
4 October 1962, before and after

Why re-examine the Cuban missile crisis?

Why choose the Cuban missile crisis, yet again, as the case study on
which to develop theory?

There are both theoretical and methodological reasons. Although
cases may be selected because they are typical of some category, the
events of October 1962 were surely not typical of anything, and we must
surely hope that twenty-first-century politics will not change that fact.

A case may be chosen because it lies at the extreme end of some
distribution, so providing an important account of the limits of some
critical independent variable. This, it will be argued below, turns out to
be true, in part, of the missile crisis. If the theory presented here can be
warranted, it would enable us to say something about the further reaches
of the distribution of likely cases on at least some relevant dimensions
(see Figure 1.1 above).

An atypical case may be chosen because it powerfully reveals some-
thing of wider significance not previously understood (Yin, 1994, 40).
This can also be argued to be true of the Cuban case, if the theory turns
out to be sound.

Cases may also be chosen for reanalysis if they have been used in
earlier studies to develop major alternative theories, if reanalysis might
expose those earlier theories’ limitations and make the case for consider-
ing another theory (cf. Gerring, 2007, 150, on ‘theoretical prominence’
as a case selection rationale). Allison’s (1971; Allison and Zelikow, 1999,
2nd edn) Essence of decision gave the missile crisis huge importance in
political science; it has subsequently been used by advocates of prospect
theory, psychoanalytic theories, several theories in individual political
psychology, social construction approaches, historical analogy theory,
and many others. Precisely because the literature is so vast, yet also
dominated by a major text, it is by now a reasonable first test of a theory
of political judgement that it show itself able to explain something about
the missile crisis that other theories explain poorly.
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Indeed, despite the vast literature on the missile crisis, we still
lack good explanations of aspects of political judgement cultivated and
exercised during the crisis. In particular, Soviet motives, goals and
judgements remain to be adequately explained. The general consensus
is that neither protecting Cuba from invasion, changing the balance of
strategic nuclear weapons, nor manoeuvring over Berlin or Turkey or
South-East Asia, nor even the poor state of Sino-Soviet relations
adequately explains Chairman Khruschev’s judgement. Many studies
have suggested that Khrushchev personally was less than fully rational,
yet this provides no satisfactory explanation. Fursenko and Naftali’s
(2003) study, using Praesidium minutes unavailable to other scholars,
shows that, even if there is evidence that towards the end of his chair-
manship, Khrushchev’s performance worsened, during 1962, his col-
leagues still judged him intellectually competent. Although the sharpest
foreign policy mind among his closest colleagues, Anastas Hovhannesi
Mikoyan, disagreed with Khrushchev at key moments and especially in
May 1962 (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 436), he certainly did not
regard Khrushchev as irrational. Even after Cuba, Mikoyan may have
continued to support the premier for longer than other Praesidium
members. Work therefore remains to be done on this aspect of the crisis,
and this alone would warrant revisiting the data, and especially the
information which has come to light since the fall of the Soviet Union.

Finally, it is worth looking again at the events of 1962 because more
data are now available. Since the end of the Cold War, transcripts of the
tapes authorised by President Kennedy of the meetings in the White
House of the Executive Committee of the National Security Council
(ExComm) have been published in full and on the Web (the relevant
volumes are Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, and May and Zelikow, 2001)1

and abridged in book form (May and Zelikow, 2002 [2001]). Excerpts
have been retranscribed by Stern (2003), who offers some important
variant versions of some passages (disputes over interpretation between
Stern and the Miller Center group have sometimes been sharp). The
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA, 1994) has published a large body of
declassified documents about the crisis both in book form and on its
website, and many others have been gathered by the Avalon Project at
Yale University’s law school,2 at the George Washington University’s
National Security Archive3 and in book form (Chang and Kornbluh,
1998 [1992]). Fursenko and Naftali’s two books (1997 and 2003) provide
invaluable secondary sources for the Soviet régime, because they used, for
the 1997 book, declassified Soviet documents and interviews. For their
2003book, theyobtained privileged access to selectedPraesidiumminutes.
In addition, we have Taubman’s (2003) biography of Khrushchev, and the
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oral history materials in Blight et al. (2002 [1993]) and Blight and Welch
(1989). Many more historical studies have been published on particular
issues (e.g. Boyle, 1996; Coleman, 2007; Dorn and Pauk, 2009; Fischer,
2001; Alice George, 2003; Ghent, 1979; Husain, 2005; Nash, 1997;
Rawnsley, 1995; Renshon, 2009a, 2009b; Savranskaya, 2005; Scott,
1999a, 1999b; Shalom, 1979; Smith, 2003). One debate examines
contrasting views about the importance of domestic politics in US
decision-making (Hampson, 1984/5; McKeown, 2000; Paterson and
Brophy, 1986). There are also historical syntheses (Allyn et al., 1989/90;
Fitzgerald, 2007;Medland, 1990) and criticism (Laffey andWeldes, 2008)
of the literature, as well as occasional new data (e.g. Ketov, 2005).

A very short chronicle of the crisis

The events described in the West as the Cuban missile crisis were known
in the Soviet Union as the Caribbean crisis. The USSR had already
been through several crises involving missiles elsewhere. Its geostrategic
interests required the Kremlin to think about the whole theatre, not just
the island. In Cuba it was the October crisis: there have been so many
other crises with the USA. Scott (2007) points out that if the White
House thought of the thirteen days of most intense stand-off, in Havana
it began with the Bay of Pigs in 1961 and lasted well into 1963, October
representing only the apex of confrontation. For the Kremlin it began in
spring 1962 and lasted until December.

The sparest account of the crisis events of 1962 need take up very few
pages, yet the major recent books on it by historians of the period often
run to more than 400 pages. Many readers might already know the
outline of the events. For them, the following brief narrative may serve
only as a reminder. The well informed may skip the remainder of this
chapter, but for the last section. Those who would prefer an in-depth
account should turn instead to the single-volume histories such as
Brugioni (1991) and Dobbs (2008), Frankel (2004), Fursenko and
Naftali (1997), Munton and Welch (2006), White (1998) or the relevant
chapters in Fursenko and Naftali (2003). The following account draws
heavily on these works; where it describes decision-making among
President Kennedy’s advisers and no source is given, it is taken from
the transcripts of the discussions of ExComm, prepared by the Miller
Center team (May and Zelikow, 2001; Naftali, 2001; Naftali and
Zelikow, 2001).

Making historical judgements of just what did happen in the second
half of 1962 is not easy. Voluminous as they now are, all the sources are
to varying degrees suspect. Governments declassify documents for
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particular reasons, they often excise material from documents they
declassify, and it is hardly a secret that at least some governments more or
less deliberately falsify some of what they release; this is as true of photo-
graphic materials as it is of texts and maps. Actors always have agendas of
their own, but in a case like this, they may bring agendas of particular
governments or agencies that are still, fifty years on, live, urgent and
relevant to today’s conflicts. Most of the material we possess about the
crisis has been created by or at least shaped and moulded by intelligence
agencies.When they release documents, they do so strategically.We cannot
rule out the possibility that the timing and selection of documents for
declassification may be misleading.4 Nevetheless, we can reconstruct
the chronicle of the crisis in considerable detail and with reasonable
confidence.

Decision to deploy: April to May

The idea of using newly socialist Cuba as a location where the Soviet
Union might locate medium- and intermediate-range missiles targeted
at the USA seems to have been in the mind of Soviet Praesidium
Chairman Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev5 around April and May 1962
(Khrushchev, 2000, 482–487; Taubman, 2003, 541). In February 1962,
the USSR had expanded shipments of conventional arms to Cuba for
defensive purposes, regarding the island republic as threatened by the
USA. By spring 1962, US President John Fitzgerald Kennedy was
probably not actively entertaining plans for an American invasion of
Cuba, having been acutely embarrassed by the failure of the US-backed
Cuban exiles in the fiasco at the Bay of Pigs in the previous year.
However, US military planners continued to update contingency plans.
Soviet assessments continued to advise Khrushchev that Cuba did face a
substantial threat. Certainly, the Kennedy administration continued to
support the programme of internal sabotage and occasional small-scale
attacks within Cuba under the rubric of Operation Mongoose, for which
the president’s brother Robert Kennedy had political responsibility.

Perhaps nuclear deterrence was part of Khrushchev’s rationale. Here
is one of his own subsequent accounts of his conception of deterrence:

My thinkingwent like this. If we installed themissiles secretly, and then theUnited
States discovered the missiles after they were poised and ready to strike, the
Americans would think twice before trying to liquidate our installations by
military means. I knew the United States could knock out some installations,
but not all of them. [It is not clear whether this is true, or just what the Soviets
really knew at the time of the true extent of their deployments’ vulnerability to air
strikes.] If a quarter or a tenth of our missiles survived – even if one or two big ones
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were left – we could still hit New York, and there wouldn’t be much of New York
left. I don’t mean to say everyone in New York would be killed – not everyone, of
course, but an awful lot of people would be wiped out. I don’t know howmany. . .
But that’s all beside the point. The main thing was that the installation of our
missiles in Cuba would, I thought, restrain the United States from precipitous
military action against Castro’s government. (Khrushchev, 1971, 493–494)

Nevertheless, in saying that actual firing was ‘beside the point’,
Khrushchev himself recognises that there were other, more complicated
reasons for the deployment.

Another set of reasons had to do with a desire to give the USA the
experience of being under threat, in some way to render its circum-
stances more closely comparable to those which the Soviet leadership
believed they faced from the US deployments near their borders, and
perhaps thereby to reduce American prestige globally. Accounts have
been published of conversations between Khrushchev and Defence
Minister Rodion Yakovlevich Malinovsky in April 1962, when
Malinovsky visited the chairman near the Black Sea. Supposedly, the
two men looked over the ocean and contemplated the fact that on
the other side were US-deployed missiles in Turkey that threatened the
Soviet Union.6 Khrushchev is supposed to have said to Malinovsky,
‘What about putting one of our hedgehogs down Uncle Sam’s pants?’
(Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 4317). Khrushchev claimed in his memoirs
that the missiles ‘would have equalised what the west likes to call “the
balance of power”. The Americans . . . would learn just what it feels like
to have enemy missiles pointing at you; we’d be doing nothing more than
giving them a little of their own medicine’ (Khrushchev, 1971, 494; cf.
Khrushchev, 2007 [1999], 326).

In 1961, the USA had deployed fifteen Jupiter missiles at the Cigli
military airfield, north-west of Izmir in Turkey. Historians differ on the
question of whether, by the time of the Cuban missile crisis, they were
fully operational. Nash (1997) considers that they were operational from
March 1962; Polmar and Gresham (2006, 257) assert that only one was
operational by the time of the October crisis; perhaps different standards
of operational readiness are being invoked. Pentagon planners regarded
them in any case as obsolete and of limited military use, although the
Turkish government took pride in and comfort from the deployment.
Whether the Jupiter missiles in Turkey really represented a major issue
for the Soviets is rather doubtful. Khrushchev and even Malinovsky
seem to have been more concerned about their symbolic and political
importance than their real military value. Certainly, their presence was
not raised by the Soviet side as a political issue until very late in the crisis,
and was not pressed with great vigour.
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In May 1962, Khrushchev presented the missile deployment scheme
to the Praesidium for approval. Despite Mikoyan’s misgivings and
reservations expressed privately by Khrushchev’s own aide, Oleg
Troyanovsky, the plan seems to have been approved straightforwardly,
in deference to the chairman (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 435). When
the Soviet ambassador to Cuba, Aleksandr Alekseev, was informed, he
advised Khrushchev that Castro might refuse, but Malinovsky and
Khrushchev curtly dismissed his doubts. In the event, they proved to
be better judges of Castro’s reaction, although perhaps for the wrong
reasons (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 179). Probably, the Soviet leaders
imagined that Castro would accept the missiles for strategic reasons; it is
at least possible that vanity and his sense of his own importance may
have been significant factors in his decision.

Build-up: May to September

Operation Anadyr, the delivery of the arsenal and the associated troops
to Cuba, was the largest secret military operation undertaken across
continents by any country since 1945. Shipments went from both the
Baltic Sea and the Black Sea in very large numbers, on ships purporting
to bring civilian goods to Cuba. The first element of deception or, in
Russian and Soviet military jargon, maskirovka, was the choice of the
name, Anadyr, after a river in the Siberian Chukotka Arctic region facing
Alaska. The supply of many of the troops with Arctic equipment sug-
gested that a purely domestic exercise was intended. Commercial ships
to be used for the transport of weapons, troops and equipment had to be
adapted very quickly to prevent detection by conventional visual surveil-
lance. The first weapons to be shipped as part of Anadyr were not the
medium- and intermediate-range missiles, but those which would be
used to protect the major weaponry, SA-2 surface-to-air missiles. Forty
MIG-21 F-13 fighters were sent, together with seventeen Il-28 light
bombers, which could, although not routinely, carry nuclear bombs,
and thirty-three Mi-4 helicopters (Gribkov, 1994). In addition, the
Soviet navy provided coastal defence units comprising gun cruisers and
destroyers; there were plans for a small number of nuclear mines to be
deployed. A small fleet of submarines was committed to support,
shadow and protect the surface shipments. They became increasingly
important as the crisis developed. Each carried one nuclear-tipped
torpedo. A very substantial ground force was committed, both in the
missile units and the motorised rifle regiments. Forty medium- and
intermediate-range missiles were to be deployed, more than twice the
number of the US missiles in Turkey and more too than the number
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deployed by the USA in Italy. Had the full contingent of troops arrived
before the US discovery and embargo, about 42,000 Soviet troops would
probably have been in Cuba.

The commander of the Soviet forces in Cuba was Issa Aleksandro-
vich Pliyev, a career cavalry officer whose Red Army career went back
to 1922. He had fought successful operations against the Wehrmacht
in several major confrontations on the Eastern Front and against
the Japanese in Manchuria in the later stages of the Great Patriotic
War. Most recently, he had commanded the troops who had shot at
protesters and strikers in Novocherkassk in June 1962. Khrushchev
had authorised the use of force to keep order but quite possibly had
not intended the random shooting into the crowd which took place.
The incident only served to degrade the régime’s domestic support
even further than recent economic problems already had (Taubman,
2003, 519–523).

The USSR had been more or less openly supplying increasing quan-
tities of conventional weaponry and military logistical resources to the
Cuban army for many months by autumn 1962. US airborne surveil-
lance had been tracking these shipments; the president and his National
Security Council were briefed regularly on developments. These alone
were sufficient to raise alarm in Washington. Republican and some
hawkish Democrat politicians in Congress and the media were putting
pressure on the Kennedy administration to act against Cuba. They saw
in the Soviet conventional build-up a vindication of their long-standing
concern about the presence so close to the USA of a socialist state allied
to the Cold War enemy (Weisbrot, 2001). Responding to the conven-
tional arms build-up, particularly the anti-aircraft missiles, radar, and
motor torpedo boats, and the 3,500 known Soviet ‘technicians’ in Cuba
(there were many more by this stage than the USA knew), but not yet
aware of any nuclear deployment, the administration decided in early
September that the president should issue a warning.

The ‘gravest issues’ – a warning backfires:
4 September to 15 October

On 4 September, after noting the absence of evidence of a Soviet
‘significant offensive capability’ in Cuba, the president warned the
Soviets that ‘Were it to be otherwise, the gravest issues would arise’
(Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 80–81). The 4 September statement
seemed designed to reassure the American public that no immediate
threat had arisen, while signalling to domestic hawks the depth of the
administration’s concern and its close monitoring of developments.
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Kennedy concluded by reiterating the US policy of preventing Cuba
from taking aggressive action anywhere in the hemisphere.

The statement may have had the opposite effect upon the chairman
from that intended. On 5 September, Khrushchev received the news of
the statement while at his summer vacation dacha at Pitsunda on the
Black Sea, in what is today Abkhazia. We do not know exactly what
conclusions Khrushchev drew from Kennedy’s 4 September statement
about US intentions, but it is quite possible that he thought that
Kennedy was leaning towards invasion, or that hawks in his administra-
tion had achieved the upper hand over the president’s own inclinations
(Fursenko andNaftali, 2003, 455–456). If this was his perception, then it
can only have been reinforced by the announcement on 7 September that
the president had called up 150,000 reservists for twelve months. In
response, Soviet forceswere placed on a higher level of alert and readiness,
but for most not at the highest level: some nuclear forces preparedmissiles
for launch (Zaloga, 2002, 87; quoted in Scott, 2007, 72).

However, by then, Khrushchev had ordered the defence ministry and
the military as a matter of urgency to ship tactical nuclear weapons to
Cuba that would serve to deter a US invasion of Cuba. Their presence in
Cuba by October 1962, although suspected at the time (Coleman,
2007), was not confirmed until many years afterward. A new flotilla of
surface ships and submarines was despatched in mid-September.

On the day after Kennedy’s statement, Khrushchev surprised US
Secretary of the Interior Stuart Udall, who was touring hydroelectric
facilities in the USSR, by summoning him to Pitsunda. The chairman
make a series of minatory, if rather vague remarks, mentioning Berlin,
which had been the subject of the previous year’s crises and remained a
sore issue: ‘It’s been a long time since you could spank us like a little boy.
Now we can swat your ass.’8 Only after the discovery of the missiles was
the import of the remark appreciated. Interestingly, Khrushchev went on
to tell Udall, ‘Out of respect for your President, we won’t do anything
until November’ (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 209). Perhaps, with
hindsight, this could be read as implying that Khrushchev intended to
reveal the existence of the missiles, only after the US congressional
elections, perhaps in a UN meeting.

The Anadyr build-up continued more quickly through September.
The Indigirka, carrying missiles and warheads for tactical weapons, set
sail on 16 September and arrived before the US discovery, although
some ships with the warheads for the larger R-14 missiles may not have
(Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 468).

The presence of the nuclear installations might have been discovered
by US overflights much earlier than it was, had National Security
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Adviser McGeorge Bundy and Secretary of State Dean Rusk not been so
concerned in September about the geopolitical implications of a U-2 spy
plane being shot down over Cuba. One had been shot down over Taiwan
on 30 August: they feared that China might make an issue of US
involvement in what was officially claimed to be a Taiwanese nationalist
government programme. On 10 September they persuaded the Kennedy
brothers – Robert Kennedy was especially reluctant, and pressed for
continuation – to agree to a moratorium on overflights of the SA-2 sites
in Cuba and to restrict their flights to nearby waters or the island tip
(Brugioni, 1991, 132–133, 137).

However, by early October, the Kennedy administration was under
severe domestic political pressure about the Soviet build-up. Indeed the
president himself appeared to revive interest in ideas of military action, if
it could be done in a way that ensured a limited conflict, under strict
political control. Military preparations were begun, even as Cuban forces
were attempting to intimidate US naval and air forces in the Caribbean.

Only on 9 October could CIA director John McCone, the only senior
US policymaker seriously to have suspected that the Soviets intended to
use Cuba as a nuclear missile base, succeed in persuading the president
to reverse the moratorium on overflights of the known Cuban bases
(Polmar and Gresham, 2006, 84). Even then, authorisation was given
only for coverage of the western end of Cuba, so great was the continu-
ing fear of the consequences of Cuba shooting down a U-2. Even after
presidential authorisation, critical time was lost while the CIA and the
strategic reconnaissance wing of the Strategic Air Command (SAC)
argued over which body should carry out the job. On 11 October, final
agreement was reached that SAC would run the flight operations while
the two agencies would have dual control over the film and its analysis.

On the evening of the 13th, Major Richard Heyser was prepared for
his flight. He finally took off at 2.30 am on 14 October, from Edward Air
Force Base (AFB), as far away from the Caribbean as the border of Kern
and Los Angeles counties, California. After collecting twelve uneventful
minutes of overflight footage of the SA-2 sites around San Cristobal
beginning at 7.31 am, Heyser landed at Orlando, Florida. The high-
resolution film canisters were unloaded and flown by Air Force officers
to Andrews AFB in Maryland. Another hour was wasted in arguments
over who was responsible for the film’s security. The Naval Photographic
Interpretation Center (NPIC) in south-east Washington took the film,
much of which was developed at Offutt AFB. By the early morning of
15 October, Airman First Class Michael Davis at Offutt AFB had
detected in the photographs a Soviet intermediate- or medium-range
missile site within a ring of protective SA-2 installations. The film was
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taken to the NPIC where the director, Arthur Lundahl, the deputy
director, Dino Brugioni, and their team conducted more detailed analy-
sis. They were able to match photographic evidence of missiles and
supporting equipment to the diagrams and descriptions provided in
the top-secret manuals recently supplied to the USA by the spy, Colonel
Oleg Penkovsky of Soviet Military Intelligence (GRU), known to NPIC
only as ‘Ironbark’ (Polmar and Gresham, 2006, 87–93).9

The choosers – ExComm and its lack of a counterpart:
16 to 22 October

Ironically, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, still unaware of the
discovery, told the Joint Chiefs of Staff at their meeting that the
president had postponed military action in Cuba for three months,
but their meeting reviewed the military contingency plans anyway.
National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, told of the photographic
evidence late on the evening of the 15th, decided that the president
would make better decisions on the issue if allowed to sleep. After
Bundy briefed Kennedy at 9.00 am on the 16th, at 11.50 am the
president’s advisers met to discuss what was to be done. The group
did not meet formally under the title of ExComm – until after the
president’s public announcement and broadcast on 22 October, but
many of the same personnel sat at the full National Security Council to
deliberate on the Cuban crisis on Saturday, the 20th. (For the sake of
simplicity, in this book, the group of advisers will be referred to as
ExComm even though this is technically incorrect when referring to
discussions before 22 October.) From 16 October, the president’s
advisers met daily, sometimes twice. At the height of the crisis, they
sat in daily session deliberating, arguing, receiving reports and updates,
advising and enabling the president to decide, and occasionally drafting
letters and statements to be issued in the president’s name.

Membership of the inner core of advisers to the US president shifted
slightly (May and Zelikow, 2002; Stern, 2003 [2001]). The Soviet
experts, former ambassadors to the Soviet Union Llewellyn Thompson
and Charles ‘Chip’ Bohlen, were not full members of ExComm but did
attend some early meetings, and Thompson attended most late meet-
ings. The most important members of ExComm were as follows:

National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy
Defense Secretary Robert McNamara
Secretary of State Dean Rusk
Attorney-General Robert Kennedy, the president’s brother
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the CIA director, John McCone
General Maxwell Taylor, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

Of less critical importance to the debate but still significant contributors
were the following:

Secretary of the Treasury, Douglas Dillon
the special counsel to the president and speechwriter, Theodore
‘Ted’ Sorensen

the Under-Secretary of State, George Ball
the Assistant Secretary of Defense, Paul Nitze
the Deputy Secretary of Defense, Roswell Gilpatric
the Vice-President, Lyndon B. Johnson
the Deputy Under-Secretary of State, U. Alexis Johnson
the Assistant Secretary of State, Edwin Martin

Positions within this group about what to do in response to the Soviet
deployment shifted over the course of the crisis. Some people changed
their viewmore than once.However, by and large andwith some significant
qualifications, it is not altogether misleading to summarise members’
positions as follows. Bundy generally played devil’s advocate to everyone’s
position. Robert Kennedy began as a ‘hawk’ (in favour of military action,
meaning at least air strikes and perhaps followed by invasion) but became
more a ‘dove’ (in favour of blockade and postponing decisions on further
military action). McNamara was generally consistently a ‘dove’ in the first
week, but appeared to become more hawkish, though not consistently so,
by the end of the second week. Taylor was a hawk, but, as a Kennedy
appointee,hewasnotasaggressiveas someof the JointChiefsofStaff, suchas
Air Force Chief of Staff Curtis E. LeMay, and the commander in chief of
SAC, General Thomas S. Power. McCone, Dillon and Nitze were broadly
consistently hawks, althoughMcCone in particular came to appreciate the
risks of military action. Rusk began as a hawk but moved towards dovish
positions as he saw the president himself do so. The pacifist Sorensenmade
few contributions but they were of an expectedly dovish character. Ball too
was generally dovish. The very categories of hawk and dove date from the
Cuban missile crisis and from the ExComm debates in particular.

Outside this group but of some importance were the military chiefs.
The Air Force generals Power and LeMay were extreme hawks of long
standing, both having been responsible for the development of US
nuclear capability and for strategic bombing of Germany and Japan in
the latter stages of the SecondWorld War. Many of them saw in the crisis
the opportunity they had long wanted to attack Castro’s Cuba (for a more
detailed breakdown of their views, see Brugioni, 1991 [1990], 260–275).
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On the other extreme was the Ambassador to the United Nations,
Adlai Stevenson, who advocated direct negotiations – a position much
more dovish than McNamara’s advocacy of blockade without negoti-
ations and only escalating, if at all, gradually and carefully.

Also important for technical advice was the NPIC director, Arthur
Lundahl, whose reading of the aerial reconnaissance photography was
critical.

No comparable body was instituted to advise the Soviet chairman.
The Praesidium acted for the most part as a ratifying rather than a
deliberating body. His aide, Oleg Troyanovsky, provided useful sugges-
tions on foreign policy. At the Havana conference (Blight et al., 2002
[1993], 71), Troyanovsky reported that Khrushchev’s regular team of
advisers comprised himself on foreign affairs, Grigory Shuisky on
domestic political and economic matters, Vladimir Lebedev on ideology,
and Andrei Schevchenko on economic questions, together with adminis-
trative staff. No historians report advisers other than Troyanovsky
himself playing any significant decision-making role in relation to the
Cuban crisis.

Defence Minister Malinovsky was certainly important, although his
understanding of navalmatterswas limited. In foreignpolicy, FirstDeputy
Premier Anastas Hovhannesi Mikoyan was among the most knowledge-
able people towhomKhrushchev could turn, when he chose, although the
stolid Andrei Gromyko – not at this stage a Praesidium member – played
useful roles (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 2003; Khrushchev, 2000;
Taubman, 2003). Deputy Foreign Minister Vasili Kuznetzov was with
Khrushchev on some of the night vigils during the crisis and presumably
took some part in the conversations; after the withdrawal was announced,
Kuznetzov became more important on being appointed leading Soviet
negotiator in New York with UN Secretary-General U Thant (Brugioni,
1991 [1990], 497 ff.). Most accounts, though, suggest that Khrushchev
took few people into his confidence and that almost no one else had a
comprehensive knowledge of all the developments in the crisis; he often
made decisions without seeking much advice. Indeed, to some degree, he
appears even to have acted as his own intelligence analyst (Fursenko and
Naftali, 1998).

Choices – Kennedy’s options: 16 to 20 October

The predominant tenor of the president’s advisers’ first meetings after
the discovery was of exploring military responses. As the implications
were more clearly teased out, the president leaned increasingly towards
less aggressive actions (Stern, 2003).
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Most discussion was devoted to the question of what the USA should
do, but there were lengthy debates about what the Soviet intentions were.
Was the Cuban deployment linked, or would it shortly be linked, to a
new démarche over Berlin? Of various possible theatres and issues of
Cold War conflict, this was initially thought the most likely. The question
was urgent: why had Khrushchev taken risks that he had not previously
appeared willing to bear, at least since the 1956 suppression of the
Hungarian uprising while the West was preoccupied with the British
and French catastrophic adventure over the Suez Canal? ExComm
members were unable to satisfy themselves of any of the candidate
explanations, but throughout the period of the crisis, they anxiously
awaited any Soviet move over Berlin. Only some days after President
Kennedy’s broadcast of his administration’s response was the possibility
of a link with the US deployment of Jupiter missiles in Turkey given
extensive attention.

By Saturday, the 20th, when the decision on the administration’s
response was made, the options had been greatly narrowed. That of
doing nothing was ruled out. Only Ambassador to the UN Adlai
Stevenson called for direct talks with Soviets without any other action.
The remaining options were numbered in slightly different ways by
different members and by subsequent analysts, depending on whether
variants are treated as independent options, but one way to enumerate
those still under consideration on 19 and 20 October would be the
following (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001; Stern, 2003):

(1) blockade with negotiations – probably Ambassador Stevenson’s
preference;

(2) blockade without negotiations – Defense Secretary McNamara’s
preference;

(3) air strikes on the missile sites only, after an ultimatum which was not
accepted or even one that was not actually and observably imple-
mented by Khrushchev;

(4) air strikes on the missile sites only, without warning;
(5) air strikes on the missile sites, anti-aircraft defences, planes and

perhaps other military assets in Cuba, either without warning or
after an ultimatum had expired; and

(6) air strikes without warning followed quickly by invasion – the
strongly preferred option of the Joint Chiefs.

The blockade option was referred to as one of ‘quarantine’ in the hope
that this would be less immediately likely to amount to a confession of
illegality under international law. This suggested a distinction between a
general hostile act and a targeted restriction on the importation of
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weapons, although no one thought that the use of the euphemism would
persuade many (Weisbrot, 2001, 131–132).

However, by Friday, the 19th, two groups were each charged with
working up plans and options for what were lumped together as the ‘air
strikes route’ and the ‘blockade route’. ExComm members recognised
that each option carried risks.

Negotiating while blockading quickly fell from favour. It would be
seen as weak, it would present no sufficient imperative for the Soviets to
negotiate in earnest with a view to withdrawal, and it would bog the
administration down in protracted talks likely to lead nowhere.

There were clear problems with the blockade option. It could not be
expected in any short time to lead to the missiles being removed, domes-
tic hawkish opinion might regard it as too weak, and Soviet attempts to
run the blockade might well lead to confrontations at sea that could
quickly escalate. If the USSR declared the stopping of a Soviet ship in
international or Cuban waters to be an act of war, escalation could be
rapid. Implementing a blockade presented serious difficulties as it
required hour-by-hour decisions by politicians about particular ships.
On the other hand, it left scope for later and gradual escalation if
necessary, and it would secure more international support than would
immediate military action.

The decision was made for blockade without negotiations – ultimately
by the president’s decision, but with a degree of consensus among the
civilian advisers – for a variety of reasons, each weighing differently with
ExComm members. Arguably, Kennedy’s own greatest concern was
perhaps the risk of uncontrollable escalation, and his determination to
avoid ‘general war’ (as the phrase then was), with its risk of nuclear
exchange between the two superpowers. That would have been, he
famously said, ‘the final failure’. Worried lest local decisions and
mishaps by individual commanders in any theatre in the world could
lead to this, he looked for less aggressive ways to secure what remained
the goal throughout, removing the missiles. More contingently, perhaps
what finally sank the air strikes option for Kennedy, at least as a first
option before blockade had been tried, was the Joint Chiefs’ admission
that they could not be confident that air strikes would destroy all the
missiles. Kennedy was not prepared to risk leaving some available for use
in retaliation. That would leave the USA with no choice but to retaliate
with massive force, against Cuba in the first instance and probably
against the Soviet Union, triggering general war. Other options had to
be exhausted first. A few days later, he told the British ambassador that
the possibility of Soviet military retaliation against Berlin had also stayed
his hand with respect to air strikes.
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The Joint Chiefs appear not to have believed that the missiles
remaining after air strikes would be launched against the USA. They
also appear to have thought their admission that some would remain was
a powerful argument for following up the strikes with immediate inva-
sion. As the president told several congressional leaders who advocated
strikes and invasion in a private briefing immediately before his broad-
cast statement on Monday, the 22nd, the risk that Soviet missiles in
Cuba might be fired was ‘one hell of a gamble’. Finally, Robert Kennedy
argued that the idea of the USA launching a surprise air attack, without
prior demand for withdrawal, was too reminiscent of Japanese action at
Pearl Harbor in 1941 for it to be compatible with America’s traditions.

Rites of decision, rites of announcement: 17 to 22 October

Between Thursday 17 and Monday 22 October, the physical arena of
American decision-making was the Cabinet Room in the White House
where the president’s advisers met.

The president felt it important to keep up appearances. So he went
campaigning in Connecticut on the 17th and in Chicago on the 19th and
20th. In addition, Bundy and Rusk argued that ExComm members
debated more freely and candidly in the president’s absence, sustaining
a ritual order of less deferential deliberation. Most important was
avoiding giving the press any indication of the severity of the crisis,
before the administration was ready to announce its response: thereby,
the government could secure greatest room for manoeuvre domestically.

Kennedy began to seek the advice of several ‘tribal elders’ – Dean
Acheson, Secretary of State under Truman and former President
Dwight Eisenhower. He also decided to proceed with a prearranged
meeting at 5 pm on 18 October with Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei
Gromyko and Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. Gromyko gave
nothing away, made no acknowledgement of the missiles, and did not
respond to President Kennedy’s question about whether the Soviet
leadership understood the implications of his 4 September statement,
which he read to Gromyko, about the ‘gravest issues’ arising should
‘offensive’ weapons be shipped to Cuba. However, Kennedy decided
not to confront Gromyko with the photographic evidence. The Soviet
minister’s failure to respond was treated by the Kennedy administration
as equivalent to an outright lie.

Commentators differ about just when President Kennedy finally made
up his own mind for a blockade without negotiations (Brugioni, 1991;
Fursenko and Naftali, 1997; cf. Stern, 2003). Some argue that it was
early as the 18th, believing that the meeting with Gromyko settled
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his mind. Certainly, his remarks in ExComm meetings that day hinted
that he was leaning in that direction.

Only on the 18th did the NPIC analysts find evidence of intermediate-
range missiles that could reach every part of the USA save for the north-
western Pacific region around Seattle. This caused even greater dismay
and sharper disagreements within ExComm. The Joint Chiefs used it as
a further argument that air strikes would be insufficient, as grist to their
mill of advocacy for invasion.

On Friday, the 19th, Kennedy met with the Joint Chiefs. Air Force
Chief of Staff LeMay had the temerity to reveal his contempt for and
suspicion of the president for leaning towards a line that he, LeMay,
considered soft on Cuba and communism: the president did not admin-
ister the kind of rebuke that might have been expected (Stern, 2003).
The meeting set the tenor for even more bruising exchanges later. On the
Saturday, two groups within ExComm further developed and presented
again the cases for and against the blockade and air strikes options, each
with their various possible permutations.

On being alerted that The New York Times and The Washington Post
had learned of the Soviet nuclear deployment in Cuba, apparently
from leaks from within the Pentagon (which may have further steeled
the president in his concern about the need to rein in the military
leadership), Kennedy personally asked the editors not to publish what
they knew until after his own announcement, which would be made
shortly. Relations between government and press in the early 1960s
were such that, under protest, both editors agreed to do so (Fursenko
and Naftali, 1997, 238).

Monday, the 22nd, was one of the most hectic days of the crisis – one
of high ceremonial in formal encounters with politicians and a presiden-
tial address to the nation before the cameras. After a careful drafting,
preparation and support building by telephone with former presidents,
Kennedy faced a very tough meeting with congressional leaders, begin-
ning with technical intelligence and military briefings, and leading to
heated calls from several senators for military action rather than a
blockade. After rapid but deftly achieved diplomacy in the Organization
of American States (OAS) to secure Latin American support, President
Kennedy made his public announcement on national television of the
presence of Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba. In his seventeen-minute
statement (May and Zelikow, 2001, 91–97), he demanded their imme-
diate removal and declared the immediate ‘quarantine’ of Cuba to
interdict further supplies of ‘offensive military equipment’ to Cuba.
The president also reserved the right subsequently to extend the
scope of supplies covered. At one point in the statement, the president
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indicated that he half-expected Soviet action over Berlin to be taken in
association with the Cuban deployment.

Accompanying the broadcast statement was a brief and formal letter
to the chairman of the Praesidium (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992],
158–159; May and Zelikow, 2001, 97–98). This began a series of written
exchanges that provided the rhythmic punctuation for the following
week of drama and crisis in the three capitals, in the Atlantic and
Caribbean theatres of naval confrontation, and around the world. Con-
versations were held with major allies, to explain the strategy and steady
their nerves, especially over any possible linkage that the Soviet leader-
ship might attempt with the precarious position in Berlin: Kennedy
conducted a telephone conversation with British Prime Minister Harold
Macmillan before writing to him to confirm his position (Macmillan,
1973, 180–220; May and Zelikow, 2001, 98–101).

Following Kennedy’s broadcast, many Americans stocked up on fuel,
food and other supplies (Alice George, 2003). It was said, but later
denied, that the Soviet Embassy in Washington began destroying large
numbers of secret documents in anticipation of war. In Cuba, Castro
ordered the full mobilisation of the armed forces, reserves and militias to
defend the island against an expected invasion (Diez Acosta, 2002). US
forces were placed on alert at Defense Condition 3, or Defcon-3, except
in Europe where the president agreed that it would create peculiar
difficulties with some allies: again, Kennedy was reluctant to risk causing
Soviet troops in East Germany to be moved to the highest level of alert.

Stand-off: 23 to 25 October

In Moscow, before hearing Kennedy’s address but after learning of
White House Press Secretary Pierre Salinger’s announcement of
the forthcoming presidential broadcast, Khrushchev summoned the
Praesidium for the following morning, putting both Cuba and Berlin on
the agenda, but as separate items (Khrushchev, 2000, 554 ff.). He told his
son, Sergei, that he presumed that the missiles had been discovered. By
the evening of the 22nd, Moscow time, Khrushchev was agitated.
Instructions were sent to Pliyev not to attack US forces without specific
orders from Moscow. In the Praesidium meeting, Khrushchev agreed,
on Mikoyan’s and perhaps Kosygin’s urgings, that, in Cuba, Pliyev
should not have authority to use tactical nuclear weapons if attacked,
rather than risk losing them. In the event of US attack, short-range
missiles could be used only with conventional warheads (Fursenko and
Naftali, 2003, 468–474). Whether such an order would have been
obeyed, had the USA invaded, remains unknowable. However, the fact
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that the subsequent shooting down of a U-2 by Soviet forces appears to
have been explained both by Soviet and Cuban officials to their respect-
ive leaders as inspired by the loyalty of the Soviet troops to their Cuban
allies suggests that we cannot be confident that the ‘use them or lose
them’ rationale would not have led Pliyev or perhaps some of his com-
manders to risk firing some tactical nuclear-tipped Luna missiles.

When Khrushchev received the translation of Kennedy’s broadcast,
he was relieved to be facing a blockade rather than immediate military
action, and thought he might still have the upper hand. Immediately, he
began composing a furious reply. When the Praesidium reconvened at
10 am, Khrushchev’s draft was approved without amendment, as usual.
This shortest of Khrushchev’s communications with Kennedy of the
crisis week demanded the withdrawal of the blockade, calling it a threat
to peace and an illegal interference with Cuban internal affairs and the
international law of the seas (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992], 166).
He wrote that the ‘armaments’ (no specific mention was made of nuclear
missiles), ‘regardless of the classification to which they may belong, are
intended solely for defensive purposes’ to protect Cuba from invasion.

Fearing capture of the missiles and warheads and other military tech-
nology, Khrushchev also proposed and secured Praesidium approval
that the ships should be sent secret instructions not to cross the blockade
line without authorisation from Moscow. Publicly, he decided to imply
in his communications to Kennedy that the Soviet ships were instructed
to remain on course, thus running the blockade.

Meanwhile, in the USA, troop movements began, in case the presi-
dent should need to order the invasion. ExComm was now given its
official status under that title and would meet daily. In the meeting on
the morning of the 23rd, Kennedy was especially concerned that military
aircraft on the ground should be camouflaged and dispersed so as not
to present an easy target for surprise Cuban or Soviet air attacks (May
and Zelikow, 2001; Stern, 2003). As the president had feared, US
aircraft at several bases were laid out nose-to-tail, presenting easy targets.
ExComm was much preoccupied with questions of whether to stop the
first ships that day, and whether the first ship to be stopped should be a
Soviet one. Preparations for the meeting of the UN Security Council
began in earnest.

Before that, however, came the meeting of the OAS. Achieving unan-
imity10 in support of the US position from the OAS has been described
as Dean Rusk’s most impressive diplomatic achievement as Secretary of
State. Perhaps an important contributing factor was that the case rested,
not on the Monroe Doctrine, but on the 1947 Rio Treaty on reciprocal
assistance for security. When Khrushchev later wrote to Kennedy saying
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that the Rio Treaty provided no legal authority for a blockade, he was
probably technically right in international law. The treaty provided for
military action only where a signatory member had been attacked: it
would have been difficult for the USA to argue that installing missile
sites alone constituted an armed attack. Nevertheless, OAS backing
provided political cover for the USA that proved invaluable both with
NATO and other allies and in the UN General Assembly. Only in
January 1962 had Cuba been excluded from OAS policymaking,
although it remained technically a member.

In Washington, an American journalist made an approach to Georgi
Bolshakov, a GRU officer in Washington and one of the Kennedys’ ‘back
channels’, or informal and unacknowledged routes to the Soviet leader-
ship. He suggested that Robert Kennedy had privately indicated a will-
ingness to explore a settlement by which the USA would withdraw its
Jupiter missiles in Turkey. Trying to find out more, Bolshakov
approached Charlie Bartlett, another journalist close to the Kennedys,
and was confronted with the photographic evidence. His report to
Moscow was delayed and may not have been critical in suggesting the
lines of a settlement (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 248–250).

By contrast, Kennedy’s decision to send his brother Robert privately
to see Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin late on 23 October may have
been seen in Moscow as much more significant. Dobrynin and Robert
Kennedy subsequently wrote quite contrasting accounts of what was said
and the manner in which it was said: Robert Kennedy’s (1968) account
was dictated during his 1968 campaign for the Democratic Presidential
nomination, and was designed to put him in the best possible light;
Dobrynin’s too may have been self-serving. In both accounts, the attor-
ney-general was angry about the Soviet deception and tired, and in
Dobrynin’s account (1995), he was extremely agitated. Kennedy asked
Dobrynin about the instructions given to the Soviet ships nearing the
blockade. Admitting that he did not know the instructions, Dobrynin
answered that the commanders would not submit to illegal demands.
Kennedy warned Dobrynin that the USA was determined to stop the
ships and left (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 252–253).

In Cuba, Pliyev ordered immediate preparations at all sites for attack.
US overflight photographic evidence began to suggest urgent activity to
begin to camouflage the sites. There has been much controversy about
why the Soviet forces apparently did not begin disguising or camouflag-
ing sites that the US U-2 overflights had captured on film until very
late – perhaps the weekend of 20–21 October and continuing during
the week of the height of the crisis – when they presumably knew that
they had been detected. Had the Soviet military been negligent in
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undertaking work that they should have undertaken before then? Were
those sites deliberately left without camouflage as a piece of military
deception? Military deception, or maskirovka in long-standing Russian
military jargon, has long been centrally and routinely important in
Russian and Soviet strategy order to lure the enemy to particular loca-
tions. For example, it was key to Soviet military strategy in the Second
World War. Fake tanks and fake artillery emplacements may have been
critical in the Battle of Kursk in 1943, the decisive battles of the Eastern
Front and perhaps the war (Ferguson, 2006, 533–534). Perhaps it was
used in Cuba to create fake missile sites to distract American attention
from other, well-camouflaged sites or for some other purpose?

The mainstream view is that the sites were not camouflaged until
rather late in the crisis simply by error (Blight and Welch, 1998; Welch,
1992, 211, n. 45). Khrushchev’s son, Sergei, claims that some consider-
ation had been given to building fake sites, but that there was insufficient
time (2000, 542). Troyanovsky (Blight et al., 2002 [1993]) stresses the
practical difficulties in achieving effective camouflage for sites not yet
built in unfamiliar Cuban conditions, even had Pliyev’s troops had more
time. Fyodor Burlatsky, who wrote some speeches for Khrushchev and
who worked in the Soviet civilian and political administration at the time
but had little or no involvement in Operation Anadyr, and Sergei
Mikoyan, son of Anastas Mikoyan, the Soviet First Deputy Premier
and leading politician-diplomat at the time of the Cuban crisis, both
told the October 1987 Cambridge conference that, in their opinion, the
Soviet forces were simply following standard procedures without giving
adequate thought to camouflage (Blight and Welch, 1989, 251). This
would support one of Allison and Zelikow’s (1999) model II explan-
ations, or ‘organisational routine’. Lundahl, the NPIC director, was
confident in ExComm meetings (Zelikow and May, 2001, 187) that
his team could identify sites despite their camouflage if they had been
photographed at all, at least prior to the 23rd or so. The general consen-
sus among historians is that US analysts knew of most of the true sites,
and were not deceived into taking fake sites for true ones.

The other great uncertainty in the literature written before the mid-
1990s and before the publication of Fursenko and Naftali’s (1997) and
(2003) studies concerned the question of whether there were nuclear
warheads in Cuba. Garthoff (1989) reports the US position at the time
as being one of uncertainty, compounded by prudence in assuming that
the warheads were there. The CIA believed at the time that if warheads
were brought to Cuba, then the ship most likely to have brought them
was the Aleksandrovsk (Anderson, 1966). In fact, on 4 October, the
Indigirka’s consignment had already arrived. On 23 October, there was
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great anxiety in the Kremlin, lest the Aleksandrovsk, indeed carrying
nuclear warheads, might be stopped (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997,
2003). Khrushchev was greatly reassured when, apparently having got
through by a matter of hours, it docked in La Isabela, having been
rerouted from Mariel because Soviet commanders feared that the US
Navy had realised its originally intended destination. Gribkov and Smith
(1994, 46) and Fursenko and Naftali (1997, 276) write that, because the
La Isabela port lacked the appropriate facilities, the warheads remained
on the Aleksandrovsk throughout the crisis: however, Dobbs reports
evidence that some warheads were unloaded (2008, 62) and some
(presumably those for the FKR cruise missiles) were taken to Mayari
Arriba (Dobbs, 2008, 127).

Fursenko and Naftali (1997, 254) report, but without citing sources
or providing details, that because the crisis erupted before the under-
ground bunker near Bejucal had been prepared and made safe to
become the central storage base, at least the first warhead consignments
were ‘placed in caves for safekeeping’ (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 268,
2003, 468, citing Soviet Praesidium documents made available only to
them and a Soviet Institute of Military History 1994 study of the
crisis11). Dobbs (2008, 174 ff.) notes that the CIA did not realise the
significance of the Bejucal base during the crisis week. He reports that
warheads for the tactical weapons were stored nearby at Managua. Some
warheads were brought to the missile site at Sagua La Grande, on the
night of 26–27 October (Dobbs, 2008, 179–181, 282), but were prob-
ably never ‘mated’ with the medium- and intermediate-range missiles.12

In the evening of the 23rd, Kennedy responded to Khrushchev with a
tersely worded letter (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992], 171–172)
urging ‘prudence’ in very delicate circumstances, and asking that the
Soviet ships be given orders not to cross the blockade line.

Participants on both sides wrote subsequently of 24 October as one of
the most nail-biting days. General Power of the SAC sent out the order
en clair (as was in fact routine for SAC Defcon alert changes) putting
SAC forces on the highest level of alert short of combat, known as
Defense Condition 2, or Defcon-2.13

Khrushchev sent to Kennedy his toughest and most aggressive
message of the crisis. His letter (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992],
173–172) denied that the USA had any right to impose the blockade,
denied that the OAS had any power to authorise it, accused the Kennedy
administration of acting from of hatred for Cuba and imperialism, and,
in a rather repetitive manner reflecting Khrushchev’s original dictation,
rejected Kennedy’s demands. Khrushchev bluntly told Kennedy that
the ships would proceed, and warned Kennedy in unspecific terms of
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the serious consequences of an attempted arrest at sea. Yet, even as he
sent the letter, Khrushchev advised the Praesidium that at least some
ships should be halted, even though those with the intermediate-range
missiles had yet to arrive (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 476–478).

In Washington, too, events in the Atlantic preoccupied ExComm. The
president’s advisers followed the progress of the Gagarin and the
Kimovsk closely. Discussion of the implications of confrontation at sea
with Soviet submarines in which US Air Force planes might use explo-
sive devices to signal the request to the submarines to surface caused a
moment of great alarm for Kennedy. McNamara was explaining the
procedure, when, as he described it, President Kennedy’s hand covered
his mouth and his fist closed for a few moment of silence and staring
(May and Zelikow, 2001, 193). Kennedy decided that the first confron-
tation should be with a surface merchant ship, not a submarine probably
equipped with nuclear torpedoes.

Tension was relieved a little when news was brought to the president
and the ExComm members that some Soviet ships had halted. At this
point Dean Rusk is supposed to have said the famous words toMcGeorge
Bundy, although they do not appear on the tapes (May and Zelikow,
2001, 197): ‘We were eyeball to eyeball just there, and I think the other
fellow just blinked!’ Kennedy ordered that no Soviet ships which did turn
back should be stopped.

In Moscow, William Knox, president of the US corporation of
Westinghouse, was summoned to see Khrushchev and treated to a
denunciation of Kennedy. The Soviet leader declared that the American
president had ‘betrayed’ him. He followed this statement with a blunt
threat to use Soviet submarines’ torpedoes to sink US naval warships
which intercepted any Soviet ships. Khrushchev veered between bluster
about the readiness of the USSR for thermonuclear war if the USA
began it, to declarations of his keenness to hold an emergency summit
with Kennedy. This latter suggestion was reported that day to Kennedy
as also being contained in a reply from Khrushchev to the veteran British
peace campaigner the philosopher Bertrand Russell (Fursenko and
Naftali, 1997, 256).

In the USA, military preparations continued apace in case invasion
should be necessary. Presidential advisers returned to the question of
whether the Soviets would move on West Berlin and what, if anything,
could be done about it, but came to no conclusions.

That evening, McNamara met with Admiral Anderson and asked
him about the procedure for stopping Soviet ships. Anderson described
a process of shots across the bow followed by shots to the rudder.
McNamara remonstrated furiously and ordered that not a single shot
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would be fired without his or the president’s express permission. This
provoked fromAnderson the near insubordinate remark that theUSNavy
had been running blockades since the days of John Paul Jones and would
follow the book. McNamara replied angrily that ‘this was not a blockade
but a means of communication between Kennedy and Khrushchev’,
before demanding that Anderson acknowledge that his orders had
been understood. After the admiral left, McNamara told his aides that
Anderson had lost his confidence (McNamara’s subsequent account is
given in Blight and Welch (1990 [1989], 63–64)).

OnThursday, the 25th,Khrushchev received a short note fromKennedy
(Chang andKornbluh, 1998 [1992], 183) reiterating theUS government’s
position, reminding the Soviet leader of the 4 September statement and of
Khrushchev’s and Dobrynin’s assurances that no offensive weapons were
being sent to Cuba, and emphasising Khrushchev’s deception. He went on
to say that ‘it was not I who issued the first challenge’, and expressed regret
for the ‘deterioration in our relations’. Sergei, Khrushchev’s son, reported
his father as being impressed. Sergei considers that this note, despite the
intransigence of its two longest paragraphs, helped to persuade the Soviet
leader that he needed to back down to some degree. He now suggested to
his Praesidium colleagues that they might offer to dismantle the R-12
missiles in exchange for a US pledge not to invade Cuba, but he went
on to say that he wanted to ‘look around’ before making such an offer
(Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 263, 1998, 81, 2006, 485; Taubman, 2003,
567, citing classified notes by Vladimir Malin), in case Kennedy might be
prepared to settle for less than withdrawal.

In Washington, Kennedy received a letter from Macmillan in London
urging the president to be willing to settle for UN inspection of the sites
to ensure that no further work proceeded there while negotiations were
undertaken (Macmillan, 1973, 204). Yet that morning’s intelligence
report informed ExComm that building and camouflaging were pro-
ceeding apace in Cuba. The most urgent question for decision facing
ExComm was whether or not to try to stop and board a Soviet ship. The
US Navy was most concerned about the tanker, the Bucharest. Twelve
Soviet ships had now stopped just before the blockade line, allowing the
USA some time. Acting UN Secretary-General U Thant proposed that
neither side should test the blockade. Neither side publicly agreed to
this, but there was no major test that day, and Kennedy undertook to
U Thant that if the Soviets kept their ships away from the blockade
zone, he would continue to try to avoid confrontation at sea. U Thant
suggested a three-week moratorium of both shipments and blockade.
Because this would not secure withdrawal of the missiles, the proposal
attracted limited interest from the USA.
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That afternoon, in a moment of high ritual drama at the UN, US
Ambassador Adlai Stevenson confronted Soviet Ambassador Valerian
Zorin with the photographic evidence of the sites. Zorin blustered, and
suggested the photographs were fabrications. Asking Zorin once again
to say whether or not the missiles were in Cuba, Stevenson pressed, ‘Yes
or no – don’t wait for the translation.’ Zorin contemptuously told
Stevenson he was not in a court, to which Stevenson replied, ‘You are
in the courtroom of world opinion right now and you can answer yes or
no.’ Zorin then said that Stevenson would have to wait for an answer, to
which Stevenson famously replied, ‘I am prepared to wait for my answer
until hell freezes over’, eliciting general laughter (Brugioni, 1991, 427),
before presenting the aerial photographic evidence in more detail.

Manoeuvres on the brink: 26 October

By the 26th, ExComm was less concerned with the operation of the
blockade than with the fact that, whatever the naval operations might be
doing to US-Soviet relations, they were doing nothing to secure removal
of the missiles. With the continuing exception of Ambassador Stevenson,
no one was keen to enter into what might be protracted negotiations.
Attention therefore turned to the possibility that in a few days’ time
invasion might be necessary, despite its attendant risks of escalation into
general war. Many advisers began to move in more hawkish directions
than the president.

As Friday, the 26th, dawned in Moscow, new intelligence arrived.
Reports from Soviet intelligence officials in Moscow of conversations
overheard in the National Press Club in Washington, DC, had been
interpreted as indicating that the invasion of Cuba was about to begin
the following day. Khrushchev, contrary to his frequent scepticism of
intelligence reports, appears to have taken these at face value (Fursenko
and Naftali, 2003, 486; Khrushchev, 2000, 588), and had been alarmed
enough to begin dictating a letter to Kennedy indicating a significant
shift in his position, without recalling the Praesidium.

Khrushchev’s letter (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992], 195–199)
was long, repetitive, full of personal claims and appeals, and highly
emotionally coloured. Stressing the gravity of the risk of nuclear war,
the difficulties each leader would have in controlling escalation, their
difficulties in understanding or trusting each other, and referring to the
Bay of Pigs as the originating menace, the letter described the blockade
as piratical and denied that offensive weapons or nuclear weapons were
being sent to Cuba. Its specific proposal was that a US non-invasion
pledge would ‘[obviate] the necessity for the presence of our military
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specialists in Cuba’. The letter did not specifically propose that missiles
would be withdrawn, not least because Khrushchev continued to deny
their presence in Cuba, but the hint could be read into it that he was
ready for a settlement along the lines of missile withdrawal for a non-
invasion pledge. There was no mention of Berlin or the Jupiter missiles
in Turkey, let alone other contentious issues such as Laos or other US
installations that might threaten the Soviet Union.

Aleksandr Feklisov, KGB rezident14 in Washington operating under the
name ‘Fomin’, met with the journalist John Scali that evening, because
Scali was known to be close to theUSDepartment of State andhave routes
to Secretary of State Rusk. It is still not known how far Feklisov was acting
underKhrushchev’s personal orders, on suggestions from Soviet networks
in Washington, or on his own initiative. Khrushchev (2000, 585 ff.)
is vague about precise accountability; the KBG chief Semichastny denied
that Khrushchev had instructed him to instruct Feklisov to act (Fursenko
and Naftali, 2003, 485). Scali’s and Feklisov’s subsequent accounts differ
of their two meetings that day. However, the idea was suggested of a
settlement on the basis of the missiles being withdrawn in return for a
non-invasion pledge – more or less the idea that Khrushchev had mooted
to the Praesidium the previous day. On one account, Feklisov suggested it;
on another account, Scali suggested it as being an idea from the Kennedys
(cf. Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 269–271, esp. 267; 1998, 80–83;
Khrushchev, 2000, 613 ff.). After the meeting, Scali hurried to his
contacts at the State Department to relay the story of the discussion and
the possibility of interest in a settlement along these lines. Feklisov’s own
report back toMoscowmay well have been delayed as a result of disagree-
ments and procedures within the Soviet Embassy. It is not certain when
it was received or when Khrushchev saw it: many commentators think
that it could not have arrived in Moscow before the 27th. Khrushchev
(2000, 588) claimed that he received Feklisov’s report by lunchtime on
the 27th; Fursenko and Naftali (1998, 82) have its arrival in the Kremlin
logged at 2.20pm local time, which would mean that it would have
reached Khrushchev a little later.

Because of the cumbersome arrangements for communications in use
at the time, Khrushchev’s letter did not arrive in the White House until
6 pm Washington time. Among the President’s advisers, it aroused
various speculations. Former Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson
believed that it had been written by Khrushchev personally without
consulting the Praesidium; in fact, the Praesidium had approved the
retreat (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 484), but Khrushchev did not
reconvene them to agree on the text (Taubman, 2003, 569). ExComm
met late on Friday, the 26th, to consider the letter and the Scali–Feklisov
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conversations. The Kennedys began to hope for a peaceful way out, but
Khrushchev’s letter contained too little of a specific character, and there
was no clear evidence that Feklisov spoke for the chairman.

At some point on the 26th or at the latest on the morning of the 27th,
Khrushchev is believed to have received a translation of a newspaper
opinion piece, highly critical of the Kennedy administration’s diplomatic
strategy of issuing an ultimatum without offering negotiations (Fursenko
and Naftali, 1997, 275, 2003, 488), written by the veteran journalist
Walter Lippmann on the 25th (Lippmann, 1962). Lippmann suggested
the possibility of a settlement on the basis that the Soviets would remove
their weapons from Cuba and the USA would remove the Jupiter
missiles from Turkey. Khrushchev may have speculated that Lippmann’s
suggestion, despite being packaged in an article critical of Kennedy,
might actually be a signal planted by some of the more liberal members
of the American administration, to whom he believed Lippmann to be
close, of acceptable terms for a settlement.

Independently of political and diplomatic developments, in Cuba,
Pliyev was preparing for what he believed was the growing probability
of an American attack. Missiles were dispersed and camouflaged. Castro
ordered all his forces onto the highest level of alert and authorised anti-
aircraft units to fire on American planes. American forces were massing
in the south-eastern USA. SAC bombers with nuclear bombs were fully
airborne in all theatres around the world, refuelling in the air. The least
error could have triggered war.

Cross-wires and tripwires: 27 October

If anything, Pliyev was more anxious than the previous day. At 2 am
Havana time and 9 am inMoscow, he sent an urgent message to Defence
Minister Malinovsky that he expected the US air strikes to commence at
dawn on the 27th, Cuban time, then only a few hours away, and
informing Moscow that Castro had authorised air defence units to attack
American planes (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 271 ff.). The Soviet
commander reported that missiles had been dispersed but warheads
brought near to the missiles ready to be applied, and further maskirovka
measures undertaken. Whether these latter steps involved more than the
camouflaging of sites, which US overflights enabled Lundahl’s team to
detect, and in particular whether they involved the creation of any fake
sites to lure any American attack, is not known. Lundahl at least was still
confident that they had found all the sites in areas covered by the U-2
photography. Finally, Pliyev said that he had decided that in the event of
American attack, ‘we will employ all available means of air defence’

140 October 1962, before and after

6, Perri. Explaining Political Judgement, Cambridge University Press, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=807208.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 08:48:09.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



(Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 271). Malinovsky provisionally approved
Pliyev’s decision subject to Khrushchev and the Praesidium agreeing.
When it was put to him, Khrushchev signed the order, although he did
not believe at this stage that Kennedy intended to invade immediately.
He did, however, order Pliyev not to apply nuclear warheads even to
tactical weapons without orders from Moscow, and to send the Aleksan-
drovsk back to the Soviet Union with the warheads for the R-14 missiles.

Indeed, on the morning of the 27th, Khrushchev was less alarmed
than he had been on the 26th that an American invasion of Cuba was
imminent. He told the Praesidium that he now believed that if the USA
intended to invade, the fact that they had not done so already meant they
were not yet ready (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 273). Whether or not
because of his reading of Lippmann’s article or because of reports from
Bolshakov of interest in the idea, he proposed to the Praesidium that a
new letter be sent to Kennedy, adding the demand for the removal of the
Jupiter missiles in Turkey as an additional condition for a Soviet with-
drawal. Lippmann had publicly described the Jupiters as obsolete, which
the Soviets knew in any case. Intelligence that the USA intended to
provide submarine-based Polaris missile cover for Turkey in the foresee-
able future may have suggested to Khrushchev that the USA could
afford to make the concession. He dictated a new letter in the presence
of the Praesidium, and his aides were left to make minor editing changes.
The final version, whether or not it reflected the dictated original in this
respect, was more formal and both less emotional and less personal than
the letter of the 26th (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992], 207–209).
Nevertheless, it was another long letter, ranging widely over issues as
diverse as the U Thant proposal for cooling off at sea, Cuba’s vulner-
ability to US attack, and the Soviet sense of being ringed by threatening
bases. Khrushchev drew the parallel between the US deployment in
Turkey and the Soviet weaponry in Cuba. The letter offered to ‘remove
from Cuba the means which you regard as offensive’, if the US would
‘remove its analogous means from Turkey’. Both withdrawals were to be
subject to UN inspection. In addition, the USA was asked to give a non-
invasion pledge with respect to Cuba, which would be matched by Soviet
non-invasion pledge concerning Turkey. Khrushchev went on to tell the
president that the ‘means situated in Cuba, of which you speak and
which disturb you’, were under Soviet and not Cuban control.

For Khrushchev, the length of time taken for communications to be
conveyed between the Kremlin and White House, involving special
couriers from embassies as well as secure cable transmission, even before
translation took place, not to mention the effect of the time difference
between Moscow and Washington, was itself becoming a matter of
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concern. At this time, no ‘hot line’ between the two superpower leaders’
offices existed, as was subsequently put in place. He therefore ordered
his letter to be read on Radio Moscow, knowing that US monitors would
then pick it up much more quickly. Troyanovsky subsequently said that
it had not occurred to anyone in the Kremlin that this would cause such
huge problems (Taubman, 2003, 570).

By this stage Castro was convinced that the USA would attack in the
next three days. He wrote to Khrushchev, encouraging him to stand
firm. The sentences which caused the greatest concern on its receipt
and the most attention subsequently were the following (Chang and
Kornbluh, 1998 [1992], 199):

If . . . the imperialists invade Cuba with the goal of occupying it, the danger that
that aggressive policy poses for humanity is so great that following that event the
Soviet Union must never allow the circumstances in which the imperialists could
launch a first nuclear strike against it.
. . . I believe that the imperialists’ aggressiveness is extremely dangerous and if

they actually carry out the brutal act of invading Cuba in violation of
international law and morality, that would be the moment to eliminate such
danger forever through an act of clear legitimate defence, however harsh and
terrible the solution would be, for there is no other.

Although he was unable to report this to Khrushchev until some time
after Castro’s letter had arrived, the Soviet ambassador in Havana,
Alekseev, asked Castro whether he was calling on Khrushchev to launch
a nuclear first strike against the mainland USA. Castro’s answer was as
follows:

No, I don’t want to say that directly, but under certain circumstances, we must
not wait to experience the perfidy of the imperialists, letting them initiate the first
strike and deciding that Cuba should be wiped off the face of the earth.
(Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 273)

Whether Castro was speaking of any intelligence received to the effect
that the USA might use nuclear weapons against Cuba, or whether he
was simply conceiving the possibility, is not known. Khrushchev did not
receive and read Castro’s letter until the following day, 28 October.

Khrushchev’s letter to Kennedy was received and considered in
ExComm on the morning of the 27th. It caused immediate consternation
and divisions within the group. Kennedy himself was encouraged, taking
the view that the obsolete Jupiters were not worth holding up a deal. He
thought the USA could surely assure the Turkish government that it
could protect Turkey by using submarines around their seas. Bundy
pointed out the huge problems that conceding the removal of the Jupiter
missiles from Turkey, even with a promise of submarine-based nuclear

142 October 1962, before and after

6, Perri. Explaining Political Judgement, Cambridge University Press, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=807208.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 08:48:09.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



cover, would cause with America’s allies generally and with the Turks
in particular. The Turks, Bundy warned, would resent being treated
as a satellite state of the USA in the way that Cuba was regarded by the
Soviet-influenced world; for the Turkish government, the land-based
nuclear deployment was a significant badge of status. Even the president’s
brother was, at least in that meeting, unenthusiastic about accepting
Khrushchev’s proposals. The group puzzled at length over the relation-
ship between the two letters. Had the second letter with the extra demand
been written by the Praesidium, overruling Khrushchev himself? Had
hardliners taken over in the Kremlin?

News arrived that an Alaska-based U-2 had strayed into Soviet Siberia
early on the 27th; US fighters had been scrambled to escort the pilot
back into US airspace before the Soviet intercepting fighters reached
it (Dobbs (2008, 254–275) provides the most detailed account; see
also Sagan (1993, 135–138)). Khrushchev would protest in a letter to
Kennedy that such incidents could trigger a full-scale conflict, but he
also accepted that it was probably a mistake rather than anything more
sinister. On being told the news, although McNamara reacted by fearing
war, President Kennedy gave a hollow laugh and commented to his
ExComm advisers, ‘There is always some stupid son-of-a-bitch who
doesn’t get the message’ (Dobbs, 2008, 270; Khrushchev, 2000, 605).

Concern in ExComm rose when bad news arrived from Cuba. A U-2
flown by Major Rudolf Anderson over the known missile sites had not
returned, and confirmation was received later that it had indeed been
shot down and Anderson killed. It was not clear to the US military
intelligence whether it had been shot down by Cuban or by Soviet forces.
For years afterward, rumours circulated to both effects. In truth, it was
the work of Soviet forces. It appears that Lieutenant-General Grechko,
in consultation with Major-General Garbuz and perhaps with Major-
General Igor Statsenko, authorised the shooting, having tried and failed
to reach Pliyev, in the belief that the overflight was being undertaken to
provide reconnaissance for air strikes later that day (Fursenko and
Naftali, 1997, 277–278; Khrushchev, 2000, 606 ff.). There was no
formal reprimand from Moscow, although later Malinovsky is said to
have sent a mild rebuke (Garthoff, 1989, 85).

US policy was officially that, if its planes were shot down, it would
retaliate. McNamara pointed out that keeping open the possibility of
air strikes required continued overflights, but the fact that one had
been shot down now presented new difficulties in that regard. Even
McNamara, hitherto normally dovish, took his responsibilities as
Defense Secretary to require him to make the case for returning fire
when US pilots were fired upon and killed. The Joint Chiefs pressed for
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air strikes no later than Monday, the 29th. Kennedy decided to postpone
a decision on retaliation until the following day. Intelligence reports were
received, indicating that Cuban batteries were firing on US reconnais-
sance planes. By the late afternoon, Washington time, it was becoming
clear that time was running out, and that it might be necessary to use
military force rather soon.

The risks were much more serious than ExComm knew. Only years
later did it emerge that on the 27th, a Soviet submarine, the B-59, with
its batteries running low, was addressed by US destroyers in the Atlantic.
The grenades used in the attempt to signal the demand that it surface
were mistaken on the submarine for a depth-charge attack. Although
accounts differ (see Huchthausen, 2002; Ketov, 2005; Savranskaya,
2005), one account (Savranskaya, 2005, 162–164), using recollections
of the former B-59 submariner Vadim Orlov, published in Russian in
2002, has the exhausted commander Valentin Savitsky ordering a
nuclear torpedo to be readied to be fired. Mercifully, the second in
command, the political commissar and the chief of staff of the flotilla,
successfully reasoned with the overwrought commander, who reluc-
tantly agreed not to fire but to surface instead. On Nikolai Shumkov’s
B-130, too, a nuclear torpedo was loaded at one tense moment, although
Shumkov later disclaimed any intention of firing without Moscow’s
orders (Huchthausen, 2002; Savranskaya, 2005). In other incidents,
there were tense moments as US forces sought to force Soviet submar-
ines to the surface (Polmar and Gresham, 2006, also using Orlov). The
US Navy believed it had forced three Soviet submarines to the surface,
although the submarine captains insist they surfaced when they had no
choice but to recharge batteries, and not in response to explosive
devices.

In a move that did not become public until some years later, the
president then despatched his brother, Robert Kennedy, tomeet privately
with Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin (Fursenko andNaftali, 1997,
281–283). A small group of the closest advisers, including Rusk and
Bundy, worked quickly to establish the attorney-general’s brief: the
decision was kept from the full ExComm. Robert Kennedy andDobrynin
met shortly after 8 pm. Robert Kennedy began by warning the ambas-
sador of the imminent risk of retaliation and escalation. If the Soviets
would disable the missile sites and begin withdrawal of missiles, the USA
would halt the blockade and give assurances to Cuba. When Dobrynin
asked about the Turkish missiles, Robert Kennedy replied that if it
was necessary for a settlement, the president would be prepared to
accommodate Khrushchev on this, but not immediately, and if the
Soviets ever claimed publicly that such a concession had been made, the
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deal would be off.15 He pointed out that such a deal, done explicitly,
would end the NATO allies’ trust in the USA, and might break up the
alliance, something that the USA would never contemplate.

The full ExComm membership was not told of Robert Kennedy’s
private meeting and offer, and the following day’s discussions were
conducted with a majority of members in ignorance of what the Kennedys
had done.

Indeed, Kennedy went further to avoid war than ordering the
approach to Dobrynin. In a move that only became public in the late
1980s when Rusk revealed it in a letter to James Blight, the president
dictated a letter ready to be sent by the Secretary of State to Andrew
Cordier, president of Columbia University and a former senior UN
official and friend of the Acting UN Secretary-General, to ask him to
be ready, if necessary, to ask U Thant to issue a call from the UN that
the USA and USSR respectively withdraw their missiles from Turkey
and Cuba (Blight and Welch, 1990 [1989], 83–84). That would have
distanced the concession from the USA only a little. Even accepting such
a UN proposal would probably have carried domestic political risks for
Kennedy, especially in his hopes for re-election in 1964. In the event, it
was not needed. Some commentators conclude from this that, had the
crisis not been settled when it was, Kennedy would not have resorted to
military force the following week. Since other events might have forced
his hand, it is impossible to draw such a conclusion about a counter-
factual hypothesis. Nevertheless, the decision serves to underline the
determination with which John Kennedy was seeking to avoid war if at
all possible.

Given the inconsistency of the demands in the two letters from
Khrushchev, ExComm eventually decided that the president should
respond positively only to the suggestion in Khrushchev’s first letter,
and ignore the second. Veiled in bluster and rhetoric, the first letter
suggested a settlement on the basis that the Soviets would cease work
on the bases in Cuba, and then withdraw the missiles under UN super-
vision; in exchange, the USA would end the blockade. While no pledge
was made in Kennedy’s reply not to invade Cuba, the letter described
‘the key elements’ of the Soviet proposals as ‘generally acceptable’,
a statement which could be taken as a broad hint without an actual
assurance (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992], 233–235). More explicit
was a nod in the direction of a concession on the missiles in Turkey
without ever mentioning them, in the following sentence: ‘The effect of
such a settlement on easing world tensions would enable us to move
toward a more general arrangement regarding “other armaments” as
proposed in your second letter, which you made public.’ However, the
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prior condition for any settlement was to be immediate cessation of work
on the missile sites in Cuba and ‘measures to render [the missiles]
inoperable, under effective international guarantees’. He warned
Khrushchev against attempting to link Cuba with ‘broader questions of
European and world security’ presumably meaning missiles in Turkey
or – still worse – Berlin, as posing a ‘grave risk to the peace of the world’.

By the end of the 27th, Washington time, although the elements of
what would be the terms of a settlement had been laid out, the tensions
in the Atlantic and in other theatres were so high that even small
incidents could have led to war in ways that might have been beyond
the control of the political leaders (Sagan, 1993).

Climbdown at the last moment: 28 October

When the news arrived in Moscow that Major Anderson’s U-2 had been
shot down, aides decided to leave it to the morning to tell Khrushchev. It
was still night in Washington when Khrushchev was given this news,
Castro’s letter, Kennedy’s reply broadly accepting his first set of pro-
posals, and the report of the Scali–Feklisov conversations. Unfortu-
nately, no one in Moscow knew how credible a source Scali might be
(Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 283, 2003, 489–491).

Khrushchev read Castro’s letter with alarm and astonishment, unable
at first to believe that the Cuban leader was asking him to start a nuclear
war (Khrushchev, 2000, 625). Noting that Castro’s forces were now also
firing at US planes, he appreciated how unstable the stand-off might
become. He was angry about the shooting down of the U-2, realising
how serious it might have been. Hearing that the Soviet officers involved
had been taking a lead from Cuban forces, he asked bitterly which army
they thought they were working for.

These developments convinced Khrushchev that the missiles had to
be withdrawn. He told his son Sergei that he had to ‘help’ Kennedy,
presumably against Pentagon hardliners (Khrushchev, 2000, 630). He
summoned the Praesidium to meet at noon at his Novo-Ogaryovo
dacha. Justifying his decision to accept Kennedy’s terms and, implicitly,
not to press the demand raised only the previous day for a US with-
drawal of the Jupiter missiles from Turkey, the chairman turned to
Soviet history, reminding his colleagues of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk
of 1918. On that occasion, the new Soviet authorities, which had been
swept to power in the wake of effective defeat by Germany, had traded
very large swathes of the former western territories in exchange for peace,
to save the new state from being overrun entirely. For Khrushchev, the
threat of thermonuclear war was a looming catastrophe that required a
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similar retreat. He accepted that the Soviet Union had not gained all it
wanted, but emphasised the achievement of preventing an invasion of
Cuba. Apart from occasional brief contributions from Mikoyan and
Gromyko,Khrushchevwas received in silence. Itwas clear thatKhrushchev
had climbed down, and would have done so even in the absence of the
proffered but secret concession on the Jupiter missiles (Fursenko and
Naftali, 1997, 284–286, 2003, 489–491).

However, still uncertain that the USA might not attack Cuba that day,
the Praesidium authorised the Soviet commander on the island to use
force, were his own assets or troops attacked by US forces in an invasion.
However, the orders were not specific about whether the previous day’s
orders, not to use nuclear warheads without authorisation fromMoscow,
were still in force or had been rescinded by this resolution.

Troyanovsky then received Dobrynin’s report from Washington on his
meeting with Robert Kennedy. The impression was given that there was
little time left, that the hard-line generals in the Pentagon were leaning
very heavily on the president to use force. As Troyanovsky conveyed it,
Robert Kennedy was said to have left Dobrynin with the impression that
the president feared that his hand might be forced to launch military
action or even that it might be launched by US forces without his
authorisation (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 285).

Khrushchev then, as he had done often before, called a stenographer
and began to dictate a letter to Kennedy in the full Praesidium meeting.
The letter (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998 [1992], 236–239) accepted
Kennedy’s terms, agreeing to stop work on the sites, and ‘dismantle
the arms which you described as offensive, crate and return them to
the Soviet Union’. In a message to be delivered privately by Dobrynin to
Robert Kennedy, he insisted that the Soviet government expected the
USA to fulfil its promise to withdraw the missiles from Turkey. The letter
to Kennedy was then ordered to be read out on Radio Moscow to signal
clearly and as early as possible to all the front-line commanders that
should any further incidents occur short of US invasion, there was no
longer political support for retaliation. A rapidly dictated reply to Castro
asked him simply not now to fire on US planes, lest ‘the militarists’ seize
on such an opportunity to cast the political agreement aside in favour of
the use of force. At 4 pm Moscow time and 8 am Washington time, the
order was sent to Pliyev to start dismantling (Fursenko and Naftali,
1997, 285–287).

However, in the hours before Khrushchev’s letter arrived inWashington
or was broadcast, the CIA reported to the White House that there was
evidence that the missile sites in Cuba were now ‘operational’. How much
explanation theCIA gave ExCommaboutwhatwasmeant by ‘operational’
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is not entirely clear. The word could not have been intended to suggest that
the warheads had beenmated with the missiles, because at no stage did the
CIA have photographic evidence of the presence of the warheads. Quite
howmany physical stepswould have to be taken before a site deemedby the
CIA to be ‘operational’ could fire a missile with its warhead is still open to
some question.Nor can we be sure that all themembers of ExCommhad a
shared understanding of what the CIA actually meant by ‘operational’.

When Khrushchev’s letter of effective capitulation was received in
Washington, much as the Soviet leader had implicitly predicted, some of
the military chiefs pressed Kennedy to reject the agreed solution and
instead to attack. Air Force Chief of Staff LeMay demanded to see the
president, although Maxwell Taylor, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs,
sent a note saying that he disagreed with his colleagues. ‘We’ve been had,’
declared LeMay, going on to describe Kennedy and Khrushchev’s agree-
ment as ‘the greatest defeat in our history’, and demanding immediate
invasion.

The celebration in ExComm was mixed with concern, especially from
CIA director John McCone and also from the president about the need
for verification. The president feared that Khrushchev’s acceptance
might be insincere: indeed, it might be a mask behind which further
work on the sites might continue or resources be secreted away from the
known sites. Attention turned quickly to the scope of the agreement.
Kennedy sent a private note to Khrushchev pressing for the removal of,
as well as the missiles, the Il-28 bombers, although he told General
Maxwell Taylor that he was unwilling to risk the main agreement for
this demand.

Feklisov told Scali, ‘I am under instructions to thank you. The infor-
mation you provided Chairman Khrushchev was most helpful to him in
making up his mind quickly’ (Brugioni, 1991, 458; Khrushchev, 2000,
640). Whether this was genuine or simply boasting, and whether the
information was received in time or was indeed critical to the chairman’s
decisions, has been much debated subsequently, and historians continue
to differ on the subject.

A journalist later reported that, before leaving to see his family, John
Kennedy had left written on his note pad the single word ‘Berlin’ fully
five times.

Aftermath

Although the immediate crisis was over, with its risk of general war
escalating into nuclear conflict, the aftermath dragged on for months.
Indeed, four subsequent superpower crises over Cuba turned on
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disputed reinterpretations of just what the terms of the 1962 settlement
were and meant (Griesdorf, 2008).

Diplomatic processes at the UN for inspection and oversight of the
dismantling were protracted. US aircraft flew low over Soviet ships
leaving Cuba for weeks. They were looking for evidence that the missiles
were indeed being removed. Interpreting photographic evidence from
these flights became known as ‘cratology’. Analysts grew skilled in
diagnosing the kinds of armaments that might lie within crates on
the decks of ships (Brugioni, 1991, 512–537). In the Soviet military,
however, many were disgusted at having to undertake the withdrawal
(Gribkov, 1994, 72–73).

The Kennedy administration had to devote considerable effort,
domestically and abroad, to covering up the concession over the
Jupiter missiles in Turkey, while working to secure Turkish government
acquiescence in the withdrawal of the missiles Turkey had been so
uniquely keen in Europe to obtain. Some of the most important bare-
faced lies told by members of the Kennedy administration in relation to
the Cuban crisis were made in the course of that cover-up (Nash, 1997,
153–168), not least to the Turkish government (Costigliola, 1995).

Castro’s fury at what he saw as cowardice and betrayal by the Soviet
leader and government was deep and abiding (Fursenko and Naftali,
1997, 290–315). He was determined to make the process difficult for
Khrushchev, let alone for Kennedy. He announced a series of conditions
before he would agree to the implementation of the settlement of
28 October. These included ending the economic embargo, subversive
activity, ‘pirate attacks’ from offshore bases, and violations of Cuban
airspace, as well as withdrawal from the base at Guantánamo. At the time
of writing, the embargo is still formally in place and the Guantánamo
base very much in US hands.

Khrushchev sent the veteran diplomat Mikoyan to negotiate. At first,
Castro was too angry even to see Mikoyan. Mikoyan had to stay in Cuba
for weeks in the effort to convince Castro that Khrushchev’s decision
had been wise. During that time, his sick wife died back in the Soviet
Union. Although Khrushchev allowedMikoyan to decide whether or not
to return for her funeral, he felt duty bound to remain in Cuba to try to
complete his difficult diplomatic assignment.

For months, Castro resisted inspection and the withdrawal of the Il-28
bombers, which the Kennedy administration defined as offensive,
because they were capable of carrying ‘offensive’ nuclear weapons.
Khrushchev too tried at first to resist the inclusion of the Il-28s, accusing
Kennedy of endangering the main deal by introducing side issues.
During November too, the USA maintained its forces in readiness
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for invasion. Once again, LeMay and his fellow Joint Chiefs of Staff
pressed for air strikes and invasion. At one especially tense point during
November, Castro authorised his forces again to shoot down US recon-
naissance planes, despite Mikoyan’s efforts to restrain him. Relations
between Havana and Moscow plummeted in mid-November. Once
again, Bolshakov became a significant back channel between the
Kennedys and Khrushchev. Not until 20 November was it possible for
the Soviets finally to secure a reluctant and embittered acquiescence
from the Cuban leadership in the withdrawal of the Il-28s.

After that, Moscow grew fearful that the Cuban leadership was think-
ing of seizing control over the tactical nuclear weapons, the presence in
Cuba of which was still unknown in Washington, rather than allow the
Soviets to withdraw them. This finally led Khrushchev to order even
their withdrawal, despite having initially thought that they might remain
but securely under Soviet control and despite this being Malinovsky’s
preference throughout: the last tactical weapons probably left Cuba on
25 December. After such loss of trust, Khrushchev decided not after all
to sign the promised treaty with Castro. On a later visit to the Soviet
Union, Castro was told by Khrushchev of the American concession over
the missiles in Turkey; this only exacerbated his fury that his country’s
defence had been used and traded as a pawn in a global superpower
game, for the Soviet Union’s own, nearer interests. It would be years
before he forgave Khrushchev.

For his part, Kennedy made no public pledge not to invade Cuba,
although it was dangled before the Soviet government for months as an
incentive for fuller compliance with the settlement.16 Although five
Jupiter missiles in Turkey became operational in March 1963, they were
dismantled and quietly removed between April and July 1963 (Nash,
1997, 160–166). However, the USA continued to deploy a significant
number of tactical nuclear weapons in that country for many years, and
patrols by nuclear-armed Polaris submarines in Mediterranean waters
around Turkey began when the Jupiters were removed.

In the longer term, decisions made by both the American and Soviet
leaders in their crisis contributed to their dramatic exits from office in
1963 and 1964 respectively. Kennedy’s presumed assassin, Lee Harvey
Oswald, was a Cuban sympathiser who had lived in the USSR for a
while. It seems likely that his feelings about the Kennedy administra-
tion’s treatment of the island under Castro’s government were significant
in his decision to assassinate the president.17 When Khrushchev was
removed from power in 1964 by his Praesidium colleagues led by Leonid
Brezhnev, chief among the ‘hare-brained schemes’ for which he was
blamed was the Cuban adventure (Taubman, 2003, 620).
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Still longer-lasting consequences can be traced for superpower
relations. Subsequent crises over Cuba always referred back to the
1962 terms. The crisis led both sides to recognise the need for
improved communications between the Kremlin and the White
House, including the much later ‘hot line’. Nuclear strategy was
changed drastically in both countries, to introduce more flexible doc-
trines of response and retaliation than those in the standard contin-
gency plans. After leading the strategic bombing of Vietnam in the
1960s as he had of the Japanese cities in the 1940s, Curtis LeMay
went on to write a book in 1965 arguing the case for strategic
bombing of Vietnam. New and ever more complicated institutional
architecture was developed through which nuclear and conventional
arms reduction negotiations might be conducted, although with
rather limited effect until the 1980s and the coming to power in the
Soviet Union of Mikhail Gorbachev – in whose government some
people worked who had been junior staffers under Khrushchev,
such as Fyodor Burlatsky. Although SAC remained at Defcon-2 until
15 November 1962, no US forces have since been put at that
level.18 Equally importantly, after 1962, most of the major flashpoints
of the Cold War concerned territories that were further from the
borders of the two superpowers than Cuba is from the USA. And
after 1962, proxy confrontations with China once again became cen-
tral, as they had been a decade before in Korea. For the remainder of
the 1960s and early 1970s, south-east Asia represented the principal
theatre of conflict. Subsequent decades saw conflicts in the Middle
East and in Angola, where Cuba deployed its troops for many years.
Only in the early 1980s, when the ‘Second Cold War’ began in earnest
with the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, did military operations again
take place in countries adjacent to the frontiers of one of the super-
powers. Despite the Kennedy administration’s fear that the Soviet
régime would link Cuba with Berlin, tensions slowly eased in Germany
even in the remaining year of Kennedy’s administration, despite the
confrontation at the time of Kennedy’s ‘Ich bin ein Berliner’ speech in
June 1963. In May 1963, shortly before leaving office, West German
Chancellor Konrad Adenauer began for the first time secretly to open
channels of communication with the Soviet Union. Although no agree-
ment was ever reached until the collapse of the East German state
ended the whole question in 1989, never again would the USA be quite
so preoccupied about the possibility of direct linkage by the Soviet
Union of the Berlin question with issues in other theatres. After the
relaxation over Berlin, the long blocked issue of a test ban treaty could
be reopened.
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Theoretical frameworks applied to the Cuban
missile crisis

In addition to the vast historical literature on the missile crisis, a wide
range of explanatory theories of decision-making has been developed
or examined that use it.19 Can a study of another theory using these
data hope to explain anything that previous theories have not? A full
review of the theoretical literature is not possible here. Because the
aim is to argue that there remains work to be done, little will be said
here about the general merits of these theories, or how their valuable
insights can be used, although later chapters will draw on some of
their findings. This section will briefly argue that the application of
theories to the crisis still leaves unexplained puzzles about political
judgement; these puzzles are addressed in the empirical chapters.
Three kinds of problems and weaknesses remain in the existing theo-
retical work as follows:

empirical puzzles, or events, decisions and outcomes in the
missile crisis that are not convincingly explained by the theor-
ies, given the empirical evidence;

shallow explanations, or explanations that are so proximate as
not to be satisfying, leaving us wanting to know why the things
occurred in the first place that the theories adduce to explain
events; and

theoretical weaknesses, or limitations of the models, theories or
their underlying frameworks quite generally, irrespective of
their handling of the data about the missile crisis.

Some of the second and third types of problems have already been
discussed with respect to political judgement generally. Few studies
examine theories of styles of political judgement directly, in the sense
the term is used here. Many look at decision-making, sometimes for
each decision discretely and sometimes for a series. Others look at
aspects of framing, typically for several decisions, or group process.
Some mainstream policy process theories could not be tested on a
single crisis (e.g. Sabatier’s advocacy coalition framework (e.g. Sabatier
and Jenkins-Smith, 1993) and Baumgartner and Jones’ (e.g. 2002)
punctuated equilibrium theory). Yet many potentially applicable theor-
ies have still not been examined on the missile crisis, such as Kingdon’s
(1995 [1984]) streams and windows model, Majone’s (1989) advocacy
theory, or any of the policy network theories from Rhodes and Marsh
(1992) and Marsh (1998), or structural models such as Laumann
and Knoke’s (1987; Knoke, 1990). Nor, moreover, have approaches
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from wider political science (such as Edelman’s (1985 [1967], 1988)
symbolic politics account) been tried.

Examinations of theory on the crisis begin with and still centre on
Allison’s three models, or as the second edition of Essence of decision
acknowledged, families of models (Allison, 1969; Allison and Zelikow,
1999 [1971]), which were outlined in Chapter 2. The first model
explains decisions as the results of states’ pursuing their more or less
settled preferences, which bear an intelligible relationship with pay-offs
(even when formed under misapprehensions), under constraints, and in
response to each other’s actions and credible threats. Theoretical prob-
lems with this family of theories are well known. States may not have
settled and sequentially ordered preference schedules; they may lack
sufficient information to assess the credibility of others’ threats. There-
fore, their judgement may be affected by a wide variety of biases, fram-
ings, heuristics and agenda effects. In the Cuban crisis, the suddenness
of Khrushchev’s deployment decision and his ability to push it through
the Praesidium make it difficult to distinguish between his own and state
preferences. We shall see that there are reasons to question whether his
preference schedule was sequentially ordered. The theory can always be
salvaged, as Allison recognised, by treating decisions discretely and
allowing whatever reasons were dominant for each decision to count as
sufficient rationality, but this makes the theory both schematic and
immune to falsification, and perhaps tautological. For these reasons,
the first model has attracted less interest than the others.

The second model emphasises organisational routines, plans and
capabilities. Empirical studies on the crisis have suggested that in fact
organisational routines and plans were neither so well developed as to
constrain in the manner required by the theory nor, indeed, in practice
so inflexible that they did constrain (McKeown, 2001). Indeed,
ExComm represented an innovation in decision-making procedure,
US blockade plans were adapted very significantly, no prior routines
existed in the Soviet navy for a project as vast as Anadyr, and Cuban
decision-making was hardly routinised.

At the opposite extreme from routinisation, Deinema and Leydesdorff
(2006) argue that inability to exercise control led to the dangerous
autonomy and uncontrollability of the military; this, they suggest,
supports Luhmann’s theory of independent sub-systems. Yet, for all
the fury of many of the Joint Chiefs (especially LeMay) with Kennedy’s
decisions, the whole point about the crisis was precisely that civilian
control over the military was sustained: autonomy was in fact sharply
limited. Admiral Anderson had to accept McNamara’s instructions on
naval rules of engagement for the blockade, despite his angry objections.
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Most discussion has therefore focused on the thirdmodel, bureaucratic
or governmental politics. In its original form, it proposed bargaining
between agencies, and treated the presidency as just one agency in the
internal battles. There is no evidence in the ExComm transcripts or any
other US documents of any interagency bargaining, and clear evidence of
the assertion of presidential authority (Bendor and Hammond, 1992;
Bernstein, 2000; Smith, 1980; Welch, 1992). Likewise, although there
was certainly internal conflict in Soviet decision-making, it did not result
in bargains that significantly stylised decision-making. Although Allison
and Zelikow can show Khrushchev reacting to events, they cannot show
that the decisions emerge in themanner required by the theory. Secondly,
the theory required that ‘where you stand depends on where you sit’
(‘Miles’ Law’:Miles, 1978; cf. Halperin et al., 2006 [1974]) – formal role
would determine the position advocated. This was not true in most of
ExComm,with the partial exception of the Joint Chiefs (and previous and
subsequent occupants of thosemilitary roles did not take those positions).
While this captures a little more of what went on in the Kremlin, this
difference between the two systems requires explanation that the theory
cannot provide.

Certainly, none of Allison’s models explains Castro’s decision at the
height of the crisis to send Khrushchev a message calling on him to fire
nuclear missiles upon the US mainland. Clearly, it was the result of
neither any organisational plan or routine nor any internal bargain or
‘pulling and hauling’. It is also at the outer limit of what can be repre-
sented as the strategic pursuit of any country’s national interests, even
when its leaders believe they are facing invasion.

Prospect theory (Kahneman and Tversky, 2000) hypotheses have
been examined against data from the missile crisis by Whyte and Levi
(1994) and Haas (2001). As discussed above, the general theory posits
risk-seeking behaviour in the domain of losses and, conversely, risk-
aversion in that of gains, and it implies that preferences are set by a
reference level, which may follow the status quo, the status quo ante or
aspirations. The next few chapters will consider empirical weaknesses in
these arguments, especially for the Castro government. More funda-
mentally, prospect theory is largely silent about just which risks will be
run, in the domain of losses, or how risks will be selected. Another
problem is that it may be effectively impossible for policymakers to rank
their options by degree of risk. In the missile crisis, the blockade option
was arguably not inherently less risky for the USA than those of, say,
negotiations or air strikes followed by invasion, but simply differently so.
It carried some risks in short-run domestic politics that the others did
not. It postponed the moment at which escalation to general war might
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have occurred, but also surrendered a measure of control over the
possibility of escalation to events in theatre. The theory is largely silent
about how people choose between different kinds of risk.Moreover, there
may be no stable reference level because it may be unclear what the status
quo ante was, or aspirations may shift rapidly. Would the status quo be that
before the 1959 revolution, before the Bay of Pigs, before the Soviet build-
up of conventional arms, or before the medium- and intermediate-range
missiles were deployed? Difficulty in setting a status quo reference point
led to long debates in November about the IL-28 bombers. And what
relationship did any status quo reference point have to the decision to try to
force Soviet submarines in the blockade zone to the surface? US military
and civilian decision-makers disagreed very drastically on reference levels.
Even the US president’s reference levels shifted over the crisis fortnight
and intoNovember from bare survival, through extrication from the crisis
with some credibility, to preservingUS hegemony intact. Reference levels
for several actors shifted more than once in the course of a single day,
depending on what ExComm members thought feasible. On the Soviet
side, even more dramatic shifts in reference levels can be seen. Reference
levels are clearly part of what is to be explained, not independent causal
factors. Finally, even if Khrushchev was risk-seeking in the domain of
losses, this provides no explanation of why he chose Cuba rather than
Berlin, Laos or Vietnam, or, indeed, simply a faster nuclear arms race in
submarine-launched missiles, or anything else.

Some psychoanalytic theory (Steinberg, 1991) proposes that
Khrushchev and Kennedy were driven by shame and humiliation and
a desire to avoid or suppress it. Unfortunately, despite personalising of
the domain of losses into individual leaders’ psyche and introducing
concepts from depth psychology which cannot be tested against the
available data, Steinberg’s theory’s operational predictions are indistin-
guishable from prospect theory’s arguments about risk-seeking in the
domain of losses.

Kellerman (1983) proposed that three new classes of theory should be
applied to the crisis. Remarkably, subsequent work has followed her
proposal. First, she suggested the use of small-group process theories.
The best-known such theory is Janis’ (1982 [1972]) groupthink model:
Janis specifically exempted ExComm during the missile crisis from the
charge, contrasting it with decision-making in the same administration
the previous year over the Bay of Pigs invasion. McCauley (1989)
suggested that while Janis might have been right over the selection of
options and the decisions over the final settlement, the initial decision to
confront the Soviets, demand withdrawal and not negotiate reflected a
groupthink process. Yet his (1989, 254–255) argument for this
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conclusion was very sketchy, relying on the fact of rapid consensus and
the brief consideration of the alternatives; these are measures on the
dependent, not the independent, variable in groupthink theory, and
cannot be used to warrant the claim that the consensus was due to the
particular group process that Janis identified. Finally, there are variant
models in groupthink theory, distinguished by the degree to which they
rely on internally collective and egalitarian consensus pressures or upon
leader-following (’t Hart, 1990; ’t Hart et al., 1997). The theory con-
sidered here suggests that these should be considered as reflecting dif-
ferent institutional dynamics, rather than being treated together.

When Anderson published his (1983) study on group process in
ExComm, the full transcripts were unavailable. He used declassified
minutes to argue that deliberation proceeded by a negative procedure
of objection to non-competing proposals considered sequentially. His
account captured something important, but the full transcripts show
that debate was less tidily sequential than this, that some options were
indeed rivals. This framework does not account for option generation
in the first place. It also treats all objection processes as equivalent.
Yet the protracted disagreements between advisers and president over
the Turkish missile option were a very different same-group process
from that by which Stevenson’s proposal for negotiations was sum-
marily dismissed. For a presidential dove arguing with hawkish
advisers in a late meeting makes for a quite different group dynamic
than an ambassadorial dove (indeed, one with declining political
authority generally) being dismissed by a more hawkish president in
an early meeting.

Kellerman (1983), in her second class of theories, proposed examin-
ing how well data on the crisis support theories of leadership; there have
been many such studies since then. Nearly all these studies concentrate
on the USA and on President Kennedy in particular, rather than making
comparisons with the Soviet and Cuban leaders.

Barber’s (2009 [1972]) general argument about character has already
been considered. He explains Kennedy’s decisions in the missile crisis as
the outcome of his ‘active’ and ‘positive’ character traits. Unfortunately,
he has little information on traits that is independent of information about
decisions. The distinctions between active and passive, and positive and
negative, are very general and hard to connect with particular styles of
judgement (George, 1974). Moreover, the president’s Republican and
military critics at the time complained of the passivity of the choice of
the blockade. Moreover, the drift into the crisis through 1961 and early
1962 could be argued to display the reverse of the characteristics that
Barber attributes to Kennedy.

156 October 1962, before and after

6, Perri. Explaining Political Judgement, Cambridge University Press, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=807208.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 08:48:09.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Renshon’s (2003) claim that individual leaders’ characters explain
their judgement style was developed partly by using the Cuban missile
crisis case. He argued that Kennedy’s judgement style depended on
character traits of empathy with his antagonists, self-confidence in not
losing face by asking basic questions, and a questioning, puzzling
approach to problems. It is not clear how this can be reconciled with
the more decisive aspects of his decision-making, including those where
he had exhausted what could be achieved in ExComm discussions and
instead relied on his authority to override their advice, as in the matter of
the Jupiters in Turkey, or his insistence to the military on dispersing
planes left vulnerable at airfields.

Grint (2005) too has argued that Kennedy’s leadership style was
principally one of Socratic questioning (likewise, Grattan, 2004). This
captures remarkably little of what the president actually did during those
weeks; in fact, he was commanding such things as the blockade, the low-
level reconnaissance flights, the raising of the alert to Defcon-3, the
global deployment of the SAC, and the rules of engagement for, and
even the selection of particular ships for, boarding at sea. His theory also
suggests that leaders produce representations that are typically accepted.
Yet this fails to account for the Joint Chiefs’ refusal to accept the
president’s representation of the options, priorities and risks, or for the
widespread opposition in ExComm on the 26th through the 28th to his
representation of the political situation with respect to the Turkish
Jupiters. Thirdly, Grint claims that Kennedy framed the crisis as a
wicked problem (which Grint defines as non-linear, as solutions gener-
ating more problems) rather than a critical one (so urgent that only
command rather than deliberation will serve), yet this obscures both
the speed of decisions in late October and the extent to which the
president did indeed issue orders.

Keller (2005) distinguished between ‘constraint respecters’ and ‘con-
straint challengers’, arguing, on the basis of coding press conference and
interview statements, that Kennedy was one of the former. Keller sug-
gests that this may have contributed to his commitment to maintain
peace, although the missile crisis was not his principal case study. One
problem with this approach is that these data make it hard to distinguish
independent variables of disposition from dependent variables of deci-
sion, when press conferences and interviews may be used to make
announcements. Nor does Keller show that the principal judgements
made depended exclusively on the effects of presidential leadership.

The third group of theories that Kellerman recommended be explored
were psychological ones of cognitive process, and a substantial literature
has developed since then offering many such accounts. Much work in
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this vein uses content analysis of documents. Holsti et al. (1964) used
modest numbers of US, Soviet and Chinese documents then publicly
available, to examine relationships between violence of statements and
reaction to opponents’ statements. Sergeev et al. (1990) used textual
analysis of Kennedy speeches to suggest that growing US expectations of
Soviet sincerity and restraint, after a period when they had declined,
were associated with de-escalation. This, of course, provides only a very
proximate explanation: independent and dependent variables are very
intimately related; it tells us nothing about what brought about the
change in expectations. Sylvan and Thorson (1992) rightly emphasise
the significance of framing effects in the use of such categories as
‘offensive weapons’, but have no account of where frames come from
or why some people adopt particular frames: their postmodernist
epistemological position appears to prohibit them from asking these
causal questions (on explaining framing, see 6, 2005). Marfleet (2000)
takes George’s (1969) and Leites’ (2007 [1951]) concept of the oper-
ational code, meaning general system of ideological beliefs, and uses it to
code Kennedy’s public speeches and ExComm transcripts. Seeking to
identify trends over the course of the crisis, Marfleet’s quantitative
analysis finds only very slightly declining belligerence despite unchan-
ging beliefs, and continuing recognition of the possibility of the need to
use force until Khrushchev’s withdrawal announcement, but some evi-
dence of concern about loss of control over events leading to willingness
to reappraise relations with the Soviet Union. Studying the period
between June and September 1962, Renshon (2009b) finds rather less
divergence between public and private statements than does Marfleet.
Whatever the truth of the last finding, the method provides no explan-
ation, only description of changing attitudes. In the same way, Tierney’s
(2007) analysis of the Pearl Harbor analogy in ExComm debates can
only assert, but not demonstrate, that cognitive stances towards the
analogy itself are the fundamental causal forces. Guttieri et al. (1995)
code ExComm transcripts for evidence of the psychological measure of
integrative complexity, or recognition of different perspectives and fea-
tures and ability to form connections between them. They found inte-
grative complexity falling for most members of ExComm (except Robert
Kennedy), associated with exhaustion rather than stress, but no signifi-
cant difference between hawks and doves. The finding is interesting, but
the study cannot tell us whether such complexity is cultivated over the
longer term by, for example, institutional factors, or in the short term by
small-group dynamics, or innate factors. Winter’s work over twenty
years has examined associations in the ExComm transcripts, public
speeches, etc., among proxies for psychological constructs such as
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personal motivation driven by desire to assert power, or desire for
warmer relations, expressed in imagery, sense of responsibility and inte-
grative complexity. His (1993) study found an increasing ratio of affili-
ation to power imagery, which he suggests may simply be the effect of
Khrushchev’s letters suggesting terms. A study (Winter, 2003) of news-
paper coverage found no very marked trend in the ratio, but another
study of drafts of Kennedy’s statements found that the final versions of
all statements were slightly more power than affiliation oriented than
were drafts, although the trend over the course was still towards affili-
ation; by contrast, ExComm transcripts show the reverse trend in the
last forty-eight hours, which is entirely as one would expect (Winter,
2004). Winter’s (2007) paired study compared the missile crisis with
other crises, confirming his association between power motivation and
outcomes of war. However, the missile crisis also exhibited some signifi-
cance in greater integrative complexity. In all these studies, Winter is
suitably cautious about inferring causality.

Hammond (2007, 101–110) tried to use the missile crisis to argue for
the limits of ‘coherence’ strategies of coming to judgement. Although he
rightly emphasised the conditions of ignorance under which decision-
making was conducted, his explanation of the crisis’ origins in failures of
individual leaders to understand one another is hardly adequate to the
intelligence issues, superpower relations problems, and the brute fact
that Khrushchev’s deployment was a deception, not a misunderstand-
ing. Moreover, Hammond’s insistence on a ‘correspondence’ account of
judgement underplays some of the roles that bias, framing and insti-
tutions played: error here is not simply noise, but has a structure.

Within political psychology, the main challenge to cognitive
approaches to the crisis came from Blight’s (1992) study. He argued
that a phenomenological understanding of fear would be more fruitful,
suggesting an affect-based rather than cognition-based account. He
argued that this explains the superpowers’ willingness to find a settle-
ment, because in October 1962 the immediacy of the prospect of nuclear
devastation, exacerbated by concern about loss of control of events in
theatre, produced an exponential increase in fear that made the price of
a settlement seem more acceptable. His argument has the merit of
offering a clear causal mechanism, and a specified account of when each
element is predicted to be in place. However, it has some difficulty in
explaining the hawks or those who wavered between hawk and dove
positions, save as people whose cognitive apparatus was so strong as to
overwhelm the affective mechanism. Alternatively, its application has to
be restricted to the individual leaders, and this smuggles in a slightly
arbitrary institutional element. It also has little power to explain Castro’s
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letter calling on Khrushchev to make a first-strike nuclear attack on the
USA to coincide with or even pre-empt invasion. If the mechanism were
fundamental, it is difficult to see in this case why the mechanism did not
cut in for Khrushchev much earlier, perhaps in spring 1962, when he
decided to make the deployment a secret one. Its differential application
requires independent explanation.

In sum, then, the theoretical explanatory literature on the crisis leaves
work to be done. Many theories presented may have some empirical
traction on the US side, but less on the Soviet side and especially the
Cuban. Some fail to explain central decisions by the Kennedy adminis-
tration. Several theories, most obviously those of character, have more
fundamental problems. Advocates of these theories have not yet
attempted an integrated and comparative explanation for the decision-
making in each of the three principal governments that might identify
why their mechanisms are amplified in some contexts and attenuated in
others. Other theories have proven very difficult to specify in ways that
avoid empirical weakness or arbitrariness, such as Allison’s first model.
Many cognitive and leadership theories offer very proximate explan-
ations, may amount to correlations rather than causation, or present
methodological problems in finding distinct measures for independent
and dependent variables. The next three chapters therefore attempt a
three-government comparative analysis, concentrate on more satisfying
distal explanations, and seek to evidence separately propositions about
institutions and propositions about judgement style. I do not claim that
the neo-Durkheimian theory of political judgement in the crisis which is
presented here is the last word on the missile crisis. But I hope that it
addresses at least some of the problems in the legacy of theoretical
literature.
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