant mediating role
once the Macmillan government had swallowed its doubts about the likely effect of a
test ban on Britain’s independent nuclear deterrent. Ironically, Macmillan’s most
important contribution to breaking the deadlock in negotiations – his suggestion in
March 1963 that the United States and the Soviet Union negotiate directly in Moscow
rather than Geneva – may have served to heighten the bilateral superpower profile of
the talks. Thereafter, with the exception of the Nuclear Proliferation Treaty of 1968,
which by its nature was a multinational treaty, nuclear arms talks have taken place on
a bilateral basis (Sanders 1990: 192–3).

Moreover, the period of the test-ban negotiations marked important shifts within
the blocs. The conclusion of the Treaty confirmed and deepened the Sino–Soviet split,
Soviet unwillingness to give China nuclear weapons having been a major bone of
contention since the late 1950s (Crankshaw 1966: 116). Firmly embarked now on its
own nuclear programme, the Chinese could only view the Treaty as a superpower
conspiracy to prevent other powers from acquiring their own nuclear deterrents. The
Chinese had affirmed in 1960 that they would not be bound by ‘an international
agreement concerning disarmament’ (Newhouse 1989: 195). By 1966 China had made
its first test.

France viewed the Treaty in a similar light. Signing the Treaty would have seriously
impaired France’s nuclear programme. Besides, the legacy of the Suez crisis of
1956 still rankled. It was this which had led France to develop its own nuclear
deterrent in the first place and to begin its process of detachment from the United
States. Furthermore, De Gaulle was furious at the so-called ‘Nassau agreement’ of
1962 under which the United States had agreed to sell the Polaris submarine missile
system to Britain. France too had been offered Polaris but on less favourable terms,
confirming De Gaulle’s view that Britain had become an American ‘satellite’. De
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Gaulle’s ‘cult of independence’ saw fruit in a sequence of decisions – from its
refusal to sign the Test Ban Treaty, its blocking of British entry into the Common
Market, its recognition of Red China, and withdrawal from NATO’s military structure
(Werth 1965: 327, Ch. 10).

Britain meanwhile had recemented its relations with the United States after Suez
with surprising speed, the work largely of Macmillan. Though not as subservient to
United States interests as De Gaulle claimed, Britain continued to place great reliance
on the Atlantic connection even after the election of a Labour government in 1964
and Britain’s studied detachment from America’s Vietnam policy had led to a cooling
of the ‘special relationship’. The Test Ban Treaty, however, marked an important divide.
It is hard to think of any instance after 1963 in which a British statesman played the
role in US–Soviet relations which Eden did at Geneva in 1954 or Macmillan did in the
test-ban talks. Curiously, as the world became more multipolar and the blocs less rigid,
the bilateral superpower relationship became more salient and exclusive, at least as
regards the nuclear issue.

THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS

The Cuban missile crisis embodied all the dynamics which had characterized the
development of the arms race in the previous decade: its competitive nature, the
uncertainties inherent in the nuclear stand-off, the fear that conflict ‘on the
periphery’ might trigger war at the centre, and not least the significance of
individual leadership and of domestic factors influencing decision-making. But the
missile crisis also crystallized these tensions in a peculiarly stark fashion, making
it an event to which analysts have returned again and again in seeking clues to the
nuclear danger in the superpower relationship, and above all to the behaviour of
the superpower leaderships in moments of crisis. Here the debates can only be
touched on. A brief outline of the events of October 1962 will serve to introduce
the main issues involved.

The Cuban revolution was close to four years old in October 1962. Fidel Castro had
consolidated his power internally, having within a year of his victory over the Batista
dictatorship resolved any ambiguity about his relation to communism. Mutual hostility
between Castro and the Americans, signalled by expropriation of American assets in
Cuba and an American trade embargo on Cuba, soon removed any basis for
accommodation. A Cuban economy almost entirely dependent on American trade prior
to 1959, within three years of the revolution was effectively integrated into the Soviet
bloc. By the beginning of 1962 the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe accounted for 80
per cent of Cuba’s trade. Soviet arms defended Cuban soil which, as the Americans
hardly needed reminding, lay a mere 90 miles off the Florida coast.

It was, of course, Soviet arms which triggered the missile crisis. During the summer
of 1962 enough Soviet hardware and personnel arrived in Cuba to produce calls from
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Senator Goldwater and others for an immediate invasion. Kennedy moved cautiously
– there was as yet no evidence of ‘offensive’ missiles – gaining an assurance from
Khrushchev as late as 17 October that he had no intention of installing offensive
missiles in Cuba. The date is significant. The previous day American photographic
intelligence had confirmed the existence of intermediate and medium-range ballistic
(IRBM and MRBM) missile sites in Cuba. Kennedy moved quickly to set up a crisis
team, formally designated as the ‘Ex-Comm’ (or Executive Committee of the National
Security Council), which met almost continuously until the crisis was resolved.

The bare facts of the crisis can be quickly summarized. Relatively little debate
took place about the goal of seeking the removal of the missiles. Their deployment
was considered to be a provocative and aggressive threat to American security, an
unacceptable unilateral change in the military and political status quo. The Ex-Comm
swiftly narrowed down the range of possible options to two: an air strike or a blockade
(more precisely a ‘quarantine’, since technically a blockade could be considered an
act of war). By Saturday 20 October Kennedy had firmly decided upon a quarantine,
which was publicly announced on the evening of Monday the 22nd and over the
next five days produced the desired effect of checking the flow of missiles to Cuba.
Several Soviet ships bound for Cuba, including one which was known to be carrying
nuclear warheads, turned back to Soviet ports. The quarantine, however, was only
one of the potential flash-points. In Cuba itself work on the missile sites was
continuing, with the likelihood that they might soon be operational. It could not be
assumed that no warheads had got through. Plans for an American invasion of Cuba
were prepared and US bases around the world put on a high state of alert in the
expectation that an American move in Cuba might produce a Soviet response, most
probably in Berlin.

The resolution of the crisis was as tense as the operation of the blockade had been.
On the evening of Friday the 26th a letter was received from Khrushchev, containing
the seeds of a solution acceptable to the United States – removal of Soviet offensive
weapons from Cuba in return for lifting the quarantine and an American pledge not to
invade Cuba. As the Ex-Comm considered its reply, however, a second letter was received
from the Kremlin which was markedly less conciliatory than the first. It also raised the
stakes, demanding as a quid pro quo for the removal of Soviet missiles from Cuba the
removal of recently installed American Jupiter and Thor missiles in Turkey. Tension
reached a peak on the evening of Saturday 27 October as the Ex-Comm deliberated,
heightened by news of the shooting down of an American U-2 spy plane over Cuba
with the death of the pilot. After much agonizing the solution adopted was to reply
positively to the first letter as if the second had not been received, coupled with a
strong warning of the consequences should the Soviet Union continue on its present
course. The ploy paid off. On Sunday morning Khrushchev communicated his
agreement on the basis of the terms set out in his first letter. The Americans for their
part let the Soviets know that the missiles in Turkey would be removed, though this
was not included as part of the formal agreement between the governments. Though
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implementation of the agreement took some months, the immediate crisis was over
by the morning of 28 October.

The crisis has proved a magnet for theorists of international relations and for historians.
Among the theorists, Graham Allison employed the missile crisis as a means of studying
decision-making processes. Of course he was also concerned to elucidate the facts of
the crisis, and, despite the mass of recent research, his study remains an important
starting point for knowledge of the events. The theoretical purpose, however, remains
primary. Factual knowledge of the events has received a great boost in recent years
from the revelations which have emerged from joint US–Soviet study groups on the
crisis, made possible by the climate of glasnost in the Soviet Union. It may be that we
can use this new knowledge to reflect back on the questions raised by Allison.

In essence, Allison’s question is: what can the missile crisis tell us about the
relationship between particular policies – the Soviet emplacement of missiles in Cuba,
for example – and their outcomes? In seeking explanations of the origins and
consequences of foreign policy initiatives, what inteprelative frameworks are most
likely to yield the most adequate results? Allison elaborates three conceptual schemes,
the first being the ‘common sense’ approach employed by most analysts and laymen
alike. He terms this the ‘rational actor model’ (or Model I). Those employing this model
‘attempt to understand happenings in foreign affairs as the more or less purposive
acts of unified national governments’ (Allison 1971: 4–5).

Models II and III dispense with the notion of a unitary decision-making body in
different ways, arguing instead that analysts must confront the ‘intra-national
mechanisms from which governmental actions emerge’. Model II, termed the
‘organizational process model’, replaces Model I’s assumption of purposive acts and
choices with a focus on the ‘outputs of large organizations functioning according to
regular patterns of behaviour’, the question being: ‘from what organizational context
and pressures did this decision emerge?’ (Allison 1971: 6). Model III, termed the
‘bureaucratic decisionmaking model’, bears a close relation to Model II, in that it
emphasizes intra-governmental processes, but explains events, not in terms of choices
or outputs, but as the ‘resultant of various bargaining games among players in the
national government’. Politics rather than organizational processes are thus conceived
by the Model III analyst to be the central explanatory concept (Allison 1971: 6–7).

As Allison is aware, the test of an explanatory scheme lies in how much of reality it
is capable of explaining. Here we can examine only one of the many questions posed
by Allison, the question of why the Soviet Union installed the missiles in Cuba. Even
limiting ourselves to this one area, only a sketch of Allison’s richly detailed account
can be given. With reference to Model I, in examining the various reasons for the
Soviet decision to place missiles in Cuba, Allison settles on the view that it was primarily
designed to rectify the imbalance in missile capacity between the super-powers and
more specifically to enhance the Soviet capacity to reach American soil with its missiles
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(and thus compensate for the Soviet Union’s relative weakness in ICBMs). Such a
hypothesis, he writes, ‘permits an understanding of the Cuban venture as another
application of the strategy that the Soviets had been pursuing for the previous five
years: the strategy of bluff and deception designed to rectify the adverse strategic
balance’ (Allison 1971: 55). There are several puzzles, however, which are not resolved
by the Model I approach. The method and the timing of the installation of the missiles
does not square with the assumption of a planned and purposive strategy. Among the
puzzles Allison cites are that surface-to-air anti-aircraft batteries (SAMs) were installed
after rather than before work on the MRBM sites was finished, the reverse of what one
would expect; there was no attempt made to camouflage the missile sites, nor did the
Soviets apparently take account of American U-2 flights; furthermore, the Soviets ignored
Kennedy’s repeated warnings about the consequences of placing offensive missiles in
Cuba (Allison 1971: 55–6).

What can Model II do to clarify some of the problems not solved by Model I? ‘Many
pieces of this maze of seeming contradictions’, writes Allison, ‘become considerably
less puzzling if one assumes the perspective of an observer of the outputs of Soviet
organizations.’ Standard Soviet operating procedures, most notably the premium on
secrecy in Soviet decision-making in general and nuclear policy in particular, can
account for some of the anomalies: ‘each organization’s tendency to “do what it knows
how to do” was reinforced by a lack of information about the activity of other
organizations and the impossibility of an overview of the whole operation’. Shipping,
unloading, and transport to the missile sites was under the eye of military intelligence
and the KGB, but once on site the personnel of the Strategic Rocket Services took
over. Never having installed missiles outside the Soviet Union, they chose the
deployment format they were familiar with (and which was familiar to American
intelligence), and felt no need to camouflage the missiles because it had never been
done in the Soviet Union. Besides, that would take time and risk failure to meet the
schedule for completion. The SAM batteries in turn were under another command –
the Air Defence Command – which proceeded according to its familiar pattern,
independently of the IRBM and MRBM installations (Allison 1971: 109– 11). In short,
however clear cut the decision may have been in the mind of Khrushchev himself,
implementation of policy was subject to pressures which substantially affected
outcomes.

What of Model III? Allison concedes that assessment of the internal political
background to the decision to install missiles must be largely speculative, since so
little is known about Soviet decision-making processes. In the light of the Model III
approach Allison begins by noting that American public response to the Soviet build-
up of arms in Cuba during the summer of 1962 was sufficiently ambiguous to leave
some doubt as to how seriously its warnings to the Soviet Union should be taken. Into
this grey area it was possible for various Soviet leaders possessing very different motives
to come to agreement on a policy which served not a single purpose but several.
From the Model III perspective, writes Allison, ‘it seems likely that the decision emerged
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not from global grand planning – the Soviet government (or Khrushchev) standing
back and considering, for example, where to probe the United States – but rather from
a process in which a number of different individuals’ quite distinct perceptions of
separable problems snow-balled into a solution’ (Allison 1971: 237). These could range
from Party leaders who had been urging specific Soviet security guarantees to Cuba
for two years, to military leaders anxious to close the missile gap, and to economic
planners attracted to the missile emplacement as a cheaper way of meeting Soviet
strategic needs (Allison 1971: 238–44).

The differences between these three approaches lie not in the fact that they give
different answers to the same question but that they yield differently formulated
questions. While Model I, for example, asks the question ‘why were the missiles placed
in Cuba?’ and answers that ‘Khrushchev’ or ‘Moscow’ or ‘the Kremlin’, acting with
calculated rationality, believed that it was a useful means of rectifying the strategic
imbalance, Models II and III shift the ground by asking respectively ‘what kinds of
processes led to the missile decision?’ and ‘whose interests did the decision serve?’
Doubtless, as Allison points out, ‘the best analysts of foreign policy manage to weave
strands of each of the three conceptual models into their explanations’, but while
they may be complementary in some respects, in other respects their implications
may be incompatible (Allison 1971: 258–9). Allison’s broad aim indeed is to question
the common assumption that Model I is an adequate all-purpose approach. What Model
I does best is analysis of long-term policy trends, for which the assumption of rationality
is a useful shorthand (Allison 1971: 257–8). In analysing the details of events, however,
Models II and III represent a marked gain because they give more attention to the
institutional contexts of events and processes. Perhaps the differences between the
models are most obviously revealed in assessments of the lessons of the missile crisis
drawn by the three models. The Model I lesson is that nuclear crises are ‘manageable’;
leaders will have little difficulty in thinking through alternative courses of action and
arriving at satisfactory limited policies. The lessons of Models II and III, however, are
that ‘nuclear crises between machines as large as the United States and Soviet
governments are inherently chancy’, making the process of crisis management ‘obscure
and terribly risky’ (Allison 1971: 259–60).

Much of the new information which has been published about the missile crisis
tends to confirm Allison’s assessment of the significance of Models II and III for an
understanding of the events, though it has by no means displaced Model I. As one
would expect, the most important new revelations refer to Soviet decision-making,
though there are some important new findings about American policy too. Much of
the evidence is complex and contradictory and, since it is still appearing, will take
years to digest. It is sufficient, however, to suggest that both sides made decisions
which were based on scanty information, guesswork, or misinterpretation of each
other’s actions and motives.

In the first place, it seems clear from the record of the sequence of conferences
held since 1987 – attended by participants in the crisis from both sides – that Soviet
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motives for installing the missiles were mixed, and that even now Soviet individuals
disagree on whether the prime reason was to protect Cuba (as Khrushchev stated in
his memoirs, 1971: 494) or to right the strategic imbalance (Blight and Welch 1990:
238–43; Lebow 1988: 15–16). On the other hand, much greater emphasis is now given
to the Soviet aim of protecting Cuba, as research on American attempts to destabilize
Cuba has proceeded. Even Robert McNamara, while protesting that the Kennedy
administration had no intention of invading Cuba, conceded that ‘if I was a Cuban and
read the evidence of covert American action against their government, I would be
quite ready to believe that the U.S. intended to mount an invasion’ (Blight and Welch
1990: 329–30). One historian has taken this same point further and argued, on the
basis of the United States’ efforts ‘to harrass, isolate, and destroy the radical government
in Havana’, that without these ‘there would not have been a Cuban missile crisis’. ‘The
origins of the crisis, then,’ it is concluded ‘derived largely from the concerted campaign
to quash the Cuban revolution’ (Paterson 1990: 256). An argument which began as an
attempt to understand the source of the crisis in Soviet policy thus ends by locating it
in American policy. A later analysis concluded that ‘the new evidence suggests that
Moscow and Havana were justified in suspecting that Washington was considering an
invasion of Cuba, although it does not confirm that a decision to order an invasion
was, in fact, ever made’ (Hershberg 1992: 238). At the very least, however, this line of
argument has redirected attention to the Cuban factor in the crisis, a point to which
we shall return.

Secondly, an interview conducted with Sergo Mikoyan (son of deputy Prime Minister
Anastas Mikoyan at the time of the crisis) confirms Allison’s hypothesis about the
method and timing of emplacement of the missiles and the absence of camouflage.
The technicians, Mikoyan states, ‘were military men and they only knew the order to
build it, and they were used to building these sites at home. They acted in Cuba as if
they were in the USSR’ (Greiner: 1990: 214). Model II, with its emphasis on standard
operating procedures in defiance of changed conditions, yields positive results here.

Thirdly, there were far more Soviet troops deployed in Cuba during 1962 than
American intelligence had known at the time. Its highest estimate during the crisis
was 12,000–16,000, upped to 22,000 in a restrospective estimate made in 1963. In
fact the number was 42,000 in October 1962 (Garthoff 1988: 67). If, as Garthoff notes,
the American government had known the true number, the troop issue ‘would have
stretched tension still tighter’ (Garthoff 1989: 121).

Fourthly, much new information has been revealed about the shooting down of the
American U-2 plane. On the basis of somewhat inconclusive evidence, one claim is
that the finger on the trigger of the SAM missile battery in question was Cuban rather
than Soviet. The SAM site, it is said, had been forcibly seized by Cuban troops, with the
implication that Castro’s determination to press the Soviets into the strongest possible
response to the Americans was an important and dangerous factor in the crisis. This
view has been firmly rejected by other scholars on the basis of statements by Soviet
officials, who confirm that the order to shoot down the U-2 was given by the local
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Soviet commander (Trachtenberg 1990: 244–5). Differences of opinion exist also on
the significance of this apparent loss of control between the decision-making centre
in Moscow and the Soviet commander on the ground. Some scholars suggest that,
since the Americans assumed the order came from Moscow and that it therefore
represented a ‘conscious provocation and escalation by Khrushchev’, this incident
was among the most inflammatory of the crisis. A different reading of the evidence,
however, indicates that the Ex-Comm made no categorical assumption about where
the order to shoot down the U-2 came from. In any case, not only did the Ex-Comm
choose to respond in a moderate fashion but the Americans were assured by the Soviets
at the time that ‘it had been an accident and that it would not be repeated’
(Trachtenberg 1990: 245, 246).

This incident, of course, took place at a critical juncture in the crisis: at the moment
when the Ex-Comm was puzzling over how to respond to the two letters which had
been received from Khrushchev. Until recently it had been thought that the first
more moderate letter was the work of Khrushchev himself, while the second bore
the stamp of hardliners in the Kremlin, a view which would seem to illustrate the
dynamics of Model III. In fact, it now appears, the difference in tone and substance
of the letters reflected a change in Soviet intelligence estimates of the likelihood of
an American attack on Cuba. The first was written when it was believed that an
American attack was imminent, leaving no time for diplomatic bargaining, the second
when it appeared that the danger of an immediate attack was past, in which case the
Soviet leadership could now afford to up the ante and spin out the bargaining process
(Blight and Welch 1990: 342). In this they were forestalled by the American decision
to ignore the second letter. One could perhaps, then, interpret this particular incident
in the light of Model I with its assumption that policy is based on a rational calculation
of advantage.

Among the most contentious issues raised by new evidence concerns the role of
shortrange Soviet nuclear missiles designed for use in a possible American invasion of
Cuba. The debate is not about whether they were present in Cuba – it seems clear that
they were – but whether, as some scholars claim, the local Soviet commander had
authority to use them without reference to Moscow. The debate is highly technical
and cannot be rehearsed here, but the question bears on assessments of the level of
risk in the crisis. Indeed, this particular debate is the clearest case of a divide which
has always existed in studies of the missile crisis but which has widened considerably
since 1987 between those who tend to point up the risk of nuclear war in the crisis
and those who are more inclined to downplay such dangers. On balance, on the
particular issue of authority to order the use of tactical nuclear missiles in Cuba the
weight of evidence and argument would seem to lie with Mark Kramer’s view that the
local commander was specifically prohibited from firing the missiles on his own
authority (Kramer 1993: 40, 42–6; cf. Blight et al. 1993: 41, 47–50). This conclusion
seems warranted, however, not merely on technical–historical grounds but because it
is more consistent with the overall patterns of interaction during the crisis.
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As it happens, the most important piece of new evidence regarding American policy
tends to confirm the view that there were important forces at work making for restraint.
It had always been assumed that Kennedy was unwilling to trade the American missiles
in Turkey for the Soviet missiles in Cuba, since this would have been visibly to back
down under Soviet pressure, indeed to legitimize the Soviet action by equating their
Cuban missiles with the American missiles in Turkey. The chosen tactic, as mentioned
above, was to convey to the Soviets that the Turkish missiles would be removed but
that this was not to be considered part of the Cuban deal. It has now emerged that
Kennedy held in reserve a message to be passed to the UN Secretary-General, U Thant,
which proposed the removal of the missiles in Turkey and in Cuba. As Dean Rusk
(Kennedy’s Secretary of State) remarked in retrospect, ‘I think this . . . ploy would have
been used before we landed troops in Cuba, because landing those troops in Cuba
with thirty thousand or more Russian troops in there and Russian missiles there would
have been a major escalation from the Soviet point of view’ (Blight and Welch 1990:
173–4). In the event, of course, the Soviets accepted Kennedy’s offer of the 27th October
which left the removal of the Turkish missiles as an informal verbal assurance. The UN
ploy therefore was never activated. It does show, however, that Kennedy was prepared
to go to greater lengths than was previously believed to check a possible escalation of
the crisis beyond control. To this evidence of positive moves for restraint one could
add negative instances – such as Khrushchev’s decision not to respond aggressively to
an American U-2 flight which strayed into Siberian airspace on the 27th or to the
action of American naval vessels forcing a Soviet submarine to the surface near the
quarantine line around Cuba. These cases are comparable with the Ex-Comm’s decision
not to allow the downing of the U-2 over Cuba to arrest the moves towards a resolution
of the crisis.

Numerous other details have emerged from recent studies, but the above points
will serve to show the kinds of issues which they raise. The ‘what-ifs’ multiply as more
evidence appears, suggesting that in many respects Allison’s call for a reorientation of
international relations scholarship towards study of foreign policy processes was
salutary. So much of the evidence points towards the significance of procedures and
bureaucratic processes, of personalities, perceptions and misperceptions. The simple
assumption that policy was unitary, rational, and purposive in character cannot stand
as a catch-all explanation. Nevertheless, as we have seen, the evidence points in several
directions, and much of it tends to support the view that, despite the many incalculable
elements in the decision-making processes, in crucial instances the leaders on both
sides chose courses of action which were both non-provocative and allowed room for
retreat from exposed positions.

We might think of the decision-making process as composed of a core around which
much peripheral and often random activity took place which might tend to distract
attention from the core and even threaten to disintegrate it. If we picture the core as
control, the integrity of the decision-making process itself, then little conclusive
evidence has so far been produced to indicate that either side was prepared deliberately
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to pursue actions which would provoke a loss of control. On the contrary, in the main
the reverse was true. Intentions, of course, were not everything. Indeed, even at the
time and without access to the knowledge we now have, the decision-makers could
hardly have been unaware that they were walking on a knife edge between maintenance
of control and catastrophe. This awareness was enough to stimulate efforts in the
aftermath of the crisis to find ways of reducing the force of the incalculable, of
misperceptions, and the role of potentially dangerous contingencies. The institution
of a ‘hot-line’ connection between the White House and the Kremlin, the move towards
conclusion of the Limited Test Ban Treaty, the joint US– Soviet agreement to support a
UN resolution banning the placing of nuclear weapons in space, and even the resolve
to seek a Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (not signed in space, and even the resolve
to seek a Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (not signed until 1969) all owed much to
the shock of the missile crisis (Garthoff 1989: 134–5). Détente itself showed the impress
of the missile crisis.

In sum, if it is no longer adequate to picture the crisis as a masterpiece of crisis
management, it is equally wrong to exaggerate the risks of a breakdown of control –
of nuclear war itself.

There is an important twist in the tale. Neither Castro nor his revolution was unseated
by the crisis. Indeed for this reason Khrushchev had some justification for his claim
that the Soviet Union had ‘achieved . . . a spectacular success without having to fire a
single shot!’(Khrushchev 1971: 504). The Cuban revolution remained a substantial
breach in the wall of the Monroe Doctrine which the United States was never able to
plug. In 1970 and again in 1979 mini-Cuban crises erupted, both arising from apparent
attempts by the Soviet Union to increase its military presence in Cuba, and in both
cases the United States invoked what might be called the ‘spirit of ‘62’ to check these
moves. The military stalemate over Cuba, however, did not prevent Castro from
dispatching troops to Angola in 1975 to support the revolutionary regime there
following Portugal’s withdrawal from Africa. The implication of these points is that
missile crisis must be viewed within the context of revolutionary change in the Third
World and not merely of the arms race. This is the subject of the next chapter.
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