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Explaining Political Judgement

What is political judgement?Why do politicians exhibit such contrasting
thought styles in making decisions, even when they agree ideologically?
What happens when governments with contrasting thought styles have
to deal with each other? In this book Perri 6 presents a fresh, rigorous,
explanatory theory of judgement, its varieties and its consequences,
drawing upon Durkheim and Douglas. He argues that policymakers will
understand – and misunderstand – their problems and choices in ways
that reproduce their own social organisation. This theory is developed
by using the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 as an extended case study,
examining the decision-making of theKennedy, Castro andKhrushchev
régimes. Explaining political judgement is the first comprehensive study
to show what a neo-Durkheimian institutional approach can offer to
political science and to the social sciences generally.

perri 6 is Professor of Social Policy in the Graduate School of the
College of Business, Law and Social Sciences at Nottingham Trent
University. He worked previously at the University of Birmingham,
King’s College London, the University of Strathclyde and the University
of Bath. His recent books include Principles of research design (2012, with
C. Bellamy); Paradoxes of modernisation: unintended consequences of public
policy reform (2010, ed., with H.Margetts and C. Hood); The institutional
dynamics of culture: the new Durkheimians, vols. I and II (2008, ed., with
G. Mars); Public emotions (2007, ed., with S. Radstone, C. Squire and
A. Treacher); Beyond delivery: policy implementation as sense-making and
settlement (2006, with E. Peck); Managing networks of twenty-first century
organisations (2006, with N. Goodwin, E. Peck and T. Freeman); and
E-governance: styles of political judgment in the information age polity
(2004). He currently holds a Leverhulme Trust Major Research Fellow-
ship; this supports his research on unintended and unanticipated conse-
quences of political judgement styles in British government, 1959–74.
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Epigraph

I

Everybody complains of his memory, but nobody of his judgement.
La Rochefoucauld (1958 [1665], 48)

The great danger and risk in all of this is a miscalculation – a mistake in
judgment.

John Fitzgerald Kennedy, President of the United States, 1960–63,
Tuesday, 23 October 1962, in conversation with Robert Kennedy,

Attorney-General; Kenneth O’Donnell, special adviser; and Theodore
Sorensen, special counsel, as reported in Kennedy (1968, 65).

You will never know how much bad advice I had.
John Fitzgerald Kennedy on the Cuban missile crisis, private

conversation with John Kenneth Galbraith.1

II

[E]vents and results, especially inwar, depend for themost part on fortune,
which will not conform or subject itself to our reason or foresight . . . our
opinions and deliberations depend on fortune just as much, and that she
involves our reason too in her uncertainties and confusion.

Montaigne, ‘On the uncertainty of our judgement’ (1958 [1580], 129–130).

We are trying to get ourselves out of this avantyura [reckless gamble]
and now you are pulling us into another one!

Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev, Chairman of the Praesidium and First
Secretary of the Communist Party of the USSR, to Vasili Kuznetzov, First

Deputy Foreign Minister, 22 October 1962 (Zubok and Pleshakov,
1996, 260–261)

III

If [the imperialists] 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.

Fidel Castro, Prime Minister of Cuba, to Nikita Sergeevich
Khrushchev, 26 October 1962 (Blight et al., 2002, 509–510)

ix
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1 On political judgement

Characterising political judgement

This book presents a new account of the limited number of basic forms

of political judgement, showing how they work with and against each

other in shaping decision-making. It offers a fresh causal explanation of

these styles of judgement, although it draws upon classical works.

Politically to judge is to select and to commit to action, but it involves

much that comes beforehand.1 Political judgement is the thought style

exhibited in and shaping the pattern of political decision-making. It can

only be measured over a series of decisions that decision-makers con-

sider causally related. A thought style is the manner in which ideas,

categories, propositions, feelings, etc., are believed, rejected, construed,

framed, classified, used and felt.2 For example, propositions may be

believed with greater or less dogmatism; emotions may be felt with

greater or less complexity and ambivalence; categories and their bound-

aries may be marked with greater or less rigidity, with greater or less

exaggeration of differences between cases within and beyond a category,

allowing for more or for less negotiation, hybridity, etc.; aims and

intentions may be pursued more or less tolerantly of compromise. Style

is contrasted with the content of thought, which consists in descriptive,

explanatory or prescriptive propositions accepted. Political ideology is a

key aspect of content. Indeed, this book shows that people with diamet-

rically opposed ideologies may exhibit similar thought styles; conversely,

ideological allies may think in quite contrasting styles.

It is a mistake to suppose that ideology is the substance and style the

mere presentation of thought. Thought style matters as much as, and

sometimes more than, ideology, in shaping decisions and outcomes.

Judgement style selects issues, focuses political emotion, sustains cap-

acity for action, guides commitment and determination. Potential

opponents and supporters respond as much to style as to ideology. Style

determines radicalisation and moderation. Political decision-making is

as much about how we think as about what we think.

1
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Policymaking groups typically show a mix of different thought styles.

Political judgement, then, describes the weighted mix of thought styles

through which politicians and their advisers3 determine whether they

face a condition or a problem; understand and misunderstand their allies

and opponents; classify their problems, options (if any) and conflicting

imperatives; understand circumstance, causation, constraint or oppor-

tunity; recognise possible instruments; select analogies; construe risks;

become willing to bear some risks but not others; conceive linkages

between issues; relate reasons for action to goals for policy; and do or

do not risk medium- or long-range anticipation, and in detail or only in

outline. These things, Vickers (1995 [1965]) called ‘appreciation’.

Committing to a course of action, by deliberation or otherwise, is more

than forming an appreciation of circumstances and selecting means for a

priority goal. It is a social and political process, and not just a mental one,

of settling what is feasible, meaningful, apt, acceptable, adroit or astute to

do, how to reason about it and how to present it. Appreciation, appraisal,

settlement, decision and commitment or its attenuation are critical

aspects of judgement. Deliberation and persuasion are social processes,

as are developing and sustaining categories for appreciation.What people

involved centrally or tangentially in judgement can deliberate upon, and

be persuaded of, and what will count as a reason for them, are all shaped

by their informal social relations and institutions.

Although the case studied in this book is indeed one of deep crisis,

political judgement is not only called for in crises. Indeed, some crises do

not require deep political judgement, at least in the first instance.

Designing immediate responses even to some types of crises (major oil

spills, for example) may be a largely technical matter, although their

aftermath typically gives rise to problems that will require fully political

judgement (Boin et al., 2005).

Yet political judgement is not neatly separable from other kinds of

judgement contributing to political decisions, despite reformers’ occa-

sional efforts to insulate technical judgement – for example, on the

interpretation of intelligence, or judgement of military feasibility, or

economists’ assessment of forecasts or even professional diplomats’

judgement of the scope for further negotiation – from purely political

aspects. In practice, political considerations infuse technical ones: on

decisions of any magnitude, political judgement processes provide the

framework for practical synthesis of the various technical judgements.

In circumstances calling for political judgement, there is no dominant

rule to be followed, no superordinate principle to be conformed to, no

authoritative algorithm to be followed, no uniquely trusted form of

calculation to be undertaken, that reliably yields a superior decision.

2 On political judgement
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Imperatives clash; people are divided. Policymakers face genuine

dilemmas (or trilemmas, etc.). All the good things cannot go together;

something valuable must be surrendered.

Whatever the merits, in some codes of morality, of the principle, ‘let

justice be done, even though the heavens may fall’ (fiat iustitia, ruat

caelum), it generally fails what many people expect of judgement that is

political at all (let alone good political judgement), although we shall see

that this claim can indeed be influential in some political circumstances.

For politics are precisely the fields of adjustment between fundamental

values – even, in extremis, between justice and other goods.The philosopher

and historian of ideas, Isaiah Berlin, argued in a well-known (1996)

article on political judgement that this principle is part of a catastrophic

utopianism in politics that often flows from the excessive commitment to

a single principle (whether of justice or anything else). Conversely, he

argued that good political judgement recognises multiple, irreconcilable

values and frameworks of understanding. Appreciating these conflicting

imperatives is, for Berlin (1979), the virtue of the fox which knows many

things, by contrast with that of the hedgehog which knows only one

(cf. Tetlock, 2005, passim).

In dire circumstances, political leaders may be forgiven, if they exer-

cise judgement with due care, for coming to a decision involving break-

ing a moral rule, perhaps even a law, if they are prepared to face the

consequences later. In the most extreme situations, political consider-

ations may quite reasonably require it. Since antiquity, philosophers

have discussed the conundrum for political judgement described as the

condition of ‘dirty hands’, where sometimes coming to intelligent and

astute settlement between rival claims will result in politically justifiable

but morally indefensible action. During centuries of debate about the

idea of ‘reasons of state’ (raison d’état), worrying about the relationship

between judgement and wrongdoing has been a central theme, although

by no means the only or dominant one (Meinecke, 1998 [1957, 1925]).

The philosopher Hannah Arendt (e.g. 1992) struggled with this prob-

lem, finally coming to believe in the pre-eminence of moral over instru-

mental considerations in most major settings for political judgement. Yet

the argument for the independence of political judgement rests on the

recognition that politics are not simply moralities writ large, even if they

cannot and should never be simply amoral, still less merely immoral,

practices (Bourke, 2009). Moral considerations neither exhaust nor

automatically trump all prudential ones; yet they can never be extruded

from political judgement.

Nevetheless, calls for political judgement themselves carry normative

freight of their own. When politicians are asked to exercise judgement,

Characterising political judgement 3
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they are often being asked to exercise a certain kind of restraint or

moderation upon the imperatives expected to weigh with them (Bourke,

2009). In calling for good judgement, we typically expect political leaders

to find a path that neither follows the vocal minority’s selfish interests nor

the majority’s temporary mood, but which neither indulges short-term

desires for vengeance nor puts a country’s short-term interests before its

longer-term ones. In asking for judgement that meets the requirements of

being political at all, we call for decisions to recognise that authority

cannot sustainably rest on domination, that there must eventually be

some accommodation between imperatives and people in conflict.

When we care about judgement at all – and not only about a notion of

good judgement – we care about the manner of policymaking, not simply

the option finally settled upon. Calls for judgement (as opposed to rule-

following or principled action) ask policymakers to exercise a peculiar

thoughtfulness, self-consciousness and sense of solemn responsibility in

their deliberation, showing appropriate respect for the gravity of the

problem or condition, the tragic character of the conflicting imperatives,

and the requirement not to give way to the immediate, the obvious, the

simple and the pressing.4

Perhaps this seems too high-minded. Certainly, partisan interest,

coalition building and sustaining one’s own position in office cannot be

forced out of political judgement; nor is it a reasonable standard for

political judgement to ask that they should. We may praise a Robert Peel

who is prepared to break his party and his administration in pursuit of a

decision that he regards as right for his country. But to make that a

general condition of political judgement is supererogatory and absurd, if

government is to be carried out at all. For the duty to sustain govern-

ment, within the limits of the constitution, is one that rightly weighs with

every politician in office, not only – even if always partly – for selfish

reasons, as well as with citizens. High and low political considerations

do, will and should intermingle in judgement that is adequately political.

To complain of this is simply to complain about the human condition of

politics and of rule. If sometimes we ask for a Robert Peel or an Abraham

Lincoln, much more frequently we should reasonably ask only for a mere

Benjamin Disraeli, a Harold Wilson or even an Andrew Jackson. Polit-

icians in office may make policy judgements which are later seen as wise,

but do so for reasons of partisanship, spite or furthering their own

careers. It is similarly muddled to complain that domestic politics enter

into, for example, foreign policy judgement, or that policy decisions are

taken with an eye to votes or support on the backbenches: calculating

what can secure enough support to be feasible is central to genuinely

political judgement (Hurd, 1979, 35–36). If we are to ask sometimes

4 On political judgement
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that decisions be made precisely against the common wisdom, then, in

democracies, we can and should not expect such decisions themselves to

be commonplace. Democracy privileges the common wisdom, requiring

it to be set aside only with the weightiest justification and willingness, if

necessary, by officials to bear the consequences of their uncommon

wisdom at the subsequent polls.

Capabilities for recognising, appreciating and making decisions about

political settlements and taking responsibility for them afterward are

neither lightly cultivated nor cheaply sustained. Nor do those capabilities

reside principally in individuals or their personal dispositions. Politics

are those practices by which we contain from coming to sheer violence,

the conflicts which are the inevitable condition of our living together

(Crick, 1964; Stoker, 2006). Political judgement is therefore conditioned

by the need to accommodate conflicting preferences, ideas and practices,

and to institutionalise capacities for such accommodation. Political

judgement must therefore often tolerate inconsistencies abhorred by

tidy-minded intellectuals. Some inconsistencies are so deep that they

render settlements unviable. Other settlements are unviable precisely

because they lack adequate inconsistency (6, 2006a; Margetts, 6 and

Hood, 2010) – what Bagehot (2001 [1865–7, 1872], 102) called a ‘stud-

ied and illogical moderation’. Judgement that is political at all, and

perhaps good judgement most of all, is therefore a dynamic process by

which mutually inconsistent practices are brought into such relationship

with each other that, if the judgements prove successful (as they often will

not, especially in the longer run), they can constrain each other from the

runaway bandwagoning effects in any of one set of practices. If that

sounds too noble, it is important to recognise that it often involves squalid

and never wholly consistently principled compromise, in order to avoid

the still greater squalor that often attends utter refusal to compromise.5

Problems for political judgement

‘Wicked’, not ‘tame’, problems call for political judgement (Rittel and

Webber, 1973). Wicked problems admit no definitive solution. They

afford only incomplete and ambiguous information. Cases of apparently

similar types differ so significantly that we fear to risk drawing inferences

from one to another.6 Imperatives conflict, creating dilemmas rather

than continual trade-offs. Decisions are made under severe constraints.

Policymakers face blame and obloquy for any of the available outcomes.

Weighing imperatives usually involves difficult comparisons among very

different kinds of considerations not readily reduced to a common

numeraire. There is little hope of widespread consensus on what to do

Problems for political judgement 5
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in particular disputes. The question, ‘What to do?’, cannot be settled by

appeal to empirical evidence alone. Occasionally, people with contrast-

ing political and moral positions can agree on examples of competent or

astute political judgement, often for different reasons. But extending

agreement to many circumstances would likely prove infeasible.

Some policy problems are comparatively straightforward. For example,

the decisions are indeed political ones about what funds to allocate for

common procedures in a system of socialised health care such as the

British National Health Service (NHS). Rival groups of professionals

and patients lobby for and against a variety of options; ultimately, political

considerations can settle priorities. But demand and need can usually be

forecast with workable confidence. Technical requirements are reason-

ably well known. Likely health benefits from many existing procedures

can be calculated with acceptable confidence. Managers have some idea

of how long it might take to increase or reduce activity, given the time

taken to bring new facilities and trained staff into the system or else to

decommission facilities and lay staff off or reallocate them to other func-

tions. Available and relevant information does not suffer from very great

imperfection (ignorance of other players’ actions) or incompleteness

(ignorance of the options and pay-offs from the options available) or even

uncertainty (low or unknown and quite possibly low probabilities of

information being accurate). Moreover, the decision-making body is

fairly straightforward, consisting in the government of the day and within

the government, mainly the health ministers and their officials. For deci-

sions of this kind, there is usually time and money enough to commission

experts to analyse the likely costs and benefits of the main options, and

information required for that analysis can be obtained relatively easily

from NHS data collections. In short, these are relatively tame problems.

Political judgement is called for, by contrast, in situations where

policymakers face many of the following deficits from the ideal

conditions:

ignorance: lack of contextual information about the conditions

under which other players are making decisions, what they

want, how they think, or about what they might count as a

welcome or unwelcome pay-off;

uncertain information: information, to which an actor is unable,

given their ignorance of other facts, to assign any probabilities

of its truth or relevance, for example, about what the prob-

abilities of particular pay-offs might be, even though those

pay-offs can be classified as welcome or unwelcome to other

players, should they transpire;

6 On political judgement
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incomplete information: lack of knowledge of the structure of the

game – that is, lack of knowledge about the strategies available

to other actors, and of the pay-offs each would receive, given

the utilities they are believed with some confidence to be

operating with;

imperfect information: lack of knowledge in the game – that is,

lack of knowledge of what other players in a game have done

or inability to update existing knowledge about other players’

actions with new information;

potentially misleading information: an actor has to assign a signifi-

cant, non-trivial probability that the information available to

them is disinformation – that is, another player has guilefully

provided information to mislead them;

limited processing capability: limited capacity to conduct long

or complex chains of reasoning, including counterfactual,

anticipatory or hypothetical reasoning, with the time, infor-

mation and skills available for decision.

These information conditions can be characterised together as opacity.

As opacity deepens, so does a problem’s intractability. The type of fact

about which one has no information, or only uncertain, incomplete or

imperfect information, also matters. Uncertainty about other players’

preferences, goals or utilities means that one cannot be sure of their pay-

offs, so deepening incompleteness of information in very serious ways.

Political judgement is demanded precisely when no one is sure what

game is being played, why, with whom or for what. The politician

working in conditions of ignorance can only wish for those of mere

uncertainty.

As resource conditions for choice such as the costs of search, analysis or

skills to appraise information rise, or as time available for choice shrinks,

so too does tractability fall further. These can be called decision-making

conditions of pressure.

Finally, problem intractability rises as the decision-making body’s own

complexity increases. For more complicated agents have more goals and

find it harder to rank them in a consistent schedule with sequentially

structured trade-offs. More decision-makers have first to be accommo-

dated in prior coalition-building exercises. Accommodating these goals

gives rise to costs of searching for and analysing information and of

conciliating people. These are conflicted decision-making problems. In

the face of such increasing opacity, pressure and conflict, depending on

the solution concept used, in many rational choice modelling exercises

decision-makers face either rising numbers of equilibria or none at all.
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Equilibrium selection becomes highly sensitive to small changes in

beliefs or weightings.

Figure 1.1 shows a simple, three-dimensional representation of the

difference between tame and wicked problems.

The case study of the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962, examined

below, presented the Soviet, the American and the Cuban administrations

with just such a highly opaque, pressured and conflicted decision-making

situation. It can therefore provisionally be placed, for at least the US and

Soviet decision-makers, roughly at the point marked by the abbreviation

‘CMC’ (Cuban missile crisis) in Figure 1.1.

Argument

This book develops a causal account of factors leading political judge-

ment to exhibit particular styles. It offers a richer understanding than

most rival theories can of social relations marking different basic informal

institutional processes within which styles of judgement are cultivated

 Policymakers
internally complex or

conflicted: multiple goals
difficult to order

Information
unavailable or its quality
is uncertain, likely to be

deceitfully provided,
opaque, incomplete

and/or imperfect

 Resources for
policymaking scarce

e.g. time available limited,
search costs high,

analysis resources few

CMC

wicked 
problems

tame 
problems

Figure 1.1 Types of problem requiring decision. CMC:Cuban missile
crisis
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and exercised. Showing that social relations have systematically patterned

causal influences upon styles enables us to learn something important

about how political judgement works and why it works in these ways.

Proposing an explanation of political judgement style is ambitious

enough. Doing so by using the case study that has been used to test a

great many other theories is doubly so. Offering an explanation to rival

those offered in one of the great classic texts of political science –

Allison’s Essence of decision (1971; Allison and Zelikow, rev. 2nd edn,

1999) – only compounds the trouble. But this approach has important

merits too. Examining a theory of political decision-making against the

available data from the Cuban missile crisis has rightly become an

important rite of passage for any ambitious tradition of theorising, to

demonstrate its intellectual maturity. This rite has the merit of enabling

the theory to be compared directly with other traditions. Moreover, the

richness of the available data about the events of October 1962, their

antecedents and consequences, is enough alone to justify the choice.

The interest of the case does not lie in any excellence of the political

judgement of the principal protagonists. Normative argument is not the

aim of this study, but for the record, it is perhaps worth saying that all

sides made decisions that led to the crisis, during its height and in its

aftermath, that could readily be regarded as blunders. This was as true of

the political advisers, military staff from senior to junior ranks, and

technical analysts, as it was of the leading politicians.

The Cuban missile crisis is particularly valuable for examining a theory

of political judgement of the kind presented below, because it provides

diversity in the styles of the informal organisation among policymakers

which the theory predicts to be fundamental in shaping styles of political

judgement. Moreover, these rich data enable exploration of important

causal processes.

This book’s aim is to establish a theoretical framework, illustrating itwith

a comparative case analysis, showing thereby the framework’s initial plausi-

bility and interest. The empirical material is drawn from themainstream of

academichistoriographyof theOctober1962crisis.Thebookdoesnotoffer

a new history of theCubanmissile crisis: it presents no previously unknown

empirical facts. Rather, it offers explanations not previously presented.

Science does not progress only by the discovery of new facts, but also by

conceptual, methodological and theoretical development, the better

to explain already known facts, solve problems and resolve anomalies in

theoretical understanding (Laudan, 1977, passim, but esp. 66 ff.).

In this vein, every theoretical argument about political judgement and

the policy process, whether or not it examines the missile crisis in detail,

must engage with the achievements of Allison’s work. His three models
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of decisions by a rational state actor pursuing its interests, of organisa-

tional processes shaping decisions, and of decisions emerging from the

internal conflicts and bargains of the various parties within the adminis-

tration, are derived respectively from three classical thinkers. The first is

from Machiavelli: states are regarded as unified collective actors, pursu-

ing interests taken to be more or less fixed for the period in question, and

doing so with guile and ruthlessness. Starting from Weber’s work on

bureaucracy (Gerth and Mills, 1958) and routinisation (Weber, 1947),

Allison’s second model regards governments as organisations following

rules and routines institutionalised in them. Simmel (1955; Levine,

1971) provides the third model with the idea that decisions arise from

conflict and cooperation in networks of individuals.7

One classical writer missing from Allison’s antecedents is Durkheim.

This book shows that his legacy provides the basis for a distinctive and

powerful understanding of political policymaking. Durkheimian trad-

itions have generally had less influence in political science than those of

Machiavelli, Weber and Simmel, to say nothing of Marx, de Tocqueville,

Dewey, Schumpeter, Bentley or Easton. This is partly because

Durkheim’s own writings on politics (Giddens, 1986), when finally col-

lected, appeared fragmentary, scattered, suggestive and inadequately

developed. In recent years, as misconceptions stemming from Parsons

aboutDurkheim’s real achievements have been dispelled, the relevance of

his political writings has been appreciatedmore widely (e.g. Cladis, 1992;

Cotterrell, 1999; Rawls, 2003b). To date, though, little has been done to

apply his argument to the policy process or to political judgement.

This book follows a methodological tradition of taking an approach to

explaining judgement in general found in a great classical writer on

another subject rather than their specific writings on politics, and

developing it into a theory of political judgement. This was Arendt’s

(1992) method. She set aside Kant’s explicitly political writings (Reiss,

1991 [1970]), drawing instead upon his treatise on aesthetic judgement

to develop her account of moral judgement in political contexts. In the

same way, the present book begins from Durkheim’s account of classifi-

cation (Durkheim and Mauss, 1963 [1902–3]), ritual and the social

shaping of religious thought (1995 [1912]), suicide (1951 [1897]) and

moral education (1961 [1925]), and only tangentially from his writings

on the democratic state (1957 [1950]) or the origins of German militar-

ism (1915). This book argues thereby that the social sciences, like other

sciences, often make progress by further mining in seams first opened up

by the founding figures.

The framework offered derives from the work of the Durkheimian

anthropologist, Mary Douglas. It draws most heavily on Douglas’
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writings on the institutional shaping of cognition and the sociology of

knowledge (1986), on classification (1992a), on anomaly (1966, 1996

[1990]) and on quotidian ritual (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979),

rather more than upon her writings on politics and risk perception.

Again, tangentially, those too will be used – especially, those on

stylisation in judgement of risk (e.g. 1992b). For her work forms a

single arch with a common Durkheimian causal mechanism underpin-

ning her arguments.

This book offers a more fully developed argument than that offered in

6 (2004), but its approach is consistent with that in the previous study.

The earlier volume examined political judgement principally as a prob-

lem of information rejection (cf. Thompson and Wildavsky, 1986). All

policymakers are overwhelmed by a glut of potentially relevant infor-

mation. To think at all, they must discard much of it. But what counts

for politicians and officials in different contexts as intelligent choice of

what to discard? The argument there was that policymakers tend to

reject information the intellectual organisation of which tends to repre-

sent too great a contrast with the form of their own social and insti-

tutional organisation, and that informal institutions lying behind the

organisation of policymakers select acceptable and unacceptable infor-

mation. This book uses a wider range of measures of political judge-

ment, including risk appetite, issue linkage, ways of classifying the

problems, and relations between reasons and goals. It also clarifies the

relationship between the policymakers’ informal organisation, the ritual

order of their encounters with each other and their styles of judgement,

tracing the causal role of ritual in fixing categories through a sequence of

linked conversations and decisions.

Significance of the argument

The argument matters for three reasons. First, it helps to explain decision-

making in the Cuban missile crisis. More significantly, though, it offers a

fresh understanding of political judgement and the policy process. Finally,

it demonstrates the contribution of Durkheimian approaches to explan-

ation in political science.

Controversy continues about how to explain Khrushchev’s decision to

put ballistic nuclear missiles into Cuba, his decision to withdraw and the

manner by which he did so; about Castro’s apparently extraordinary

recklessness about the risk of nuclear war; and even about the nature of

the relationship between the internal governmental figures and forces in

the Kennedy administration and the president himself. This book offers

distinctive, comparable and integrated explanations for several of these
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puzzles. Moreover, the book treats the three governments most centrally

involved with equal seriousness, moving beyond the treatment of the

crisis that has lasted too long as one of superpower relations only.

More importantly, the argument makes political judgement into a

clear, bounded and central concept for explanatory theory in under-

standing political action and relationships, not merely as a literary notion

to be left to the history of ideas or to psychology as a technical but

descriptive term for certain biases. It provides measures derived from a

specified theory, for distinguishing its basic forms; these are operational-

ised for research using archival and documentary sources.

Sabatier (1999, 11) charged that the neo-Durkheimian institutional

tradition was unclear, not testable and incomplete, and that it lacked a

clear account of the role of institutions. He concluded that it had yet to

offer a major contribution to the understanding of the policy process.

This book seeks to show how these charges can be refuted.

Chapter 3 provides the distinctive account of elementary forms of

institutions, specifies expected associations, causal mechanisms and

measures, and derives hypotheses to be examined against the case study

data in later chapters. The book argues that, far from obscuring agency

in a vast fog of social structure, the neo-Durkheimian account provides a

rich and substantive account of just how agency works differently,

through different substantive routes, in contrasting institutional con-

texts. The coarse view that agency is a ghost in the machine of structure,

to be preserved against encroachment by institutional constraint, mis-

understands what institutions do and leaves agency little more than a

negation. Instead, we can develop richer and more substantive theories

of its content by examining its variation between elementary forms of

institutional context.

For this neo-Durkheimian tradition of theorising itself, the book

provides clarification, correction and innovation. It lays out clearly the

nature of the causal process which powers the theory, nailing the spuri-

ous charge that it is a typology without a causal theory. It clarifies the

role played by the fourth form of informal institutional organisation, that

of isolate life, showing it to be far from the inert phenomenon or mere

ballast in politics for which it is often mistaken. The argument below

distinguishes sharply between the independent variables of informal

social organisation and the dependent ones of thought style, and seeks

to measure them as far as possible independently of each other in the

case study, thus avoiding the risk of circularity into which too many

previous tests of the theory have fallen. In insisting on this distinction, it

returns theory to its institutional basis, avoiding the problems created

by turning into a theory of worldviews. The book distinguishes more

12 On political judgement

C B 7 DB 2 2: 23 2C 9CC B  2 3 :58  8 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  2 3 :58  8  ,2 3 :58 1 : B:C /2: .2 2C BD3 C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core


clearly than is usually done between those things which belong to the

neo-Durkheimian framework, those which are theories and those which

are models of particular theories.

For theorising in political science more generally, the argument

presented here suggests that even those whose basic outlook is that of

rational choice, or prospect theory, or bounded rationality, or the

theory of heuristics have good reasons for taking seriously the resources

that the Durkheimian tradition has to offer for understanding politics.

Puzzles about origin of preferences, the nature and specific content

of endogeneity of preferences to institutions, and selection among

equilibria may be easier to tackle if the full neo-Durkheimian variety

and causal roles of institutions are admitted. It is time for an end to the

dull, century-long stand-off and mutual misunderstanding between the

Durkheimian traditions and those which start from assumptions of

rationality in actors. Commerce between them is possible and

desirable.

In the same way, the cases where prospect theory works well and

those where it does not become easier to understand by using neo-

Durkheimian resources, and for the former much greater empirical

content can be supplied when the precise gradient of prospect theory’s

curve is shown to be determined by forces used by the neo-Durkheimian

engine. Instead of pointing to heuristics on a casuistical basis, the neo-

Durkheimian approach enables us to understand why some are more

likely to be relied upon than others in different kinds of context. Indeed,

instead of the notion of context being used in a hand-waving fashion, the

neo-Durkheimian approach suggests ways in which it can be used with

rigour in understanding politics.

Finally, the book offers a fully worked account to contrast with those

presented in a deservedly hailed major text of twentieth-century political

science. The argument performs its homage to Allison’s achievement,

not by descriptive scholarship but rather by creative development of

alternative theory and close engagement with the same empirical prob-

lems and closely related theoretical ones.

Structure of the book

The book is organised straightforwardly. The next chapter argues that

political judgement stands in need of explanation, and that the

already available theories do not satisfyingly explain its cultivation

and variety. This requires an engagement with the principal trad-

itions, such as rational choice, prospect theory and various theories

of bounded rationality. After situating the argument against older
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traditions of thought about political judgement, the chapter aims only

to show that, for their all well-known uses, these approaches still need

intellectual resources that only another theoretical tradition could

provide.

In doing so, it opens the way for the main theoretical argument, that

the neo-Durkheimian institutional approach can enrich our understand-

ing of political judgement in ways that no other currently available

framework can. The third chapter presents the neo-Durkheimian insti-

tutional theory in detail. Its roots in the work of Durkheim and Douglas

are examined; its fundamental associations and their underlying causal

mechanisms are set out, before presenting independent and dependent

variables, indicators and hypotheses. Brief answers are given to some of

the main lines of criticism offered by the tradition’s opponents.

A chapter then introduces the case study of the Cuban missile crisis,

setting out the reasons for choosing it for the present purpose. A brief

review of some other traditions of theory used to explain outcomes or

judgements made in the course of those events argues that there remain

puzzles to be addressed by another theoretical approach. Much of the

chapter is given over to a broadly chronological account of the crisis, for

those readers who are not already familiar with it: experts in its history

can comfortably skip this part of the chapter.

Three chapters follow, which examine evidence for the hypotheses set

out in Chapter 3, against historical information about the Khrushchev,

Kennedy and Castro governments. Each follows the same format. First

the chapters consider the evidence about the nature of institutions, and

especially about informal ones, which shaped the policymaking process

of coming to judgement. There follows some discussion of the evidence

for the causal mechanism by which institutions cultivate judgement

styles, which works through the implicit ritual order. Finally, evidence

is examined for the hypotheses set out in Chapter 3, about a series of

indicators of judgement style.

The substantive concluding chapter summarises what has been learnt

from the study. It begins by showing what we learn about the October

crisis from the attempt to show the power of the neo-Durkheimian

theory, which is not achieved by using other approaches. Next, it exam-

ines what we learn from the study about political judgement, both in

respect of how it can best be characterised and how its forms can be

explained. Implications for the development of the neo-Durkheimian

theory itself are identified. This section also discusses briefly how some-

thing of a provisionally and contingently normative nature can be drawn

from the argument. The argument suggests that there is merit in the

scope opened up for conversation and dialogue – though not, indeed,
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any grand once-for-all reconciliation – between the Durkheimian and

the rational choice traditions.

A short final coda returns the reader to a moment of high ritual

significance in Moscow at the nadir of the October crisis, which graph-

ically – even operatically – illustrates the argument of the book and the

power of the theory.
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2 The need for richer explanation

Processes of and capabilities for exercising political judgement were once

at the centre of thought about politics. In the twentieth century, these

topics were eclipsed by concerns about the design of constitutions and

patterns of distributional outcomes for citizens. To situate the arguments

to follow that understanding politics should return to examining political

judgement and that we need better explanations for its forms, this

chapter begins with a brief review of the main traditions of thought

about judgement and decision-making in politics. Much of this writing

has been normative in character. The section ends with a short consider-

ation of the risks in using normatively defined notions of judgement as

the objects of explanation.

This chapter’s central task, though, is to argue that the corpus of

recent explanatory theoretical writing on the subject provides inad-

equate explanations for the varieties and shaping forces of judgement.

This will make the case that we need something like the theory which

will be set out in detail in Chapter 3. Perhaps the simplest and common-

est explanation is the appeal to individual character. The next section

examines the weakness of this approach.

Some readers may doubt that political judgement needs explanation at

all. Typically, those who think that thought style and judgement do not

matter have formed that view because they believe that it is possible to

explain actions or outcomes directly, without needing to inquire into

thought and judgement. Among this group are some within the rational

choice tradition, who would argue that if we know enough about

people’s interests, the constraints they face, the pay-offs available to

them, and the prior and anticipated actions of their counterparts in

other goverments and interest groups, we can explain governing admin-

istrations’ actions and the outcomes they achieve. A short section con-

siders this suggestion that we can bypass political judgement altogether

in understanding political action.

Others will agree that political judgement and thought style matter.

But they may consider that we already have perfectly good theories to
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explain these things, and so have no need of a new one, let alone one

borrowed from Durkheim, Douglas and anthropology. This group is

more diverse. Some of those who think that all the explanation needed

has been done will also be rational choice theorists. These rational

choice theorists, however, regard preferences as forms of judgement

and thought that are explicable in more or less straightforward ways.

Others think that judgement has been explained by another tradition of

theory. For some, Bayesian updating of information will do the job. For

others, prospect theory’s account of political decision-makers as loss

averse in the domain of gains and willing to bear huge risks in the

domain of losses will work best. Yet others will argue that a host of

particular rules of thumb, heuristics, biases, tendencies to use particular

analogies, etc., adequately explain the differences we can observe in

styles of political judgement.

Space does not allow for a full argument to be presented that each of

these leaves problems unsolved, or is incomplete. This chapter offers

brief statements of the reasons that some of the main traditions of theory

are either incomplete, or are problematic, in ways that open up space for

a new account. It is organised by considering traditions that assume the

fullest rationality, before considering those which insist that rationality is

attenuated in various ways.

The first half of the chapter revisits rational choice. The argument

presented in the later chapters of the book never suggests that

policymakers, or people generally, are irrational and non-rational –

quite the contrary. However, mainstream rational choice theory does

not fully account for the variety of judgement styles we observe.

Taking preferences to be explained by interests and pay-offs tends in

practice to bring them as independent factors in by the back door. For

it is very difficult to explain why, of all of the candidate interests and

pay-offs clamouring for attention, some are more important for some

policymakers, without introducing and explaining preferences in

richer ways than conventional rational choice approaches have.

This chapter then argues that taking preferences as given makes

for unsatisfying explanations. Many rational choice theorists today

agree. To deal with the problem, they have developed accounts that

show that preferences emerge endogenously, given certain constraints,

and especially given certain institutions. Unfortunately, this chapter

will suggest, these accounts are not yet fully adequate. The neo-

Durkheimian theory offers some important resources that will help

here, because its account of endogeneity of thought style works with a

rich and subtle set of institutions (in particular, informal ones),

because it allows for important diversity in just how endogeneity
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works, and because its endogeneity is especially deep. Finally, one

problem faced by current game-theory modellers, working within the

broad tradition of rational choice, is that equilibria proliferate. Some

games exhibit a great many, some indefinitely many. This leaves a

problem of determining why some matter more than others. Again, a

theory which can explain why people will in some circumstances

regard some things as more salient, more legitimate or more readily

available, or why they might weight some costs lower than others, or

when common knowledge will be sustained, could help here.

For much of the twentieth century, Durkheimian and rational choice

traditions have been supposed to be irreconcilable enemies. This book

will propose a truce. It argues that they could work together to provide

richer accounts of preferences, if rational choice theorists who recognise

the need for institutions would only be willing to allow for the full set of

institutions and for the full depth of their effects, and if Durkheimians

would welcome some greater formalisation. The institutional

endogeneity of the full depth of thought style is not at all a source of

irrationality, but a subtler and more substantive account of the limited

plurality in elementary forms of reason. Indeed, Durkheimians do not

make many of the standard, textbook criticisms of rational choice, and

have little reason to do so. Moreover, the two traditions share common

enemies: both oppose postmodernist and relativist approaches; both

seek substantive explanations using causal mechanisms.

In the second half, the chapter examines various attenuations of

rationality that theorists offer to explain political judgement, many of

which are often grouped together as theories of ‘bounded rationality’.

The chapter will argue that prospect theory’s account is inadequately

specified in two ways. Firstly, it has little to say about just how steep

will be the gradient of its famous curve of loss aversion and risk

loving, at any point in the domains of gains and losses. Secondly, it

is silent on just which risks policymakers will choose to bear, when

they can select from a wide menu of risky projects. Thirdly, against

the advocates of heuristics, biases and analogies, the chapter argues

that just listing the biases that appear to be associated with a decision

is not a very satisfying explanation: it is too proximate. What we need

to know is why just this particular bias arises in just this particular

situation for this particular decision-making group, when it could

surely have been otherwise. Each of these limitations and incomple-

tenesses can be addressed with the neo-Durkheimian theory that will

be presented in detail in the next chapter. At the very least, though,

this chapter argues, these limitations make the case for being willing

to take a look at how far another tradition of theory might help.
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Traditions of writing about political judgement

Writing about political judgement is among the oldest genres in both

non-fiction and fiction alike.

Unsurprisingly, ancient Athenian insights are still central. Appraisal

of the quality of political judgement which emerged under conditions

of imperial democracy dominated by demagogues in Athens was

Thucydides’ (1972 [1954]) principal project in his analysis of the origins

and consequences of the Peloponnesian War (e.g. Hawthorn, 2009).

Counterposing Nicias’ caution against Alcibiades’ recklessness in their

respective construals of Athenian interests and their ways of classifying

the strategic problems that the city state faced provided a framework

for measuring two of the styles of judgement available in the debates

between the two parties. The adversarial, oratorical ritual order

governing how debate was to be conducted before and among the

Athenian citizens was, Thucydides strongly suggests, critical not only

to the outcome but to the manner in which contrasting styles of judge-

ment were cultivated in Athens.1 If the present study too focuses on risk

appetite, upon ways of classifying problems and resources, and upon the

ritual order of policymaking, then this reflects not so much our failure to

progress beyond Thucydides – after all, what would it mean to ‘progress

beyond’ Shakespeare? – as the fundamental continuity of the traditions

of political analysis that flow from classical Athenian debates.

For several centuries, political judgement was at the centre of political

thought. A series of connected traditions worked with the concept of

raison d’état (Meinecke, 1998 [1957, 1925]). One strand in the debates

that ran from Machiavelli to the early twentieth century concerned the

degree to which political judgement inevitably is, or rightly should be,

driven by essentially amoral notions of prudence, or by considerations of

moral duties, not least to peoples in other countries. Those duties might

arise from general morality or from specific treaty obligations. Machia-

velli infamously argued in The Prince that political judgement is and, for

political reasons, should be amorally prudential. Yet his Discourses sug-

gest that moral claims are and should be load-bearing structures in

political judgement. Hegel would later suggest that it is misleading to

pose the two as alternatives, but his critics were unconvinced by his too

quick reconciliation.

A central issue for the raison d’état literature was the extent to which

national leaders are constrained by perceived constraint, or ‘necessity’ –

for example, arising within the international state system – which effect-

ively defines the goals that they must pursue, or conversely, the extent to

which they have discretion to pursue goals of their own choice, where
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alliances are tactical at best and provide only weak bonds. Developing

the ‘mirror for princes’ literature and writing for precarious rulers in a

highly competitive system in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Italy,

Machiavelli could assume significant scope for princes to seek their

own glory in their own way, albeit within the severe constraints of the

international system and of their own resources: virtù and fortuna were in

perpetual contention. By contrast, in an age of vulnerable nation states

and contending absolutisms, Frederick the Great (Meinecke, 1998

[1957, 1925]), 272–339), sometimes wrote of statecraft as following

necessity, meaning the only goals and means available for the state to

survive. The understanding of necessity as a higher law than morality

was used to provide rationales for overriding constitutional principle, not

least among some royalist propagandists for Charles I during the period

of ‘personal rule’ and even into the 1640s.

In political thought, the raison d’état tradition was largely exhausted by

the mid-twentieth century, having come to be associated – rather

unfairly – with the notions of brutal realpolitik used by some totalitarians

of both left and right (although Lenin and Trotsky’s use of that term,

too, was very far from its previous connotations of modest ambition). As

the institutional architecture of international relations developed during

the century, and especially after 1945, alternative assumptions were

developed to that harsh realism, in the sense that the word is used in

international relations, of Treitschke and later Morgenthau. It became

possible for at least some thinkers to conceive the ‘interests’ of states,

political leaders and their organisations as being open to wider ranges of

construal than had been allowed in the raison d’état tradition of thought

about political judgement.

‘Statecraft’ came to be used, to describe not only international diplo-

matic activity in pursuit of themost fundamental goals of national survival,

but also a variety of reforms of internal constitutional and public service

machinery. The ‘statecraft interpretation of British politics’ was developed

by, in particular, Bulpitt (e.g. 1986), who, in studying the Thatcher period,

defined the term as the general strategy for retaining power used by for a

small core group which was presumed to be the unit exercising political

judgement and using external relations as a way of securing internal cred-

ibility and power (see the assessment and review of criticisms by Buller,

1999, 2000). That view regarded judgement as the rational, amoral pursuit

of that core group’s interests and commitments for the state that it

governed. It was perhaps the last attempt in the political science tradition

to resurrect the raison d’état tradition for empirical and explanatory

purposes. By the time that Margaret Thatcher herself used the word as

the title for her own (2002) views in retirement on a vast range of current
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political questions, the expansion of the term’s meaning to cover almost

anything to do with political preference was complete.

Other writers have tried to resuscitate Aristotle’s concept of phronesis,

rather clumsily rendered in English as prudence or practical wisdom.

‘Prudence’ is often used in self-justification after the fact for an exercise

of political judgement. Unfortunately, this has not yet yielded much fruit

that is especially helpful in political science, beyond historical studies (esp.

Hariman, 2003), some casuistical analysis and arguments for attending to

capabilities rather than rules. Aristotle’s argument that judgement should

seek a balance or a ‘mean’ between rival imperatives is not helpful in

genuine dilemmas, where differences cannot be split (6 et al., 2010). The

suggestion is similarly unhelpfully vague, that political judgement must

somehow respect the rival demands of the interests, passions and reason

(Hirschman, 1978; cf. Elster, 1999, 2007), or those of ‘values’ and ‘power’

(Flyvbjerg, 2001). In Berlin’s (1996) essay, although Aristotle is not given

pride of place and notions of the mean are carefully eschewed, his legacy is

clear in the argument that political judgement is best understood as a tacit

and practical skill of appreciation, shrewd insight and decision that is not

amenable to representation by rules, models, principles or theories. By

contrast, this bookwill show that prudence is not a single thing, but is found

in several conflicting basic styles.2

The twentieth-century political thinker who devoted greatest atten-

tion to judgement in politics was Hannah Arendt. Unfortunately,

she died before even preparing a manuscript of what was to be her

capstone study of judgement. Her writings on judgement are therefore

scattered, incomplete, subtle and suggestive (see esp. Arendt, 1992,

2003; for discussions, see Beiner, 1983; Beiner and Nedelsky, 2001;

d’Entrèves, 1994, 2000; Wellmer, 1997; Yar, 2000). This is not the

place for a detailed examination of Arendt’s thought, let alone for a

new attempt to reconstruct the argument of what she might have

written, had she lived. For Arendt, politics form an arena in which

people act – in the moment of the vita activa – to pursue major achieve-

ment. Action is taken under conditions of acute ignorance and uncer-

tainty of the actions and goals of others and of the irreversible

consequences of political action. Yet if action is to be authentic, then it

must be done with moral attentiveness (Arendt, 1958; Kateb, 2000). For

Arendt, ‘the world’, meaning the political arena, is absolutely the field of

human freedom, not the sphere of necessity, which she regarded as a

squalid excuse for unjustifiable action. The judgement of the political

actor should be constrained by the moral ability to think from the

perspectives of others. The spectator’s political judgement – in the

moment of the vita contemplativa – should be a principally moral one
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(Arendt, 1963). Much of her writing on judgement concerns the retro-

spective moral judgement of citizens and politicians of the decisions

made by those in office, rather than an analysis of the relative weight

of rival political, moral and other considerations that can, must or should

weigh with policymakers.

Recent normative thought about politics generally has had less to say

about political judgement than did the classical writers. Instead, most

political theorists tend to be preoccupied with justice, as if judgement in

politics were an extension of the judgement exercised in the higher

courts (a criticism made, for example, by Gray, 2000, of Rawls, e.g.

1993, and more generally by Geuss, 2008, 2009), or else with democ-

racy, as if even democratic politics and rule were entirely characterised

by the challenges of divining and representing the will of the majority, or

with liberalism or republicanism or other sets of principles for consti-

tutional constraint upon the will of the majority. Less central traditions

of work, however, are concerned with particular aspects of political

judgement such as principles of appropriate risk bearing (e.g. the debate

about the precautionary principle: e.g. Sunstein (2005), or with the

condition of dirty hands (Buckler, 1993; Hampshire, 1978; Johnson,

1993; Thompson, 1987)).

Some recent literature on political judgement has been concerned with

normativequestionsof identifying thecharacteristicsof ‘good’or ‘successful’

judgement (Hammond, 1996; Renshon and Larson, 2003; Vickers, 1995

[1965]) or with philosophical questions about the epistemological status of

political judgement (Beiner, 1983; Steinberger, 1993).

Of the recent political theorists who have continued to write about

political judgement, perhaps the one who has addressed it most explicitly

is John Dunn (1990, 2000) (Bourke and Geuss, 2009). He argues that

capacities for judgement are necessary for cultivating political responsi-

bility. Nevertheless, Dunn (2000) describes political judgement as a

desperate and fragile affair, working under conditions of such opacity,

uncertainty and ignorance that judgement can have no more than a

relationship of chance with decision, outcome or perception.3 He

regards it as suspended between risky interpretations of political shifts

and flows, and undertaken under conditions of acute opacity of infor-

mation. Dunn is surely right to emphasise the opacity of politics, the lack

of connections between pieces of information available to decision-

makers, and the sheer difficulty of achieving understanding adequate

for the exercise of judgement. Yet he offers no structured account of its

varieties and strategies.

Looking for features of good political judgement in general, and,

certainly, seeking to infer what political judgement empirically is from
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any set of candidate features of good judgement are theoretically and

methodologically flawed procedures. The competences involved do

not form a single kind. A more fruitful strategy is to start with some

positive or explanatory typologies that might prove generally workable

(and they had better be ones that do not boil down to the good, the

bad and the indifferent). The problem is one of concept formation

(Goertz, 2005; 6 and Bellamy, 2012). Methodologically, the mistake is

exactly like that in many studies of ‘excellent performance’ in companies.

Peters and Waterman’s (1982) In search of excellence offered a set of

characteristics of supposedly highly performing companies of its day,

which, unfortunately, researchers soon found in poorly performing com-

panies also. In any case, the same companies studied by Peters and

Waterman themselves soon slipped down the league tables or in some

cases foundered entirely.

Nor is it a very promising strategy to try to identify the content of poor

decisions, for the variety of human folly is so drearily vast that it defies

even the hardiest of list-makers – and the psychological study of deci-

sion-makers’ biases attracts very hardy list-makers indeed. Taking great

or small risks, linking issues or treating them separately, fully committing

oneself or leaving options open (each an issue to be discussed at some

length in later chapters) may each be intelligent responses to different

kinds of problems or conditions.

The mistake here is not only the usual problem of sampling only on the

dependent variable (which provoked the ire ofKing et al., 1994), although

that might have been enough to sink the approach. More profoundly,

what was misguided was to ask explanatory questions directly about

dependent variables that are specified in unambiguously normative

terms. Rather, we should ask questions about dependent variables

defined by more solidly empirical criteria. Then we ought to approach

the normative questions indirectly, attempting to learn from comparisons

within well-formed types. This book examines in some depth only one

case, albeit with three sub-cases. The cases are examined, not because

they present examples of generally good or bad political judgement, but

because they exhibit the required diversity in candidate causes. In fact,

each government involved in the Cuban missile crisis produced judge-

ments exhibiting a mix of blundering and wisdom.

A character trait?

Probably the commonest explanation of variation in political judgement

to be found in both popular and scholarly writing is that which appeals

to the idea that it consists in or at least is explained by closely related
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features that lie in individual character. Indeed, it is an everyday matter

of political punditry and of accusation between politicians to comment

on the quality of political judgement exhibited by a party leader or

minister on particular occasions or, for obituary commentators, over

the course of a life. In that vein, a genre of literature has grown up which

presumes to analyse the characters of politicians who achieve office, in

the hope of picking out enduring characteristics of their personality

which conduce to them supposedly ‘possessing’ excellent or lamentable

political judgement (see e.g. Khilnani, 2009; Renshon, 2003). This work

implies that the topic can be researched by examining leaders’ character

traits which are taken to be associated with a propensity for exhibiting

good or bad political judgement as a personal virtue. Both hagiographic

studies and denunciations of politicians’ decisions seek to trace their

supposed triumphs or blunders of judgement to features of their indi-

vidual psychological make-up that, it is hinted, must long predate their

coming to office, so justifying protracted analyses of their ‘formative

years’ when, it is fondly imagined, their capacities for political judge-

ment were cultivated.

Thus, the distinguished British political historian Peter Hennessy

(2000, 15), explaining his contempt for all forms of theoretical explan-

ation, complains of ‘certain social science approaches which eschew

character and suck the sap from political life as it is actually lived’. So

too, unfortunately, do many approaches that emphasise character.

Barber’s (2009 [1972]) argument is that the actions of US presidents

can be predicted from two measures of their characters – the extent of

their activity or effort, or passivity or lack of it, and the degree to which

their worldview is ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ prior to taking office. Unfortu-

nately, this leads to implausibly heroic inferences and concept stretching.

For the only evidence (other than that about quite possibly irrelevant

private behaviour) for the character traits is precisely the same as that for

the political judgements: the danger is one of circularity. It smuggles

ideology into character, so making dependent and independent variables

dangerously close to one another, and ignores huge differences that

experiences of opposition and holding office make to opportunities,

constraints and available information (see Elster’s (2007, 178–190)

critique of such explanations). Hennessy would never employ such blunt

instruments, but as an historian, his interest in explanation lies not in

seeking the generality to which theory aspires but in the particularity

which is the domain of his profession.

For the most part, characterology provides weak causal explanations.

Not very much, for example, was constant about Churchill’s political

judgement, which should rather be spoken of in the plural. His
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judgement of changing circumstances and imperatives cannot be

explained adequately by invoking either continuities or changes in his

character. He opposed appeasement of the Nazi régime in the 1930s but

sought to engage in it vis-à-vis the Soviet Union in the 1950s. His

economic policy as chancellor in the 1920s was the reverse of that of

his 1950s government. Neither the onset nor decline of his depressions

nor trends in his general pugnacity explain these contrasts. Indeed,

discontinuities in his character are better explained by reference to the

changing pressures of circumstance and his institutional connections

with others. Nor was Churchill atypical in this. Much the same is true

of any politician who survives in the trade long enough to operate under

contrasting circumstances. True, there are often continuities in individ-

ual lives. But they may not be simple products of unconditional charac-

ter traits; and they may not explain their political judgement. Margaret

Thatcher, for example, was a politician whose life exhibited some con-

sistency of political style, in combative and forthright manner, long work

hours and middle-class appeal. Yet her political judgement exhibited

wide variation, as her stances towards the European Union shifted, as

her approach to macro-economic policy changed, and as her appreci-

ation of the changed political circumstances between those of the Heath

government of the early 1970s, when she was education secretary, to

those of the 1980s, during which she was prime minister. The former

minister and European Commissioner, Peter Mandelson, recognises in

his (2010) memoir that the legendary tensions between Prime Minister

Tony Blair and Chancellor Gordon Brown developed principally

because of their roles, their positions in the party, relations withn the

electorate, and the different accountabilities and imperatives each faced,

rather than for any reasons of enduring character. Rather, the characters

of the two rivals developed and changed with their context. Policymakers

quite generally change, learn, adapt, and adjust, and are reacculturated

as the circles change in which they move. Continuities may matter

hugely, but enduring personal dispositions predict little that is important

about political judgement.

The claims made for character being criticised here are not the same

as those made for the concept of personality in the sub-field of psycho-

logical research known as personality theory. Whereas writing about

character tends to have roots very loosely anchored in psychoanalytic

ideas, psychological theories of personality, especially in the now dom-

inant social cognitive-affective tradition, focus on distinctive behaviours

that may endure for some time, but which are not necessarily taken to be

‘hard-wired’ for life or settled in childhood. Mischel and Shoda’s (1995)

synthesis of findings from work by Mischel and his collaborators argues
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that changes in personality may be driven by changes in ‘situation’, so

that there are feedback relationships between situation and personality.

For them, ‘situation’ means the state of current interpersonal relations –

principally considered as ranging in ‘valence’ over friendliness, support

and reward to hostility, criticism, ridicule, threat and punishment – which

induce mood states, perceptions and constructs (1995, 251–252).

Mischel and Shoda’s argument is that personality consists principally in

situationally contingent processes, rather than unconditional dispos-

itions. This is precisely what is effectively denied by approaches such as

Barber’s (2009 [1972]). Personality theorists make rather more modest

claims for the explanatory status of their models than do characterolo-

gists, whether or not they are political psychologists such as Barber.

Barber tends to imply, without ever quite stating this explicitly, that

concepts of character provide both necessary and sufficient conditions

for the aspects of political judgement that interest him. By contrast,

personality theorists such as Mischel, consistently with their recognition

of change over time in personality and its responsiveness to situation,

write in ways that suggest more modestly probabilistic and insufficient

conceptions of the causal role of personality.

The argument offered in this book, consistently with the tradition on

which it draws, has no need to deny the importance of personality for

political judgement, in this conditional and situationally activated sense.

Rather, it offers the possibilities that

forms of social organisation underpinning situations in Mischel

and Shoda’s sense may elicit some but not other conditional

dispositions in people;

personality might be important either by selection effect – that

is, people with particular sets of conditional dispositions may

be attracted to certain settings; and/or that

people with particular conditional dispositions may react to

surprise or disappointment with the prevailing patterns of

social organisation by engaging in behaviours that conduce

to institutional dynamics that in turn might contribute to

changes in prevailing social organisation towards other forms.

Quite which of these might be at work in the psychodynamic processes

identified in well-known studies of personality and politics, such as that

by George and George (1964 [1956]; also George and George, 1998)

need not be settled here. This book’s argument certainly does not deny

that personality matters, nor does it deny consistency in patterns in

individuals. Instead, this book offers a powerfully explanatory theory of

ways in which context, understood quite precisely4 with principal
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reference to informal institutions, may elicit, cultivate, select for and/or

provide the means for the cultivation and expression of personal dispos-

itions. Chapter 3 sets out the dimensions of variation in institutions

which carry the greatest causal freight.

Do we need to explain judgement at all?

Some rational choice theorists use their theory to bypass the need for

explaining political judgement. They would argue, for example, that if

we can predict decisions without needing to account for political judge-

ment, then we should have no interest in the question. For if only

outcomes matter, there is no need to be interested in the decision-

making process. All that is required is that the finally chosen option is

the best available one for maximising the actor’s interests or preferences,

given the constraints, as the researcher reconstructs them.

In this vein, Bueno de Mesquita has published a series of books and

articles (e.g. Bueno de Mesquita, 2009; Bueno de Mesquita et al., 1985;

Wu and Bueno de Mesquita, 1994) arguing that straightforward

machinery of rational choice, subjective expected utility models, the

median voter theorem and some data about the problem circumstances

of decision-makers enable him to predict many policymakers’ decisions.

Unfortunately, many of his empirical data remain classified, and so the

claim for accurate prediction cannot readily be verified.

But does Bueno de Mesquita really dispense with any intermediating

considerations of thought among decision-makers? Does he in fact

explain outcomes purely by reference to objective conditions in the

problems they face, the pay-offs that are likely to result from each

candidate action, and the information available to the policymakers?

In fact, he does not. His data include information about the prefer-

ence schedules of the actors and their relative influence. He has no great

interest in how those schedules are formed, in the process of swithering,

or making up of minds, or in framing. No doubt, he would acknowledge

that information limitations might distort capacities to recognise pay-

offs, so introducing deviations from ideal rationality. Bueno de Mesquita

argues that, for his purposes, these things are relatively unimportant

because the various actors will each get an answer in the end to the

question, ‘What should we want?’ That answer, whatever it is, will

suffice for his purposes.

For my purpose, I need not disagree with Bueno de Mesquita about

his particular question. He is answering a question about the likely

choice of options, once framed. This study is concerned with explaining

why problems and conditions are framed as they are in the processes of
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judgement that may precede and follow commitment to a selected

action. His work need not be read as implying that the process of

judgement is irrelevant. Rather, his work analyses, on the one hand,

relations between reasons and constraints and, on the other hand, rela-

tions between both of these things and outcomes, taking reasons as the

process of judgement delivers them; he need not inquire into the logic-

ally (but not necessarily chronologically) prior stage. For the question

about each outcome separately, if and only if we know what actors’

preferences or interests are, then detailed inquiry into decision-making

and judgement would indeed be otiose. But it does not follow that, for

other questions of legitimate interest, we can ignore the decision-making

process. If we care about patterns of choices over time, or if we care

about the explanations for which certain preferences come to be adopted

over others, then it is important to inquire into judgement. There need

only be a disagreement if Bueno de Mesquita were read as claiming that

preferences will always emerge that fairly precisely follow pay-offs, the

size of which for an actor can be determined objectively and without

reference to what that actor cares about: but a close reading of his work

shows that this is not in fact his claim.

Not the common-or-garden problem with

rational choice

No discussion of political judgement can avoid considering how far it is or

can be ‘rational’. If it were a fully rational process, politicians would

presumably (to the point they reasonably calculated that it is still likely to

be worthwhile) identify, analyse and rank goals, lay out their reasons for

action or inaction, describe the nature of problems, identify options,

explore the risks presented by each option, and then choose strategies to fit.

True, none of us can identify and rank all our goals very precisely,

let alone produce comprehensive analyses of our choices. Yet, by the

broadly reasonable standard of rationality, most people and even most

policymakers are mostly rational, in the more relaxed sense of making

intelligent and thoughtful decisions on the basis of reasons that could be

articulated, and which have some intelligible relationship to the goals we

might expect of people in their situation and the actions they eventually

choose. Yet, for many people, the word ‘rational’ raises hackles.

A certain genre of writing about politics is very quick to dismiss as

obviously silly the idea that politicians and their advisers could be

rational, even by the reasonable standard just described, driven as they

are by ideology, emotion, and their own backgrounds and capabilities,

and because they must work under acute pressures of time or face
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problems of horrendous difficulty. Lack of realistic assumptions alone is

sufficient for some writers to dismiss attempts to speak of rationality at

all. Instead, many favour interpretive and humanistic, historical and

descriptive, or even biographical accounts.

Yet, before the emergence of ‘postmodernism’, interpretive and

humanistic approaches to understanding politics were not at all con-

trasted with those which assume rationality. On the contrary, anthro-

pologists such as Evans-Pritchard (1937) and sociologists such as

Goffman (1983) stressed that useful interpretive analysis had both to

assume and to evidence the rationality of those whom those researchers

studied, meaning that most people come to intelligent appreciations of

the problems that they face and have intelligible goals and reasons for

action. Without this assumption, for mid-twentieth-century anthropol-

ogy and sociology, explanation would be impossible. Their work allowed

wider ranges of goals to be intelligible than did the theory of subjective

utility-maximisation under constraint. Durkheim, Evans-Pritchard and

Goffman argued that the goals selected became reasonably intelligible,

once the institutions were adequately accounted for, not just the means.

That done, such apparently puzzling practices as suicide, religious prac-

tices, attributions of misfortune to witchcraft, use of the poison oracle to

determine guilt or innocence, and reckless gambling could be explained

consistently with the assumptions of rationality, ‘charity’ (Davidson,

1984 [1974]) or felicity (Goffman, 1983).

For these reasons, this book argues for the reopening of commerce

between rational choice and Durkheimian traditions in understanding

political judgement. The Durkheimian tradition has long been repre-

sented as hostile to rational choice – after all, Durkheim himself (1984

[1893]) framed his early arguments as a critique of Spencer’s utilitarian-

ism. Yet Durkheim always described his own outlook as ‘rationalist’

(Stedman Jones, 2001). Indeed, Durkheim sharply criticised his erst-

while follower, Lévy-Bruhl (1923 [1922]; 1926 [1910]), for his irration-

alist account of judgement among people who happened to rely on fairly

simple technologies. He insisted in his last major book (1995 [1912])

that humankind shares a common set of cognitive capacities sustained in

much the same way everywhere, but operating under different institu-

tions (cf. Evans-Pritchard, 1937). The Durkheimian tradition stands

just as firmly as does the rational choice tradition against Geertz’

(1973) advocacy of ‘thick description’, against subjectivist interpretation

without explanation, against the notion of indefinite variation in human

rationality and against irrationalism.

In the genre of research that dominates American political science and

much European work, writers often evince distaste for the lack of
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formalisation, rigour and explanatory power allegedly shown by inter-

pretive and historical approaches. This tradition’s priority is to achieve

parsimonious explanation for the most important, schematic facts, using

models of rational choice, under constraints of information, time and

pay-offs.

It is a common criticism made by scholars working in humanistic or

interpretivist traditions, or in the psychology of affect, that rational

choice models cannot account for emotion, altruism, moral commit-

ment, or symbolic or expressive action. For example, the psychologist

Abelson (1996) presents the standard argument that the centrality of

expressive action is missed by rational choice. Similarly, Monroe et al.

(1991) argue that we cannot account for altruism by assuming that

people pursue preferences which represent their conception of their

interests, unless we extend the concept of utility in ways that make it

tautological and empty of empirical content.

In the contexts of political judgement with which this book is con-

cerned, these standard criticisms are of limited importance. Altruism, in

the ordinary sense,5 is less important in political contexts than solidarity

or patterns of organisation and accountability. Indeed, Durkheim

emphasised the importance of emotions, ‘sentiments’, symbolic and

ritual action, and solidarities among people, but the tradition has never

argued that these things are typically irrational: Durkheim argued that,

on the contrary, they provide the locus, categories, preferences and

capabilities for applying reason.

Indeed, politicians must engage in symbolic and expressive action:

they could not communicate otherwise. They have to act in ways that

show their citizens that they care about them; they have to work with

people whose views they do not share, even if their motivations for doing

so are not necessarily altruistic. Moreover, it is not too difficult to find

examples of expressive and symbolic action in cases such as the Cuban

missile crisis. The manner in which and the demeanour with which

Kennedy presented himself during his broadcast to the nation on

Monday, 22 October 1962, announcing his blockade of Cuba and

demand that the Soviet Union withdraw its missiles, could readily be

analysed in ways that show both non-instrumental and expressive action.

It is also quite likely that not all of the symbolic action was entirely

instrumental. Indeed, it will be argued below that the ritual order of

meetings in the White House need not have been developed instrumen-

tally, and that that ritual order was consequential. When the adminis-

tration decided against a surprise attack, their acceptance of the argument

that acting as Japan had done at Pearl Harbor in 1941 was contrary to

American traditions and identity was quite sincere (Tierney, 2007).
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Certainly, a narrow account of the political leaders and their advisers

as being principally averse to risks of losing office will not adequately

account for the decisions they made. For, like most policymakers

facing very difficult problems, the Kennedy, Khrushchev and Castro

governments made decisions that took risks with their own political

survival. For example, Kennedy did not forget the challenge of seeking

re-election during the crisis, but this does not suffice to explain his

administration’s style of judgement. Khrushchev’s decisions in 1962

contributed to his downfall, although it does not follow that, when the

constraints upon him are fully appreciated, one could find it rationally

inexplicable that he made the decisions he did. In the same way, if Lee

Harvey Oswald was indeed centrally concerned about Kennedy’s

Cuban policy, then Kennedy’s decisions too may have contributed

indirectly to the motivation of his presumed assassin. Both leaders

knew the risks they took and calculated them as best they could, within

their different styles of judgement.

But none of these points undermines rational choice theorists’ aspir-

ations. For neither altruism nor expressivity nor symbolic action in cases

of this kind would really suggest behaviour that would point in radically

different ways from a broadly rational choice institutionalist account of

the crisis of 1962. Under particular institutions which impress particular

morals on people, rational actors will be altruistic. Symbolic action may

be simultaneously instrumentally rational and quite sincere. Expressive

action can be entirely rational under institutions that reward those who

demonstrate that their feelings are socially appropriate ones. Moreover,

emotions cultivate commitment to reasoning itself, or to styles of

reasoning, concentrate its attention on particular problems, relation-

ships and goals, and provide others with reasons to trust our sincerity;

in these ways, as Hume (1969 [1739–40], 462) and Simon (1983) both

argued, they underpin reason (6 et al., 2007c). The debates of the 1980s

that informed much of Monroe’s much-cited collection about the limits

of calculation and of selfishness, which are often taken to characterise

rational choice theory, no longer seem so central today as they did then.6

Rationality needs institutions: but of what kind?

Of rather greater relevance are the discussions about the means by which

rational choice theory handles the role and power of institutions. This

book sets out the case for political science to learn afresh from the mid-

twentieth-century anthropologists and sociologists, a richer approach to

reasonable standards of rationality and deeper understanding of how

institutions work and shape rationality.
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Leading figures in the development of rational choice theory remain

sceptical that institutions have anything like the stability claimed for

them by institutionalists. Instead, they are concerned to explain insti-

tutional change as an outcome of individual choices bringing about shifts

between equilibria. In much of this work, institutions are assumed to be

modifiable by actors pursuing their preferences, if the costs of changing

the institutions are sufficiently low and if doing so represents a suffi-

ciently strong and salient equilibrium in a game (e.g. Calvert, 1995).

Institutions are not often treated – as they were by the mid-twentieth-

century anthropologists and sociologists – as very deeply shaping the

thinkability of available goals and construal of facts.

Various combinations of rational choice and institutionalism are

now on offer at political science’s delicatessen counter, and many

have been applied to the policy process. Perhaps best known is

Ostrom’s (1990, 1999, 2005), which posits a hierarchical ordering of

types of institution. In each tier of her hierarchy, institutional forms at

the higher levels govern those below by shaping action in previous

periods. Institutions then provide rules-in-use, placing constraints for

rational choice action at each level. Within these institutional con-

straints, outcomes are the result of rational choice by individuals.

Other types of rational choice institutionalism can also be found that

do not insist on the particular hierarchical ordering that is peculiar to

Ostrom’s theory (e.g. Mantzavinos, 2001).

Many accounts of the endogenous production (note the very abstract

and schematic term) of preferences use a limited array of mechanisms

(cf. Katznelson and Weingast, 2005a). Showing that adopting a prefer-

ence is a means to achieving another more fundamental one is the

simplest endogeneity; this is fairly common in the rational choice

tradition. In many cases, institutions are represented as working

straightforwardly in the role of constraints, simply ruling out the

pursuit of particular preferences as too costly or unavailable. In their

review of the major literature, Katznelson and Weingast (2005b, 9–10)

re-examined Mayhew’s (1974) account of the importance of the US

Congress members’ preference for re-election. They argue thatMayhew

explains its adoption by reference to the opportunities offered by insti-

tutions of Congress to more senior members. Following many others,

Katznelson and Weingast complain of the implausibility of the crude

assumption that occupying a particular institutional role alone must

automatically yield particular preferences, but argue that a subtler form

of endogeneity is offered by the historical institutionalist tradition. That

approach seeks to show how long-run macro-historical processes and

institutions endogenously engender preferences.
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Historical institutionalists offer various specific empirical mechanisms

to explain the emergence of particular preferences, but have been reluc-

tant to develop the kinds of general accounts of mechanism that have

characterised the rational choice institutionalist tradition. Nevertheless,

mechanisms of cultivation and elicitation have begun to be used (note

the more concrete and rich terms for the causal process: see Cartwright,

2004: just what gets cultivated and elicited, and how, are examined

closely in Chapter 3), albeit within the limitations of the approach so

fashionable in US scholarship in recent years of treating climates of

ideas as fundamental and independent causal forces (Hall, 1993).

Within this body of work, constructivist approaches focus on historical

genesis and radical change, stressing the fairly obvious fact that most

committed preferences are not eternal facts but have historical begin-

nings. Typically, they trace mechanisms governing the spread of ideas or

representations of what might be candidate preferences or candidate

accounts of actors’ interests. For example, Greif’s recent (2006; Greif

and Laitin, 2004) work begins to explore some of this terrain. This

rapprochement between rational choice and institutionalism is begin-

ning to break down some of the suspicion that rational choice theorists

have had of institutional accounts that they lack sufficiently specific

causal mechanisms by which to account for the stylisation of judgement,

or that those mechanisms involve implausible ‘needs-of-whole-societies’

functional explanations (a criticism repeated, for example, by Chong,

1996, esp. 41–53). Greif ’s admission of institutions as factors cultivating

particular types of belief that in turn shape preferences concedes that

institutions mediate the relationship between objective interests and

subjective preferences.

The Durkheimian account goes further in several respects than

Greif ’s, than most rational choice institutionalist, and than historical

institutionalist approaches. First, some preferences are developed endo-

genously by mechanisms of cultivation and elicitation by informal insti-

tutions. Moreover, in the neo-Durkheimian tradition, cultivation and

elicitation both depend upon ritual processes. The tradition was

developed significantly by Garfinkel (1967; Rawls, 2003a), who exam-

ined the processes of retrospective sense-making in which people engage

when cued by particular social contexts to examine the ritual order of

others’ behaviour (see also Louis, 1980; March, 1988, 1994, 1999;

Weick, 1995, 2001). Moreover, endogeneity is taken to run deeply into

cognition and affect. This allows a richer treatment of what becomes of

rationality under severe conditions of information impactedness and

stress in the straitened conditions under which policymakers must oper-

ate. In particular, a limited plurality of elementary forms of rationality
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and their hybrids become provisionally viable, helping to explain some of

the problems facing policymakers in exercising political judgement. The

variety of institutional forms – the next chapter will argue – is greater

than Greif ’s theory allows. A different and arguably more specific

account is given of the micro-foundations of the causal mechanisms.

And greater dynamism is introduced into the account of institutional

context. Much greater emphasis is given to informal than to formal

institutions (discussed in detail in Chapter 3 below). Critically, insti-

tutions are defined as practices rather than beliefs or special kinds of

ideas about rules (see Chapter 3 below, and cf. Garfinkel, 1967; Rawls,

2003b, 2004). The cumulative effect of these moves is, as the next

chapter shows, to break much more decisively than Greif does with

methodological individualism.7 Perhaps the issue of methodological

individualism may after all turn out to be a gulf that inevitably prevents

exchange between the traditions. Nevertheless, the developments in

rational choice institutionalism to which Greif ’s recent work points do

suggest the possibility of a much richer conversation and commerce

between the Durkheimian ‘very old institutionalism’ (Stinchcombe,

1997) and the rational choice tradition.

This argument implies that it is not adequate to use only schematic

game theory to reconstruct circumstances when political judgement

must be exercised, as suggested by the ‘analytic narratives’ movement

(Bates et al., 1998; Greif, 1998). On the other hand, the criticism of the

analytic narratives approach for failing to move sufficiently far in a

broadly sensible direction of travel is a much milder one than those

made by Monroe (1991) or by Green and Shapiro (1994).

Within rational choice, interactions among decision-makers are

explained by game theory rather than decision theory. Because players

expect to encounter each other again in future, they must take into

account the effect of their choices, not only on the others’ anticipated

or recent responses, but also upon their own and the other players’

future positions. This can bring about drastic changes in considerations

about the merits and demerits of options, depending on expectations

shaped by information constraints. There are well-documented limita-

tions to the scope of game theoretic models. Game modellers have found

weak equilibria proliferating and strong ones hard to come by in many

types of game. Weak equilibria, under most solution concepts, have been

found to proliferate even under relatively moderate informational con-

straints, let alone retrospective sense-making and evolution of

preferences in the course of the game. The famous ‘folk theorem’ states

that there is no necessary limit to the number of Nash equilibria (each

player’s best reply to each other player’s best reply to each other’s . . .), if

34 The need for richer explanation

C B 7 DB 2 2: 23 2C 9CC B  2 3 :58  8 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  2 3 :58  8  ,2 3 :58 1 : B:C /2: .2 2C BD3 C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


every player minimises their maximum possible loss. Selecting between

Nash equilibria then becomes a matter of identifying those things which,

in the circumstances, might raise the costs for individuals of any puta-

tively better strategy. Almost anything may then tip the balance, from

institutions of the kind to which anthropologists pay close attention that

reduce the thinkability of certain options through to quite modest mater-

ial constraints down to simple ‘salience’ factors of the type emphasised

long ago by Schelling (1960). Indeed, the things that make a certain

option salient often require subtler explanations by reference to insti-

tutions than is recognised by the textbook examples of railway station

clocks and prominent hills. Although many rational choice accounts

reduce institutions to equilibria, other or deeper institutions are required

to enable us to explain just which equilibrium transpires.

The result is that the explanatory power of the models can become

rather attenuated, because almost any outcome can be explained as an

equilibrium by discovering more factors that must have weighed with at

least someone in the game.Using stricter solution concepts than theNash

equilibrium, modellers are now focused on searching for ways to limit the

number of equilibria; unless this can be done, it is difficult to ensure that

the enterprise sustains its empirical content (Bendor et al., 2007).

However, just which equilibrium would count for whom, and when, as

most salient, legitimate, available and least risky in the longer run is

something that could be explained by theories that would allow subtler

and richer institutional shaping of not just preferences but biases and

information constraints. This strategy might enable us to reduce the

proliferation of equilibria to more tractable proportions. It is this service

which the neo-Durkheimian tradition could offer to rational choice.

The argument presented below is that even quite strong versions of

rational choice would not be objectionable, if a full and deep set of

informal institutions were recognised among the constraints under which

actors’ thought styles are developed, and if they are shown to be conse-

quential in shaping categories, stance towards risk, agency, framing and,

thereby, preferences. For in the Durkheimian conception, people make

intelligible, explicable, intelligent and reasonable choices, albeit under

conditions that cultivate both people and choices in particular ways.

Endogenous preferences and rationalities

In classical rational choice models of both decision and game theoretic

types, preferences are taken to be more or less given for the duration of

the decision, and, with any luck, the game. This meant that early theory

had little to say about whether it would be more or less ‘rational’ to
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prefer short-term over long-term benefits, unless the relative pay-offs

could be compared under a discounting rule for the long-term benefits

that was not arbitrary or itself a matter of the agent’s preferences. Again,

early rational choice theory had little to say, save under the same condi-

tions, about whether policymakers were more rational to prefer absolute

or relative gains in encounters with other policymakers. This is obviously

especially important in international relations, where, in at least one

common version of a complicated argument, the rival theories of neo-

realism and neo-liberalism divide on whether we expect policymakers to

be more motivated by one or the other (Paul and Hall, 1999; Wendt,

1999). Accommodating not merely long-term benefits with low discount

rates but fully altruistic preferences can prove even more difficult, since

this threatens to make the core assumption that players maximise their

pay-offs under constraint into something empty and tautologous. Theo-

rists differ on how much this matters. However, one effect of accom-

modating altruism reduces the empirical content, or the specificity of

predicted outcomes, given a set of agents, constraints and preferences.

Many well-known paradoxes of early rational choice theory arise

precisely from the commitment to methodological individualism in the

particular manner of treating individual preferences as given. This

means that coordination becomes a problem of aggregating them, as in

the case of Arrow’s impossibility theorem (1963 [1951]), or it means

making them sufficiently strong to give people reasons to act collectively,

as in Olson’s (1971 [1965]) model.

It has become more common (e.g. Becker, 1996) to allow that some

kinds of preferences are generated endogenously by institutional cultiva-

tion. This may be achieved through interaction with the other players by

adaptation, learning, not treating sunk costs as sunk, making invest-

ments in behaviour that will cultivate preferences that one would like

to have, etc. Although these extensions to allow endogeneity may help

with understanding some kinds of consumer decision-making, their

relevance to many cases of political decision-making has yet to be

established.

It is helpful here to distinguish between three orders of phenomena.

The first order comprises particular preferences that policymakers may

have – for example, to secure control of a certain trade route, to deter a

particular threat of aggression, or to promote a more social democratic

or a more conservative approach to economic management. The second

order consists in our preferences that we should cultivate certain particular

preferences (Frankfurt, 1971; Jeffrey, 1974) which we cannot be confident

that we do have, but which we see good reason to want. (Such second-

order preferences drive Becker’s 1996 account of investing in personal
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capital.) Politicians often see that they have good reason to want tighter

fiscal or monetary policy or higher defence spending in the long run than

they recognise that, in the present conjuncture, they do want. The third

order gives the style of rationality deployed, specifying the stances taken to

be neutral, loving or averse to certain types of risk (risk appetites), the

manner in which classification of problems and options is undertaken,

thought style and so on. Allowing third-order matters to be shaped by

institutions is a centrally important direction to take in understanding

rationality.

Simple rational choice models famously require that preferences,

whatever their content, are consistent, transitive and complete, and

independent of irrelevant alternatives. In addition, conventional models

commonly assume that people’s risk appetites are broadly proportional

to perceived risk. These are both matters of what is being called here the

third order. Some rational choice theorists would simply not allow a

decision-maker whose preferences violated these assumptions, or whose

risk appetite was disproportionate, either in risk aversion or risk seeking,

to their perceptions of risk, to count as rational. Indeed, some rational

choice theorists simply have no interest in seeking explanations of such

decision-makers’ actions, in the confident belief either that they are

empirically unimportant or that it is enough to say that they suffer from

psychological biases resulting in deviations from the general rationality

norm, the following of which itself requires neither psychological nor any

other kind of explanation.

There are empirical, theoretical and methodological reasons for

doubting that this is a sensible approach, even for rational choice theor-

ists. Methodologically, treating actual human capacities for rationality as

defined by a set of abstract formal characteristics as requiring no par-

ticular explanation, but regarding ‘deviations’ from that set as always

requiring explanation, is an unwarranted asymmetry. Theoretically, it

severely curtails the ambition of the tradition. Empirically, it leaves the

theory of rationality with little to say about the growing set of ‘deviations’

identified by the hardy list-makers in the psychology of bias, framing,

heuristics and decision, other than to concede ground.

More fruitful, especially for those rational choice theorists who accept

institutions’ shaping role at the first- or second-order levels, is to con-

sider the possibility of symmetrical institutional explanations of why

people’s preferences and risk appetites do and do not conform to the

standard assumptions. Actions taken in pursuit of preferences exhibiting

different patterns of attenuation from ideal rationality may then be

examined for their causal effect upon those institutions. For example,

Nozick (1993, 124–132) argued that rationality as a social practice may
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best be explained as the achievement of certain types of institutions, in

turn to be explained functionally; it remains only to show that rationality

comes in a limited number of styles and that the functional processes

can, in excess, be dysfunctional too.

Indeed, fairly generally, endogeneity of preferences in politics runs

through institutions which are reinforced or undermined in favour of

other institutions in the course of the decision-making process. Insti-

tutional endogeneity of third-order styles may help to find some filters

for the proliferating equilibria, but it also creates other problems of

sustaining empirical content and specificity for conventional rational

choice models.

The best way to preserve parsimony in our account of rationality, while

recognising the central importance of institutional variation, and to show

how these institutional effects can be endogenous, is to use an account of

the limited plurality of elementary forms of institutions. This should even-

tually enable us to tidy up the shapeless list of ‘deviations’ collected by

psychologists, by giving them institutional explanations, instead of simply

treating them as given or latent but stochastically elicited by any number of

empirical conditions. This approach suggests following a triple-layer meth-

odology. Interpretive work provides careful descriptions of the features of

political judgement to be explained, such as risk appetites, third-order

factors affecting the selection of second-order preferences about prefer-

ences, and styles of information handling. Institutional analysis provides

the account of the explanatory factors of informal social organisation and

relations, which will explain intermediate variables such as information

impactedness. Causal analysis uses ‘process tracing’ methodology (George

and Bennett, 2004; Goertz, 2005).

Allowing preferences and rationalities to be institutionally cultivated

and shaped, rather than simply aggregated by institutions or taken as

given, enables us much more readily to explain the variety of forms of

collective action which emerge in the absence of selective incentives or

coercion but which are observed more frequently than, for example,

Olson’s (1971 [1965]) model would predict. This does not require

implausibly altruistic preferences in many cases.

The Durkheimian account presented in the next chapter argues that

institutions, and especially informal institutional ordering, shape

preferences and rationalities from the first to the third order. It argues

that quotidian orders of ritual interaction provide feedback processes.

These in turn provide the endogeneity necessary for adequate modelling

of the cultivation of preferences. The theory can therefore be used to

solve some of the problems facing conventional methodologically

individualistic rational choice accounts.
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Many rational choice theorists baulk at accommodating institutional

endogeneity sometimes even of first-order preferences and certainly of

third-order styles of rationality. They recognise correctly that this move

begins to violate the meta-theoretical assumption of methodological

individualism within which many prefer to understand their models.

There is neither space nor need here to engage with the vast literature

on methodological individualism and its limitations (e.g. Kincaid, 1996;

O’Neill, 1973; Ryan, 1973). Instead, readers who are sceptical of the

merits of any departure from methodological individualism are asked to

suspend their reluctance long enough to see whether the theory devel-

opment and the empirical illustration in the case study convinces them

that the gain in explanatory power may make it worthwhile to relax some

of the assumptions of the individualistic paradigm.

The neo-Durkheimian framework understands human beings gener-

ally, and policymakers in particular, as rational in the broad sense. They

make intelligent decisions, by forming appreciations of the problems that

face them which are explicable, intelligible and based on reasons, within

the limitations of human capabilities and of the resources of time and

information available to them. Moreover, they seek to choose actions

that are appropriate at least to some of the goals and motivations which

weigh with them, fully consciously or otherwise. The framework explains

the preferences and goals they adopt, as being cultivated, constrained

and inspired by institutions, particularly informal ones. These are

reinforced or undermined but only in favour of other institutions, by

the process of making decisions and taking action.

The neo-Durkheimian approach can, the next chapter will show in

detail, provide three services for institutional rational choice accounts.

First, it can enrich their understanding of institutions and their vari-

ation. Second, it can show more clearly how institutions, in this richer

account, can endogenously explain preferences and how action can in

turn affect institutions. Third, it may help to explain why some equilibria

appear more salient to people working under certain institutions than to

others: under different elementary forms of institutions, people aggre-

gate preferences differently – some sustain common knowledge more

readily than others, some make credible commitments easier to sustain

than others, some cultivate particular beliefs at the expense of others,

some make low discount rates for long-term action more attractive than

do others, and so on. Thereby, particular equilibria can be selected or

undermined. The following sections of this chapter show why something

like the neo-Durkheimian account is needed to deal with limitations in

the principal frameworks now used for understanding limitations upon

policymakers’ rationality.
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Attenuations of idealised rationality

In recent years, a central challenge for rational choice modelling and

theorisation has been to secure adequate, specific empirical content for

rational choice theory, when some of the idealised conditions for ration-

ality are relaxed.

The standard course on the policy process taught to most undergradu-

ates begins with naı̈ve conceptions of idealised rationality, and then

proceeds to discuss criticisms of their naı̈veté, before rehearsing assorted

attenuations; this yields a loose consensus that political decisions exhibit

‘bounded rationality’, which may be defined broadly or narrowly

(Bendor, 2010). Attenuations of this kind from the naı̈ve, idealised

conceptions are legion. Policymakers typically have multiple conflicting

goals, which they may sometimes be unable to rank cleanly. Objective

material pay-offs, even if calculable, do not determine preferences.

Policymakers often cannot identify all the available options, cannot

assess their likely merits and disadvantages, have neither time nor

resources to search for or even read the available information, and so on.

Four clusters of work on attenuated rationality are sometimes used to

argue that political judgement can be explained adequately by existing

machinery, and these are considered below. The first cluster begins with

the facts of limited information, false information, ignorance and uncer-

tainty, guile by antagonists, etc., which were set out in the opening

chapter as the basic characteristics of problems that call for political

judgement. Secondly, some argue that Bayesian reasoning accounts for

much mental activity in political judgement. Thirdly, some point to a

wide variety of rules of thumb, biases, heuristics and analogies. Finally, a

body of work has grown up that proposes applications to policymaking

of prospect theory’s account of risk appetites. The following sections

argue briefly that each is either incomplete in important ways or provides

unsatisfying explanations. The next chapter will show how the neo-

Durkheimian approach can help.

Bounded rationality in games

‘Bounded rationality’ is variously defined as including some or all of the

attenuations from an idealised concept which have discussed above, each

in varying degrees. Simon (1955, 1992, 1997 [1945]), introduced the

term, emphasising such constraints as incompleteness, imperfection and

uncertainty of information. He also stressed reliance upon heuristics

provided by emotions (1983) or generated by habit. Finally, he placed

great weight upon the limited processing capacity of human beings to
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process large quantities of information or handle complex interrelations

(Simon, 1997 [1945], 1992), which in his (1992) account could lead to

‘docility’, a type of heuristic or willingness to learn from others and

especially from those identified as being authorities. Few analysts of

the policy process have accepted the prediction of docility: indeed, many

use bounded rationality to try to explain recklessness, which cannot be

derived from docility without additional assumptions.

Williamson (1985) argued that, contrary to any presumption of docility,

it is necessary to introduce opportunism with guile into the game

theoretic assumptions. This further attenuates the cognitive position

of the opponent receiving information from the guileful opportunist.

Yet there are cases of cooperation that are not satisfyingly explained

by insisting on guile that happens to be suppressed by constraints.

Guile is a sensible style under some institutions, but not under others.

Moreover, guile cannot be deployed intelligently if one lacks sufficient

information about the other players’ constraints, problems, informa-

tion or accountabilities. So we need a theory that would help us to

forecast which conditions would cultivate guile and which might

engender docility, and towards just which others.

Many circumstances calling for political judgement are characterised

by many and sometimes all of these conditions. During the Cuban

missile crisis, the Kennedy, Khrushchev and Castro governments were

affected by all of them. Indeed, the condition under which decision-

making had to be carried out was one of deep ignorance, not merely

uncertainty, imperfection or incompleteness. Much time was devoted on

both US and Soviet sides to trying to speculate about what the other

player might want or welcome. In this respect, the Cuban government

differed from the two superpower administrations, for Castro and his

colleagues were very sure that they understood what the USA wanted

(although they were probably wrong). Until the withdrawal was

announced, they believed that the Soviets shared their own aims, but

thereafter engaged in recrimination rather than puzzlement or inquiry.

Developing an account of their own preferences, within the limitations

of the available constraints and materials, also took time for Kennedy’s

and Khrushchev’s governments. Their own pay-offs were not fully

defined by the start of the game, whether that is defined not entirely arbi-

trarily as being spring 1962when theSoviet decision to deploywas taken, or

even mid-October when the USA discovered the presence of the missiles.

Neither Soviets nor Americans could be sure of the other’s intentions or

pay-offs, how far the Cubans were independent players, and whether the

intelligence they received was up-to-date, accurate or even relevant or

subject to disinformation. Each could trust few people internally with
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enough information to contribute to processing capacity. In these respects

at least, themissile crisis is not a solitary outlier.Many crises exhibit similar

informational deficits, even if few others threaten nuclear war.

There have been many attempts in the literature to make the analysis

tractable by reducing the Cuban missile crisis case to a fairly simple

game. The nature of the game between the two superpower states in the

missile crisis is often characterised, too simply, as one of ‘chicken’ or,

internally, as one of ‘hawk–dove’. Indeed, there were aspects of ‘war of

attrition’ in the implications for future expenditure and of ‘battle of the

sexes’ in the final negotiations over the settlement when both sides

agreed that they wanted an agreed withdrawal with dignity but were

struggling to find a particular route to achieving it; the games played

internally within each administration were more various still. A variety of

conflict games has continued since then between Cuban and successive

American administrations.

Brams (2001) recently offered one sequential game theoretic model

which claimed to find a moderately robust equilibrium in a bargained

solution. However, the degree of stylisation involved assumes much

greater perfection and completeness of information available to each

player than either government possessed. Brams, in particular, has to

assume that each player engages in backward induction, or working back

from the last possible moves to anticipate the choices of the other. On

the American side, serious efforts were made to engage in anticipation,

but what could be achieved could only fall far short of the assumptions

required by backward induction. As we shall see, there is evidence that

on the Soviet side much less effort was made, for reasons that it will be

important to explain.

The players in 1962 knew that they would encounter each other again

in Cold War crises as they had in the past, and they positively sought to

make decisions and choose options that would increase their reputation

and credibility for future games. On one view, that was the principal goal

of both superpower leaders. Yet no player quite knew what game the

others thought they or both were playing, or what each believed the pay-

offs were because they knew too little of each other’s goals. Each sought

to deceive the other systematically about their own intentions8 and

achievements (strong opacity). Each had to deal with multiple internal

decision-makers (heavily conflicted). Given the compression of the

height of the game into thirteen days, at points time in particular became

very short (heavily pressured). The prospect of the game being repeated

did little in practice to reduce opacity. It certainly increased pressure.

Although it may have concentrated minds to some degree, it did not

render internal conflict among decision-makers unimportant.
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It is not news that gamemodelling is highly sensitive to small changes in

assumptions of docility or guile, and to beliefs about what game is being

played, and that equilibria may profilerate or be unavailable in conditions

of opacity, pressure and conflict.Whatmatters is that gamemodels do not

themselves supply these inputs. We need a clear theory to supply them in

ways that are neither ad hoc nor simply inductive, if we are to produce

explanations more satisfying than simply pointing out indefinite numbers

of particular matches between conditions and equilibria.

Bayesian updating of prior information or assumptions

A simple attenuation of ideal rationality is the Bayesian assumption that

instead of assessing probabilities afresh at every decision point, people

use information to update subjective prior probabilities, rather than

starting afresh. This does not get us very far, because, in many condi-

tions, people have no or very few prior probability assessments of the

rival possibilities to update. This is especially likely to be true of novel

political circumstances. The case study to which much of this book is

devoted is one such.

Neither the Kennedy nor the Khrushchev régimes had a Bayesian

prior, either about the other’s intentions or about the outcomes of any

of the options before them, which could be updated with new infor-

mation. If they drew on previous crises (e.g. Berlin, Laos, Hungary),

they did so by selective analogical reasoning from unlike cases, by

processes which themselves call for explanation: in fact, they could not

even use analogies consistently to establish clear priors.

Moreover, at the height of the crisis, there was so little time and so

much uncertainty about incoming information that it would have been

almost impossible to do much Bayesian updating or correcting. No one

knew what weight to attach to information from back channels, or even

to letters from antagonists. Context was too obscure. Shortage of time

meant limited opportunity for updating; internal divisions and opacity

left decision-makers unsure which changes to prior assumptions to

make. The superpower administrations learned more about each other

by the end of the ‘thirteen days’, but not enough in time to make

decisions required during the crisis. Some revisions had been much

more drastic than a conventional Bayesian process would expect. Some

new understandings were no more accurate than the discarded ones.

Nor indeed, in the months after the October crisis, were those new

understandings sufficiently stable to serve well as priors for incremental

updating. Several times in 1963, understandings had been entirely cast

aside in a manner altogether more drastic than envisaged in the
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conventional Bayesian model of successive incremental approximation.

Perhaps this feature is almost a definition of a crisis. But it is also true in

many other circumstances in which, for example, policy performance

has deteriorated much less suddenly than in a crisis, but where the

nature of the problem appears unprecedented.

Heuristics, biases and analogies

A dominant strain of psychological writing about political judgement

explains its varieties in a more proximate fashion, by emphasising par-

ticular heuristics, biases and systematic dispositions to error in calcula-

tion and estimation, especially about the probabilities of future events.

These biases include rules of thumb or heuristics (Bendor, 2010; Giger-

enzer and Todd, 1999; Kahneman et al., 1982), schemas (D’Andrade

and Strauss, 1992), framing (Fischer, 2003; Fischer and Forester, 1993;

Jervis, 1976; Schön and Rein, 1994), stock examples such as historical

analogies (Hemmer, 2000; Jervis, 1976; Khong, 1992) or metaphors

(Rosenthal, 1982; Schlesinger and Lau, 2000). Biases may be appealed

to for explanation, decision-by-decision, or they be linked to claims

about enduring dispositions of individuals to resort to particular devices.

For example, following Berlin (1979), Tetlock’s recent (2005) work on

political judgement concentrates on ‘fox’ and ‘hedgehog’ styles of reli-

ance upon heuristics in individuals. Behind many of these approaches is

the claim that the ideas behind the heuristics are causes (Brändström

et al., 2004; Wendt, 1999; Yee, 1996). But where do ideas come from?

And why just those ideas, just now?

Common heuristics include starting with the previous decisions in the

same field and making incremental adjustments (incrementalism) until

these very obviously fail, or adapting preferences to correct for recent

disappointments, carrying out limited searches from a starting point of

recent past decisions (e.g. ‘hill-climbing’), or only searching until an

adequate or serviceable solution is found and settling for that (‘satisfi-

cing’: Simon, 1955): but this does not explain who starts from where.

More recently, researchers have been less concerned to contrast ration-

ality in decision-making with emotion as a supposedly irrational factor,

and more interested in the role of emotions as providing valuable heur-

istics. Such rules of thumb can indicate anything from ranking of goals to

the selection of decision rules such as those which govern risk appetite

through to enhancing the salience of certain kinds of information

(Barbalet, 1998; Clarke et al., 2006; even Elster, 1999).

Another kind of heuristic is the historical analogy. Much writing on

policymakers’ uses of historical analogies emphasises psychological or
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cognitive processes such as schema-following that lead decision-makers

to reach for analogies, in general appreciation (Neustadt and May,

1986), shaping interests (Hemmer, 2000), deliberation (Khong, 1992),

or ex post facto justification (Taylor and Rourke, 1995). Much of this

work concentrates on processes flowing from the use of analogies, as a

case of ideational causation (Yee, 1996). Those who examine the causes

of analogical policymaking tend to argue that individual traits (Dyson

and Preston, 2006) or perceived risk, uncertainty, opacity, etc., explain

analogising at all (Houghton, 1998a, 1998b), while policymakers’

own prior experience and the salience of cases explain the selection

of particular analogies (Brändström et al., 2004). This book will argue

that analogies are important, but they are at most proximate causes.

Institutions help to provide more satisfying explanations of whether,

which and how analogies will be used or by whom.

The psychologist Kenneth Hammond (1996, 2007) has worked to

revive the tradition derived from the early twentieth-century psycholo-

gist Egon Brunswik,9 which regards judgement as an intuitive, tacit skill

specific to locally unique particular settings, not a matter of calculation

and analytic reasoning from premise to conclusion. This emphasises the

appreciation of discrete facts rather than the formation of preferences

and goals. The political philosopher Peter Steinberger (1993) has sought

to develop this notion of judgement as intuition for larger normative

purposes. Good judgement, for Hammond, consists in developing the

right style of intuition for the context. Unfortunately, this provides no

account of what a context is, how styles might be cultivated for contexts,

or how we might identify the relevant contingencies. Indeed, applying a

style of intuition all too readily suggested by some context can actually

lead to positive feedback effects which reinforce disorganisation, in turn

making the judgement problem for policymakers still more intractable.10

Moreover, the empirical case examined below shows that the task envir-

onment can often change very rapidly – even in a period as short as

thirteen days – such that it may be very difficult for policymakers in

conditions of great uncertainty and information impactedness to work

out which heuristics might now be appropriate.

Some analysts consider that we need only catalogue various biases in

decision-making, such as those of availability, salience, representative-

ness, worst-case scenario thinking, and so on (Sunstein, 2005). For

Elster (e.g. 1989a, 1989b, 2007), each bias can be treated as a causal

mechanism that can be invoked to explain deviations from rationality,

but is assumed itself not to require explanation. There are problems

with this approach. A key problem is that Elster’s approach offers no

explanation of why people reach for the particular frame, biases and
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heuristics that they do in particular institutional contexts (6, 2005),

being instead content to catalogue the range of frames, biases and

heuristics that seem to lie behind particular decisions. This work can

leave the impression either that there is an indefinite repertoire of ways

of framing or of available heuristics, any of which may be cued or

activated in any setting (Fischer, 2003; Schön and Rein, 1994), or that

all frames can be boiled down to indications of the probabilities of

losses or gains from which particular types of bias will always be elicited

(Kahneman and Tversky, 2000), or that the ‘right’ kinds of heuristics

will at least rather often be elicited in each task environment for the

task in hand (Gigerenzer and Todd, 1999) or if they are not, then they

could be (Hammond, 1996, 2007).

Biases and heuristics are not the independent causal mechanisms that

Elster takes them to be. Even his own position calls for explanations for

deviations from subjective expected utility optimisation. In that case, we

require some explanation of why, in certain conditions, some people are

especially influenced by particular heuristics and biases rather than

others, and perhaps still others (some experts, perhaps?) continue to

cleave to something closer to ideal rationality. Yet Elster offers no very

satisfactory explanation of why one bias rather than another should

affect a given decision-maker. The biases themselves are effects, and

indeed it is by this title that many psychologists quite properly refer to

them. They should really properly be treated as dependent variables.

The operation of these biases and heuristics is, as Elster sometimes

acknowledges, variable, not constant. Elster’s view of mechanisms gen-

erally (see Elster, 1998) is that they are ‘sometimes true’ (Coleman,

1964) or stochastic processes. Yet he has no general theoretical basis

for refusing to inquire further into whether there are contextual inhib-

itions or spurs that explain what may appear in large-N research as

stochasticity. The most that Elster offers by way of mechanism is the

effect of situational cueing. Cueing, though, is by no means sure to elicit

any particular bias. Presumably, cueing requires unpacking as some

combination of context and mechanism (Pawson and Tilley, 1997).

Elster’s accounts of problem environments provide us with contexts,

but no theory of what a context is that it should carry out cueing or

how the causation of cueing works. Moreover, Elster’s argument treats

the biases as independent of each other. Yet the most significant explana-

tory question that arises is whether people in certain types of context are

peculiarly prey to certain clusters of biases rather than others. Elster’s

account leaves people vulnerable to an indefinite number of supposedly

entirely discrete biases, which are only partially explained by the oper-

ation of ‘sometimes true’ mechanisms, themselves explained shallowly

46 The need for richer explanation

C B 7 DB 2 2: 23 2C 9CC B  2 3 :58  8 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  2 3 :58  8  ,2 3 :58 1 : B:C /2: .2 2C BD3 C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


and with near circularity as simply the effects of the biases. In allowing

indefinite variation and reducing explanation to little more than descrip-

tion, Elster’s position is not empirically distinguishable from that of the

postmodernists he disdains.

Many heuristics (especially satisficing, and prospect theory’s loss and

risk stances) assume that people have aspiration levels to guide them

(Bendor, 2010). But those aspiration levels are typically taken to be

given exogenously, and variations between people’s aspiration levels are

treated as requiring no explanation within the account of judgement.

This book will argue that we need to explore an explanatory strategy of

using distal variables rather than proximate ones, to provide satisfying

explanations of differences in styles of judgement. Styles exhibit vulner-

ability to distinct patterns of certain biases rather than others, and

the distal causal factors to be invoked are those of social relations. Elster

famously will not countenance social relations. He is as nominalistic

about them as his postmodern opponents are, insisting instead

upon reduction to psychological characteristics (Elster, 2007, 257–259,

344–352). Hence his admitted inability to explain the origins of norms, a

question that he simply defines as beyond the scope of his theory. His

suggestion that norms cannot be interpersonal things but must be

reduced to characteristics of individuals relies upon a claim of physical-

ism, that everything in human behaviour must be realised in brains. And

indeed, so it must. But physical realisation is neither a satisfactory

explanation, nor does it uniquely privilege psychological characteristics

over social relations. For psychological characteristics are also abstract

entities with neurological realisations, just as social relations are. It is

the purest dogmatism to insist that physical realisation itself rules

out social relations or that any social or political distal variables could

have explanatory power. In the same way, his insistence that subjective

expected utility maximisation with neutral risk appetites requires no

explanation is simple dogmatism. The irony of Elster’s approach is that

both his methodological individualism and his disdain for functional

explanation serve to undermine the seriousness of his own commitment

to the pursuit of satisfying explanatory mechanisms.

In highly pressured, strongly opaque and even moderately conflicted

decision-making problems in complex non-cooperative games, to

describe people’s reasoning between means and ends as only ‘boundedly

rational’ is really only to repeat that statement of conditions; it provides

neither explanation for nor prediction of what they will do. True, in such

situations, decision-makers have to use heuristics. But which ones will

they pick or find themselves driven to, from the huge range of biases

available, diagnosed by decades’ worth of psychological research into

Attenuations of idealised rationality 47

C B 7 DB 2 2: 23 2C 9CC B  2 3 :58  8 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  2 3 :58  8  ,2 3 :58 1 : B:C /2: .2 2C BD3 C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


biases and heuristics, all of the ‘sometimes observed’ variety? The argu-

ment of this book is that by closely attending to the elementary forms of

the prevailing informal as well as the formal institutions, we can offer an

answer to this question that will both have explanatory power and

exhibit greater empirical content than the piling up of multiple weak

equilibria or finding them sadly absent. The Durkheimian approach

argues that selecting from the menu of available biases is the work of

informal institutions and their dynamics.

More radical attenuations of idealised rationality than these are empha-

sised by March (1988, 1994, 1999) and his followers, by Weick (1995,

2001) and, before them both, by the ethnomethodologist, Garfinkel

(1967). They suggest that people very often formulate goals and reasons

only retrospectively to make sense of decisions and actions already taken.

Those prior actions may have been taken experimentally, carried out

under constraint, perceived to be appropriate, or simply done with little

reflection. Again, as we shall see, this was true in the missile crisis. It was

especially true of theKhrushchev régime but also, to a lesser degree, of the

Kennedy administration. Retrospective sense-making, we shall see below,

can be found in the way that US goals were specified in terms of what

would eventually count as ‘offensive weapons’ – a category which evolved

over the course of the crisis. But we need institutions to explain which

kind of retrospective justification will be chosen where.

In political psychology, one well-known approach to understanding

political judgement did break from methodological individualism to

concentrate on social relations and group processes. It was first

developed initially to understand fiascos and blunders, but its later

practitioners have sought to free it from these normative moorings.

Irving Janis (1982 [1972]) emphasised quasi-institutional dynamics cul-

tivated in certain types (though by no means all) of small-group pro-

cesses that he argued were more important than individual dispositions.

More recent work has identified a cluster of groupthink models, and

discriminated more carefully between them (e.g. ’t Hart, 1990, ’t Hart

et al., 1997) The present argument draws upon these approaches, but

argues that the narrowest form of groupthink should be seen as a special

case of a more general theory, while other groupthink models are better

understood as hybrid cases in that more general account.

Prospect theory

Some deviations from classical ‘full’ rationality (meaning themaximisation

of subjectively expected utility) do not require relaxation of the option

appraisal rule of maximisation down to satisficing, but do require changes
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to implicit risk appetite. Standard models assume that subjectively

expected utility is neutral between different descriptions of the same

outcome. Subjectivity of expectation is, in other words, not especially deep.

Kahneman and Tversky’s (e.g. 2000) celebrated ‘prospect theory’

relaxes this assumption of indifference between logically equivalent

descriptions.11 Inmost formulations of prospect theory, what is substituted

instead is a single universal claim that people are loss averse, savewhen they

are in the domain of losses, as measured from a benchmark taken to be the

default position. Conversely, they will exhibit risk aversion when in the

domain of gains, measured against that benchmark. The simple multipli-

cation of gain by its unweighted probability that characterises conventional

rational choicemodels is replaced by differential weighting, asymmetrically

between the prospects, under the framing presented to the decision-maker,

to reflect risk appetite (Hershey and Shoemaker, 1980; Kahneman and

Tversky, 2000;Monga and Rao, 2006). In the prospect theoretic tradition,

this is presented as a universal fact of human nature.

This approach too has problems. It does not solve the problem of

weakness in empirical content that plagues the conventional rational

choice models of subjective expected utility maximisation. For it is often

impossible in advance to know on theoretical grounds just how steep one

should predict the S-curve of risk-seeking and risk-aversion to be in any

given case. Ex ante, almost any pair of curves for a pair of players could

be an equilibrium. Nor does the theory predict just which risks will be

selected in the domain of losses (e.g. Hemmer, 2000, 152). Moreover,

there are some institutional contexts where some agents do seem to be

willing to bear risks to maximise gains, and may be quite risk averse

when facing losses. Rather than being a universal characteristic of

human nature, the risk appetite profiles appear to be institutionally

shaped. The case study below will show how very differently it appears

to have been shaped in each of the three governments involved in the

crisis of October 1962.

More generally, a limitation of prospect theoretic approaches has to do

with the way that decision-makers benchmark their options against a

reference level of risk set by the domain. Boettcher’s (2005) account of

American presidential policymaking in foreign policy and McDermott’s

(2001) study on cases from a slightly wider set of institutional contexts

both place great weight on this. Boettcher brings together prospect

theoretic accounts of reference levels of risk with reference group theory

models of aspiration levels.12 McDermott (2001, 37–38) says that refer-

ence points are ‘subjective’ and must be assessed ‘case-by-case

and actor-by-actor’. This leaves the theory rather difficult to specify.

History and social relations matter differently, in the simple situation
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of the one-off gamble, where values are measured by numeraires, and

in those political circumstances where there is no single numeraire.

The domain of losses Dl or gains Dg might be given by recent experi-

ence (the retrospective domain, the past t1 to the present t0), divided by

expectations at t1 but reweighted for any adaptation to circumstances

made by t0. If the actor had done worse between t1 and t0 and recognises

this, then the reference point might be the status quo ante, or the condi-

tion at t1. However, the status quo ante at t1 and the status quo at t0 are

not the same thing. If the actor has done well, or done badly but adapted

their expectations, then they may adopt a status quo reference point,

valuing the condition at t0 as being a norm (Mercer, 2005). However,

the valuation of the actor’s condition at t0 might reflect peer judgements

(Monga and Rao, 2006), or, in status systems, how well others are

doing. Thus, actors’ aspirations (Welch, 2005, 52–55) or their anticipa-

tions (the prospective domain) might provide reference points. That

might produce a reference point at some imagined past, t–2(imag), or

future, tþ2(imag). The stance towards the risk of options that yield pay-

offs at tþ1 should therefore be a function of whether the person or

government believes that each option would yield a loss relative to

whatever they consider their condition at t0 to be worth, by comparison

with a reference point, which may be t–2(imag), t1, t0, or tþ2(imag).
13

Allowing any of these to count, as McDermott does, may seem reason-

able at first sight, but it deprives the theory of much of its empirical

content, and explanation could become post hoc.

Moreover, reference levels may not be stable over a series of intimately

related decisions but may shift significantly. There may be little agree-

ment between actors contributing to the overall political judgement on

what their reference levels of risk actually are. But there may be no stable

status quo or status quo ante to serve that function, or radical disagreement

about what it might be or have been. We shall see in Chapter 4 that this

was the case during the thirteen days of the Cuban missile crisis.

In a rather banal sense, shifting reference levels could be said to

provide some kind of ‘explanation’ but this would not be very satisfying.

Rather, understanding the determinants of political judgement requires

modelling the forces that shift reference levels and even cause them to

yo-yo over quite short periods of policymaking.

Some theorists argue against prospect theory that, in the domain of

losses, people will become more risk averse. Scott (1976), for example,

argues that poor peasants living close to the edge of destitution will be

especially risk averse and ‘conservative’ in, for example, risking the

adoption of new technologies or even outright resistance to oppression

of a kind that may impoverish them still further. Hence, he argues, many
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peasants prefer low-yield, high-reliability food crops rather than cash

crops, mixed farming rather than specialisation, and resort to revolt

only when they have already fallen below the subsistence minimum

and also the conditions violate ‘moral economy’ norms rather than being

attributable to luck or fate.

Finally, prospect theory yields neither explanation nor prediction of

the form of political judgement. It is silent on the question of which

options get onto the agenda for appraisal, or indeed in which domain of

policymaking a government might choose to respond to some supposed

deficit from a reference level. Consider an example from a different field.

In 1968, British Prime Minister Harold Wilson made the decision to ask

Barbara Castle to become Secretary of State for Employment and Prod-

uctivity with a specific responsibility for developing plans for legislation

to govern trade union activity, and in particular to deal with the problem

of unofficial strikes. In 1968, the government’s and Wilson’s own polit-

ical credibility had been damaged by a succession of problems and ill

luck (for accounts, see e.g. Castle, 1990; Pimlott, 1992; Sandbrook,

2006). Taking on the trade unions was certainly a high-risk strategy.

The proposals in the In place of strife White Paper for penalities upon

trade unions and even individual strikes were especially politically dan-

gerous for the government. So far, so consistent with prospect theory.

But there is a hole where an explanation should be. Nothing in the

prospect theoretic account explains why the embattled prime minister

on the electoral ropes and on the rack of his parliamentary party should

choose this particular battleground on which to stage an initiative. Why

choose industrial relations, and not, for example, a foreign adventure?

And why choose the instrument of statutory controls? And why throw in

the towel to the trade unions at the point he did in 1969, when he was

deeper in the domain of losses and should have been expected to persist

with the risky strategy of legislation? To answer those questions, we

should need more finely grained institutional analysis of context and

dynamics facing the cluster of people within and surrounding the admin-

istration. This book will not provide it for this example, but will pursue

this strategy for understanding judgement in the missile crisis.

The empirical chapters will examine difficulties in using prospect

theory to explain risk decisions in the missile crisis; they will also return

to the problem of understanding risk appetites and particular risk

choices in different institutional contexts.

For the various bounded rationality theories, then, the neo-Durkheimian

approach can also offer important services. Most important, it can offer

testable explanations of why particular heuristics might be selected in

different types of context. It can help explain why aspiration levels
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may vary across contexts, without invoking unsatisfactory explanations of

individual character. It can provide empirical content to the link between

emotion, habit and heuristic selection posited in rather general terms by

Simon. It can explain why the shape of the prospect theoretic S-curve looks

very differently sloped in different contexts, and provide some empirical

content to the selection of particular risks that people under different

institutions might run in the domain of losses. The next chapter sets out,

first, the neo-Durkheimian institutional theoretical framework to be exam-

ined in the empirical chapters. Then it presents somemeasures that lead on

to offering specific theories and models in the form of hypotheses.
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3 A Durkheimian theoretical framework

Forms of institutional explanation

This chapter presents a distinctive institutional theory, the explanatory

power of which will be explored in later chapters. It contrasts signifi-

cantly with other traditions’ understandings of what institutions are and

how they explain thought style, preferences or action.

It has become conventional to distinguish between three varieties of

institutionalism, namely,

rational choice institutionalism (which in turn is divided into

actor-centred traditions – Scharpf, 1997 – and transaction

cost traditions – North, 1990; Williamson, 1985);

historical institutionalism (Katznelson and Weingast, 2005a;

Steinmo et al., 1992); and

sociological institutionalism (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991).

These are not mutually exclusive categories, nor are they even necessarily

distinct in their causal explanations. Moreover, as Peters (1999) points

out, if we are to distinguish traditions by their disciplinary origins, then

political economy and international relations would deserve their own

entries in the list; there are in any case several sociological institutional-

isms. The trichotomy also leaves ‘old’ and ‘very old’ institutionalist

traditions simply as residual categories (Stinchcombe, 1997). Yet, as

Peters again points out, it is not obviously true that older approaches

have been superseded by so-called ‘new’ institutionalisms.

A common definition of an institution used in (but not confined to) the

rational choice institutionalist tradition is that it comprises a rule, which

may be formal or informal (cf. Knight, 1992; North, 1990). To be a rule

in operation or an institutionalised rule, some costs must have been sunk

by some actors in securing credibility in sanctions for violation, so that

they and others will believe that they have reasons to follow it unless

outweighed by significant contrary reasons.
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Rules can be used in various ways to explain preference development

and change. Where actors have no stronger preferences or rival

accountabilities, rules that particular preferences are warranted can

simply be imposed as external constraints. In only more slightly com-

plex cases, where actors already have preference schedules over a set of

options, rules as constraints may serve to lead actors to move up or

down their preference schedules to other preferences that are now

appropriate, under the rule, for the more or less constrained context

(e.g. Cameron, 2005).

If ever made explicit, a rule could be expressed in the form of a

statement to the effect that if certain conditions obtain or are perceived

to do so, then people who fall under particular descriptions are expected

to act or speak or think or feel or evaluate in particular, prescribable

ways. A rule is, by definition, a certain kind of idea, statement or belief

which carries normative weight for those subject to it, by calling for

particular behaviour.

Within the category of institutional explanations, the opposite of an

idea is a practice1 – that is, something performed or carried out, which has

become established but not necessarily because actors yet have an idea of

it as something that ought to be done. By a practice, social scientists such

as Garfinkel and Goffman meant observable, physical enacted strips of

action and behaviour (‘arrays of activity’: Schatzki, 2001, 2) that are

performed repeatedly in particular contexts, the performance of which

creates expectations, even a discipline, and which specifies relationships

available with others for any given actors who find themselves in the

presence of others engaged in that practice. ‘Old’ institutionalisms gave

particular emphasis to practices. Garfinkel (1967) followed Durkheim

(1995 [1912]; see e.g. Rawls, 2003a, 2004) in arguing that people

develop beliefs, for example, by rendering explicit candidate rules and

then arguing about them, to make sense of prior practices that have

emerged wherever rules did not suffice to organise action (cf. Weick,

1995, 2001). People rarely engage in practices thoughtlessly, but it does

not follow that people only engage in practices because they have been

through a prior process of explicit reasoning. We may follow crowds,

unreflectively imitate others, pick up habits, collectively fall into ways of

acting. We may not even engage in the practice but simply observe others

do so. Then sometimes only afterward do we engage in processes of

sense-making. We may experiment and only later rationalise. In the

course of doing so, we may develop beliefs or engage in argument about

whether those practices could be reconceived as rules, and if so, which

rules would best capture the practices. Then we may well be forced by

circumstance to consider whether those rules are consistent with our

54 A Durkheimian theoretical framework

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C  B9  ,1  
. 3 7 8B :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 3 4B 97 2 7BC D 03 /3 3D C 4 75D D D:7 3 4B 97 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


preferences or with other rules. Then we may have consciously to

decide to follow or reject such rules when next in relevantly similar

circumstances.

Rules explain preferences by constraint, adoption and action by com-

pliance, or the presence of other ideas which form contrary reasons

militating against compliance. By contrast, practices explain preference

development and change by performance itself, by experiencing the

outcomes of practices, and thus stimulating sense-making leading sub-

sequently to deliberated decisions.

Between fully explicit (stated) and formal (i.e. organisationally pro-

pounded) rules and wholly informal practice lies a zone of informal, tacit

behaviours and actions, where the role of cognition is latent – perhaps

stimulated by experiencing surprises. There may be no imperative

requiring actors to articulate explicitly the nature of the rules to which

they cleave (or against which they rebel). Nor is there necessarily a

powerful impetus requiring people to make conscious, explicit sense of

the practices amid which they find themselves. In this zone, even though

practice-based and rule-based explanations remain analytically distinct,

it is often empirically difficult or even impossible to distinguish which is

operating, or to disentangle the one from the other.

However, only rather rarely do rules or practices have their causally

explanatory effect on action and preferences by operating singly, however

analytically convenient it may be in pursuit of tractability in research for

us to treat them as if they did.

We now consider a second dimension on which to consider diversity in

types of institutional explanation. The single rule or practice operates at

what we might call the transactional level, to use Williamson’s (1985)

terminology for the specific circumstance calling for a particular action

or avoidance of a particular action directed towards another. Where

there are multiple rules and practices, we must consider the spectrum

from the systemic level. Here, a cluster of sometimes more and some-

times less related contexts create social dynamics of greater complexity.

As numbers of rules or practices increase, additional effects arise.2

In simpler cases, there is both great consistency and great integration

between the rules and the practices. Contexts organised by multiple,

broadly consistent rules are often exhibiting rule sets (Rayner, 1988).

Circumstances could always arise that would give rise to conflict

between rules. However, high integration among rules and a limited

set of tasks or functions usually serve to reduce the occasions on which

conflicts arise to manageable numbers. This enables meta-rules to be

generated for dealing with conflicts among the basic rules. In these

cases, people can write largely self-consistent compendia of rules. In
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well-developed legal systems, ‘rules of recognition’ (Hart, 1997 [1961]),

appeal courts, law commissions, etc., provide crucial means by which

people can maintain this consistency whenever circumstances emerge

that give rise to tensions and potential contradictions between rules.

Examples might be parliamentary or congressional procedure, books of

etiquette for Edwardian debutante parties, or perhaps scientific inquiry

in disciplines and periods marked by what Kuhn (1970) famously called

‘normal science’. Rayner’s (1988) study of how equality of roles and

authority is sustained in sectarian enclaved contexts makes use of the

concept of rule sets for precisely this purpose. For enclaves form one

type of context in which it is possible to sustain great consistency and

integration of rules.

Goffman’s (1967c; cf. Collins, 2004) studies of what he called the

‘interaction order’ in contexts that also afforded a degree of consistency

and integration between practices provide methods for analysing practice

sets – exact analogues for practices of rule sets. His studies of the

relatively ordered forms of behaviour practised in ‘total institutions’

(Goffman, 1961) and even in cocktail parties (1959, 1963) and casinos

(1967d) provide examples of locales in which practices such as the

dramaturgical presentation of selves of particular kinds can be enacted.

Although multiple practices are available to be performed or avoided,

the relative coherence and integration of the setting makes the analysis

of the system tractable. Therefore, within these locales, we need not

routinely expect severe non-linear effects from the relationships among

practices.

Environments commonly faced in political decision-making are not

like this. Politics provide much less consistency and integration among

practices and rules. Policymakers are required to follow, or risk breaking,

rules and practices operating within their own circle, the rival circles

within their own jurisdiction, in interest groups, among wider domestic

publics, and among other nation states and international organisations.

Non-linear systems effects then become important. They may include

negative feedback, when either rules or practices, or both, conflict with

each other. They may also include positive feedback, when institutions

begin to reinforce themselves, creating bandwagoning effects (Jervis,

1997; Pierson, 2004).

Anthropologists and sociologists term these large and complex adap-

tive systems of practices, ‘social organisation’, in the singular. We lack an

established term for the comparable large and complex adaptive systems

of rules which structure social organisation at the ideational and norma-

tive level of analysis. The term ‘systems of rules’ is anodyne, but it

may serve.
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Social organisation and systems of rules are used to explain

preferences and action in distinct schemas of explanation, just as rules

and practices are. Transposed to the systemic level, adoption, compli-

ance and sense-making all exhibit structurally different roles in explan-

ation. In part, this is because the informational conditions facing actors

in complex adaptive systems are necessarily much harsher. Where rules

and practices are loosely integrated and perhaps conflicting, people

cannot be unambiguously confident that others will comply with rules,

follow practices or fail to do so, in ways so palpable that they can

estimate the chances of being sanctioned. Uncertainty then arises. In

the limit case, it reaches the condition of ignorance. Preferences there-

fore have to be explained by reference to the shifting relative force of

non-linear interactions of practices or rules. Action must be explained as

a result of people pursuing less well-formulated goals, under increasingly

severe informational impactedness as rules and practices multiply.

Figure 3.1 shows the resulting ‘map’ of the more or less distinct zones

describing the principal meanings of the term ‘institution’.

Cartwright (2004) argues that an adequate account of causation

requires us to invoke what she calls ‘thick causal concepts’, for formalis-

ing relationships without interpretation provides unsatisfying explana-

tory accounts. To show an arrow on a flow diagram or linear graph, or

simply to use placeholder terms such as ‘cause’ or ‘prevent’, provides the

schema of an explanation, but not the explanation itself, for that requires

a clear account of mechanism that can only be provided qualitatively.

Transactional level Systemic level

Practice
phenomena

Ideational
phenomena

Rules Systems of
rules

Social
organisationPractices

Tacit, informal 
rules

Rule 
sets

Interaction 
order

Imitate, follow,
cultivate, elicit,
sustain, entrain

deduce, produce,
yield, comply

Figure 3.1 Understandings of institutions
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To that end, Cartwright argues, careful attention is needed to the specific

verbs used to describe the causal acts, processes, impacts, imperatives,

obstacles, etc., by which causal mechanisms work. This is especially true

of the ways in which different kinds of institutional explanation are

supposed to work.

Rules and their systems, on the one hand, and practices and social

organisation, on the other, have distinct impacts upon ideas and action.

As normative and regulative ideas, rules have generally palpable impacts

on other ideas. Relations between ideas tend to be essentially intellec-

tual. Action prescriptions are deduced or yielded; rules are internalised or

rejected in favour of other ideas. The impact of rules on cognition is best

described by such terms as legitimising, sanctioning, stigmatising or – when

rules are weak in relation to the imperatives that lie behind other ideas –

failing to do these things. In relation to action, rules provide for compli-

ance or forms of sanction and discipline in the case of the absence

of compliance. These are all essentially forms of strong and weak

constraint.

By contrast, practices and social organisation tend to elicit, cultivate,

sustain, support and entrain types of ideas, thought styles, emotions and

action. People may imitate practices or accept or follow prevailing patterns

of social organisation, or avoid them or elude them, or be surprised by

the outcomes of following them. The principal causal mechanisms for

ideational and practice phenomena appear on the right-hand side of

Figure 3.1.

The neo-Durkheimian tradition argues that the zone in the bottom

half of Figure 3.1, and especially the bottom right-hand zone of social

organisation, is the more fundamental. Even particular practices emerge

from settlements, some robust and some fragile, in the complex adaptive

system which is social organisation. The particular cybernetic character

of the systemic interactions in social organisation that produce particular

practices will be set out below.

Informal institutions

Unlike many institutional theories of policymaking and of international

relations, the neo-Durkheimian tradition stresses the much greater

causal significance of informal institutions over formal ones (6 et al.,

2007a; Douglas, 1986). Durkheim (1984 [1893]) famously declared

that contracts depend on informal institutional underpinnings that do

not appear in the documents. Constitutions, explicit rules, written pro-

cedures or ‘parchment institutions’ matter, but they cannot exhaust the

imperatives to which people have to respond (loyally or disloyally). Very
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often, informal and unwritten practices, rituals, networks, constraints

and opportunities are more important.

The transaction costs of relying exclusively upon formal institutions

are generally prohibitive. They cannot provide complete accounts of

what is expected to be done in all circumstances. To deal with this, they

may specify formal procedures for decision-making, whenever the sub-

stantive rules are silent, inadequate or conflicting. But even these are not

enough to stabilise formal institutions. Trust that people will respect

formal rules rests on informal practices.

Equally, reliance exclusively upon informal institutions makes trust

difficult, because of the difficulties in backing with credible sanctions the

incentives for expected behaviours. Even if there were no other reasons

for the emergence of institutions of each type, disappointments with the

performance of either type would soon provide people with reasons for

reaching for the other. And indeed, people’s emphasis and reliance upon

each type will often oscillate in response to just such disappointments.

MacCormick (1998, 305) characterises informal institutions as impli-

cit or unarticulated norms or rules that are not regulated by any explicit

authority. They are developed as a result of people’s interpretations of

the practices they find other people performing around them (Dworkin,

1986, 45–53; Garfinkel, 1967; MacCormick, 1998, 306). Moreover,

those interpretations are disciplined by whatever degree of implicit over-

lapping consensus (MacCormick, 1998, 308) is achieved by the local

pressures upon behaviour that people experience in coming to those

interpretations. In informal institutions, there is (MacCormick, 1998,

307) no canonically and explicitly formulated version of the rule to

which anyone could appeal with confidence that others would consider

it authoritative in settling disputes over interpretation.

Goffman’s (1967a, 1967b) account of the quotidian and secular inter-

action order of everyday conversations and meetings as a set of ritual

styles, privileges the role of informal institutions in MacCormick’s sense.

The neo-Durkheimian thesis is that informal institutions are causally

critical in making it possible for formal institutions to achieve the lever-

age they do. Moreover, informal institutions which are potentially incon-

sistent with formal ones may be important factors for negative feedback

in preventing the self-disorganisation of formal ones, even though too

severe negative feedback may also undermine the formal institutions. In

particular, the framework proposes that informal institutions are critical

at the level of the elementary forms of institutional order. This directs us

to the Goffman level of politics. Goffman’s work examines the micro-

level of politics conducted in the informal interaction order of meetings,

conversations in corridors and locked rooms (cf. Peck and 6, 2006;
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Schwartzman, 1989; van Vree, 1999). This quotidian and apparently

informal ritual interaction order, he implicitly contrasts with the formal

ceremonial of public speeches and the tone of communiqués. There is

also, although Goffman did not examine it, a ritual interaction order in

written communication. This is exhibited in styles of rhetoric in letter

and memo writing, and in the management of files in politicians’ offices

and civil service departments. This ritual order of written communi-

cation can be highly consequential too, as we shall see when we examine

the correspondence between Kennedy and Khrushchev at the height of

the October 1962 crisis.

Helmke and Levitsky (2006, 13–19) distinguish between four types of

relationships between formal and informal institutions, namely

complementary institutions, which fill gaps in formal rules or

enhance their efficacy;

accommodative informal institutions, which blunt the effects of

dysfunctional formal institutions;

competing informal institutions, which directly subvert the

formal rules; and

substitutive informal institutions, which replace ineffective

formal institutions.

They argue that these four types are jointly exhaustive and mutually

exclusive because they are yielded by cross-tabulating distinctions

between effective and ineffective informal institutions, and between

those which have convergent or divergent outcomes from those of the

formal institutions with which they are associated. However, this tax-

onomy is not complete. A better taxonomy would clarify the types of

relationship by reference to the sub-types of feedback of formal upon

informal institutions that each represents, and vice versa. Table 3.1

provides an alternative account as a spectrum, which distinguishes nine

principal types of such relationships. These types are used in analysing

case study data in later chapters.

Each of these types could probably be found in almost any period.

A vast range of relevant informal and formal institutions is likely to

operate in complicated political decision-making. What matters is their

relative weighting in any given decision setting. Where particularly caus-

ally important institutions show marked patterns towards positive or

negative feedback relationships, which dominate those of the other

form, the neo-Durkheimian argument predicts that this fact will be

consequential for the patterns of political judgement. The nature of that

connection is explained by the ‘core association’ in the neo-Durkheimian

tradition.
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Table 3.1 Types of relationship between informal and formal institutions

Type of

feedback

No direct

feedback,

only

indirect –

indirectly

malign or

benign

relationship

Negative feedback of informal on formal

institutions

No direct

feedback –

benign

relationship Positive feedback of informal on formal institutions

Positive feedback

of formal upon

informal

institutions

Type of

relationship

1. Informal

substitute

for/

effectively

replace/

bypass

formal

institutions

2. Informal

subvert/

undermine

formal

institutions

3. Informal are

in tension/

competition

with formal

institutions

4. Informal are

parasitic

upon formal

institutions,

taking

legitimacy

and

resources

from them

but at the

expense of

the authority

of the formal

ones on

which they

depend

5. Informal are

consistent

with formal

institutions

6. Informal

complement/

complete/

fill gaps left

by/formal

institutions

7. Informal

support

and/or

reinforce/

enhance

effectiveness

of formal

institutions

8. Informal

provide

necessary

conditions

for formal

institutions

either to be

sustained at

all or to have

a particular

effect

(i.e. formal

dependent

on informal)

9. Informal are

dependent

upon formal

institutions

(i.e. formal

provide

necessary

conditions for

informal

institutions

either to be

sustained at

all or to have a

particular effect)
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Core association

Durkheim argued consistently that neither ideas nor interests3 but insti-

tutions, as more or less established practices, do the explanatory work.

In his last major work (1995 [1912]), he showed that the specific content

of individual (and, for that matter, group) interests is given by categories

and classifications which cannot be generated for each person separately,

but only in social relations and in collective processes giving coherence

and content by which people can construe what it is in their interests to

do. Ideas and representations matter hugely, but people cannot adopt

just any ideas or representations. Those which are available, salient or

meaningful to them are disciplined by their social organisation and

ultimately by their practices, even if their practices are changing in

response to other practices of their own or of other people (Douglas,

1986; Rawls, 2003b, 2004). Ideas, beliefs and categories (‘culture’ in

one sense of that protean word) have to be explained, not taken as

independently explanatory. Indeed, explaining preferences by appeal to

beliefs is unsatisfying because both are aspects of individual mental life

that are usually elicited or cultivated together. In the Durkheimian

account, we believe because we pray rather than pray because we

believe. In the same way, we exercise our style of political judgement

because we participate in shared political activity in very particular styles

of ritualised interaction, not the other way around. This chapter in

particular tries to show the structure of the causal claim, to identify ways

of operationalising its key concepts and to provide the necessary

specification.

The neo-Durkheimian institutional theoretical tradition offers a

framework for generating particular explanatory theories of the middle

range to account for thought, including the determination of styles of

political judgement. It has the same generality as, for example, rational

choice, prospect theory, Weberian-Giddensian structuration theory, or

Elias’ figurational approach.

The structure of the theoretical framework can be presented in the

following stages. It predicts a certain kind of association, rooted in a

particular causal mechanism, and an account of the expected range of

variation in both its independent and its dependent variables. These

schematic elements are given by the general framework.To give specificity

in the middle range, the framework specifies independent and dependent

variables which the mechanism brings into patterned relationships.

These variables will be operationalised qualitatively in this case study.

Some key indicators are expected to provide methodologically important

routes along which to explore the power of the framework.
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The framework is constructed around a central association predicted

in 1902 by Durkheim and Mauss (1963 [1902–3]) in a monograph on

cosmological classifications among various peoples around the world.

They declared (1963, 11), as the programmatic slogan of the theory, that

‘the classification of things reproduces th[e] classification of [people]’4 (italics

in the original). In other words, the categories and styles of thought by

which people understand their experience reflect their own social

organisation. As it were, they paint onto the face of the world the

characteristics of their own social relations.5 Fundamental aspects of

thought style will be associated with elementary forms of social

organisation.

Here, a ‘thought style’ (defined at the beginning of Chapter 1) is a

more or less coherent and consistent but highly selective set of features

of cognition, feeling, perception and misperception, cultivated under

particular institutions but not in others. Regulation and integration of

elements among ideas are the key dimensions on which styles vary, just

as they are for the informal institutional organisation of people. Styles

are not political ideologies. One political belief system can be accepted

by people who use it in quite different thought styles, as we shall see

when we examine communists in enclaved and isolate organisation, and

enclaves of the political right as well as the left. Durkheimian theory

argues that style explains and predicts important aspects of choice and

action, in part independently of ideology (and indeed explains some

more important things than ideological position explains); style in turn

is explained by social organisation. Empirically observable aspects of

thought style include the length of collective memory and planning

horizon, linkage of issues in making demands of others, manner of

using ideas for praise and blame, rigidity with which distinctions are

underscored, and attitude to and appetite for risk. People who share

common political or ideological beliefs can vary widely in these things.

Durkheimian theory argues that these variations matter in their own

right for explaining the patterns of action people undertake and either

join, acquiesce in or resist.

Expected range of variation

The neo-Durkheimian framework proposes, contrary to postmodernist

views, that thought styles will be neither indefinitely various nor

mutually incommensurable. Contrary to methodologically individualis-

tic ‘unitarian’ views such as expected utility theory or even prospect

theory, people will not converge upon a single style of thought. There

will be limited plurality (Thompson et al., 1990) in thought styles
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because the elementary forms of social organisation that cultivate them

are not indefinitely various.

Durkheim’s (1995 [1912]) term, ‘elementary forms’, is exact and

appropriate here (Fields, 1995, lix–lx). These are fundamental impera-

tives of informal social organisation and relations with causal power

underlying many empirical forms. There are as many empirical

forms of, for example, hierarchy as there are bounded and structured

organisations. Durkheim recognised that only with an account of elem-

entary forms of institutions would such apparently ‘irrational’ acts as

suicide and the perpetuation of behaviours that seem to undermine

ways of organising become explicable (see Durkheim, 1984 [1893], on

pathological divisions of labour). Under these institutional forms, they

can be seen as intelligible choices, because the institutions shape

people’s third-order styles of preference formation, risk appetites and

information-handling biases.

Durkheim measured the limited variation in elementary forms of

institutional organisation along two dimensions. In Suicide (1951

[1897]), he called them ‘social regulation’ and ‘social integration’. In

the lectures on Moral education (1961 [1925]), he uses the terms, ‘dis-

cipline’ and ‘attachment’. They are also referred to as ‘constraints’ and

‘bonds’ (6, 2004). ‘Social regulation’ refers to the degree to which

relations, activities and accountabilities are characterised by practices

which have the force of rules and roles, or conversely, of discretion,

latitude and opportunities (whether or not the practices do come to be

articulated as explicit rules). ‘Social integration’ measures the degree to

which the same relations, activities and accountabilities are marked by

practices with the force of membership and a degree of institutionally

required loyalty to a group with a more or less defined boundary, or,

conversely, by comparative independence of ties to others. These dimen-

sions are measures of phenomena that are causally important but not

themselves the causal mechanisms.

Unfortunately, Durkheim treated the dimensions as if they had noth-

ing to do with each other. He also concentrated on the forms at the

apices of the dimensions. Douglas (1970a) showed that he should have

cross-tabulated them and focused instead on the forms found in the

interstices. In these interstices are the four elementary forms of social

organisation (Douglas, 1982a, 1982b). These are the principal, provi-

sionally viable ‘attractors’ (Thompson, 1996, 2008) in a dynamic system

in which hybrids form between two, three and four of these elementary

forms, and where each asserts itself in negative feedback counter-reaction

to the positive feedback assertion of the others (6 et al., 2006; Douglas,

1992b, 1996; Gross and Rayner, 1985; Mars, 1982; Peck and 6, 2006;
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Thompson et al., 1990). In each case, the combination of the strength or

weakness of social regulation and integration deductively predicts cer-

tain features of organisation, and causally explains aspects of political

thought style.

Strong social regulation and strong social integration yield hierarchy, in

the strict anthropological sense of the term (Dumont, 1970 [1966]),

meaning an integrated status system based on authority rather than

domination (and certainly not just any system of inequality). Here status

(the product of strong regulation providing authorisations to act, with

clear boundaries of membership and non-membership given by the

strong integration) determines power. There are mutual but asymmetric

responsibilities between those with higher and those with lower status

roles and authorisations. The form is vulnerable to positive feedback

effects, whereby overregulation creates baroque structures that erode the

very transparency about accountabilities sustaining the capacity for trust

that is the strength of hierarchy in its less exaggerated and self-reinforced

phase (Durkheim, 1984 [1893], bk III).

Confucian principles of governance provide an example of hierar-

chical organisation commonly used in political science (Hood, 1998,

76–82). The Confucian system required that differences in status be

closely marked, rules governed rulers as much as the ruled, state and

paternal authority were carefully modelled on each other, and rights to

participate in policymaking and to contribute to the councils of state

were carefully limited by status and rules. Political judgement in such a

system is driven by the principle that problems are to be classified and

solved by the application of rules appropriate to the status of those who

present the problems.

In contemporary government too, formal institutions such as judicial

oversight powerfully impress rule-based policymaking on governments,

so reinforcing hierarchical ordering. However, hierarchy can also grow in

less formal ways. In the financial services of the City of London until the

1980s, for example, the Bank of England’s formal regulatory powers

over banks and investment houses were much less important than its

almost paternal position of informal but authoritative advice-giving and

indirect influence through informal channels (Moran, 2003).

Weak social regulation and weak social integration yield individualism,

in the substantive (rather than the methodological) sense. Without

authorisation or status, control of resources determines power. Individ-

uals seek to control resources and attract support. Without institutions

of strong bonding, competition emerges. Well-known archetypes include

the ‘big man’ and ‘rubbish man’ relations in classical New Guinea, or

patron–client systems in which powerful individuals emerge who sustain
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followers only as long as their own resources allow.6 Because social

regulation is also weak, loyalties are contingent on current control of

resources. In some circumstances, this may lead to entrepreneurial

behaviour, and willingness to bear great risks. But initial conditions

matter. In true economic markets, it can often make sense for people

working under individualistic institutions to be risk-seeking. This is

for several reasons. Rewards may be very great. A background of

hierarchical ordering will furnish market institutions that provide for

some protection against losses, such as laws of limited liability for

corporate bodies. Individualistic ordering may make it worthwhile

for secondary markets to be created in insurance or debt so that credit

can be extended to high-risk projects and even to those who have failed

previously. In other circumstances, though, for the same central goal of

securing control of resources, people working under individualistic insti-

tutions may have to be quite cautious. In some (though by no means all)

political circumstances, it is often very important to conserve resources

such as credibility and to keep back resources to try to keep options

open. For although pre-commitment to ensure credibility can be import-

ant, in individualistic contexts, it is also often critical to avoid foreclosing

options. In either case, though, what is critical for control of resources

under individualistic institutions is that strategic action has to be used

exploit the fluidity in the institutional order afforded by weak regulation

and integration for individual benefit, albeit that the result will be an

unequal control of resources and power. This form is vulnerable to

positive feedback that leads to the anarchic erosion of the very rules that

define the resources competed over.

In political thought, Bentham’s writings provide a canonical statement

of individualist approaches to organising government (Hood, 1998,

104–115). Bentham argued that incentives and individual rewards for

performance should dominate government, appealing to material self-

interest and assuming everyone from cleaners to policy advisers to be

motivated principally by money rewards. Bentham proposed that cash

awards should be moderated where there are intrinsic satisfactions to

the work that would attract applicants in any case. He advocated intro-

ducing price mechanisms for all services, including policy advice, on the

basis of a fully individualised calculation of contribution. Bentham even

argued that wherever possible, those who make most direct use of a

public service should, as customers, pay the provider.

In governmental policymaking, one of the best-known cases of a looser

individualism was David Lloyd George’s reform of British government

in the latter stages of the Great War. His system was not tied to cash

incentives for performance, but it was based on individualising executive
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responsibilities upon people specially appointed from outside the civil

service and attaching such loyalty as can ever be expected to the current

power of one powerful broker – the prime minster himself. He brought

individual business leaders such as Sir Eric Geddes into government for

specific tasks to report only to his expanded centre, and permitted them

unprecedented discretion (Hattersley, 2010). These men he famously

described as ‘men of push and go’ (cf. Hennessy, 1989, 52–87). They

bypassed the then conventional civil service systems of rule and status to

create temporary structures for policymaking in Downing Street, which

were as far as possible accountable to the prime minister. The practice

reflected the rather individualistic organisation of the coalition adminis-

tration, which tolerated a canonical ‘big man’ system around Lloyd

George. Before and after the war, Lloyd George made the most ruthless

use of personal patronage to bypass the established systems of party rule

in the legislature (Toye, 2007). Again, he operated largely independently

of his cabinet, party or Foreign Office in the negotiations in Paris after

the war (MacMillan, 2001). Relations between Kemal Atatürk and

his erstwhile supporters were similarly individualistically ordered

(Mango, 1999).

Weak social regulation and strong social integration yield enclave.

Here, in the absence of differentiations of role, rule and status, or

capacity for individual control over resources to secure coordination,

only shared commitment to principles and heavy marking of the bound-

ary between members and non-members of the enclave will secure

collective action. Risk-taking or caution may be followed, not to avoid

foreclosing options but precisely to do so. For, in the absence of individ-

ual control of resources to create power relations and also of strongly

externally constrained rule-bound authority to make coordination pos-

sible, cohesion depends on securing from other members of the enclave

a pre-commitment to foreclosing options for individual choice in favour

of commitment to live by collectively agreed practices. This form is

vulnerable to positive feedback that leads to radicalisation and also

perhaps to schism or else to exhaustion of commitment.

Political factions and movements of every kind are recognised every-

where as examples of enclaved ordering in political life (Rayner, 1982,

1988). For example, Malecha (1994) wrote a detailed analysis of the

strong articulation of enclaved organisation in the populist movements

of the USA in the nineteenth century. Richards’ (1996; see also

Richards, 1999, 2007) study of the Revolutionary United Front in Sierra

Leone is a major work of political anthropology on the institutional

organisation and thought style of a political enclave. A well-known

example of a government organised by institutions of enclave is the Paris
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Commune of 1871 (Hood, 1998, 140–142), which adopted a flat wage

structure, abolished tenure of office, elected people to most offices even

in the army, erased distinctions between policymaking and executive

roles, and required mass citizen participation (Horne, 1990 [1965]).

Within policymaking at the heart of the executive in government,

enclave tends to be less strongly articulated over the long run than

the other forms. The demands of administration, the imperatives of

sustaining political authority and the variety of imperatives experienced

often outrun its capabilities. Nonetheless, there have been periods of

revolutionary government, in England in the 1640s and especially in the

regicide Rump Parliament after Pride’s Purge (e.g. Braddick, 2008;

Fraser, 1973, 262 ff.; Purkiss, 2006) or in France in the period of the

Terror and especially under Robespierre and St Just, when enclave could

be very powerfully mobilised in the centre of government. Revealingly,

though, the Commonwealth of the 1650s and the Directory of the late

1790s were both much less enclaved. Both enclaves gave way to rule by

powerful generals, in régimes combining individualistic organisation in

the career open to talents with reinforced hierarchical order in civil

society, through militarisation and stronger bureaucratic machinery

and codified laws. In more recent times, there have been cases when

small cabals of colleagues held together only by shared commitment to

particular principles held against the rest of the policymaking world have

been hugely influential. In the first two Thatcher governments of the

early 1980s, for example, the monetarist hard-line group was for a

period a fairly cohesive but beleaguered enclave (Campbell, 2003, esp.

78–125 and 207–252).

Strong social regulation and weak social integration yield isolate

ordering, in the structural sense of having few ties facilitating joint action

or trust rather than the popular sense of loneliness or literal lack of any

ties whatsoever. Collective action is difficult because trust possibilities

are weak. Durkheim (1984 [1893], 1982 [1895], 135 ff.) describes this

as a condition of sparse density of ‘moral’ ties, meaning bonds suffi-

ciently strong to bear claims being made by people on their peers.7

Where organisation is sustained, usually during periods of adversity

and losses (strong de facto social regulation by constraint), it shows the

form of sequential, opportunistic coping strategies without trust that are

improvised by each person. Opportunism is the reactive or resilient

strategy of acting wherever an opportunity presents itself, while having

few abilities to create those opportunities for oneself. Guile is not neces-

sary but is commonly used. Under isolate conditions, returns to consist-

ency in strategy are limited. In this setting, people have limited capacity

to stabilise patterns of relations with others that would make strong
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consistency an especially intelligent practice – for example, in risk

appetite. They must operate opportunistically, improvising under con-

straints and without allies of whom they can be confident. By definition,

opportunism will sometimes furnish imperatives for risk-taking and

sometimes for the greatest caution, especially when risks previously

taken appear not to have paid off and when rapid retrenchment is

required simply for survival. Isolate ordering is vulnerable to collapse

as a result of positive feedback either as a result of failures of somewhat

desperate coping strategies as social regulation strengthens and integra-

tion weakens, or else through failures to sustain even sufficient trust

among the closer strong ties.

Like its counterpart on the negative diagonal in Figure 3.2, isolate

ordering tends not, in liberal democratic systems, to be sustained as the

dominant form for long periods at the heart of government, and for not

dissimilar reasons. Nonetheless, there are cases where significant strands

Social regulation

Fatalistic suicide;
Forced division of labour;
‘Futures pitilessly blocked’

Disorganisation 
of extreme 
isolate:
Indignity, 
despotism 

Disorganisation of 
extreme hierarchy:
‘Byzantine’ 
baroque 
authoritarianism 

Egoistic suicide; 

[presumably, 
spontaneous 
division of 
labour]

Isolate
Individualism

Hierarchy
Enclave

Altruistic 
suicide;

[presumably, 
restricted 
division of 
labour]

Social 
integration

Disorganisation 
of extreme 
individualism:
Prisoner’s 
dilemma, 
Hobbesian 
war of each 
against all; 
anarchic 
erosion of 
order 

Disorganisation of
extreme enclave:
sect, mob rule, 
collective 
effervescence 
become 
destructive; 
schism, 
exhaustion

Anomic suicide;
Anomic division of labour;

‘Malady of the infinite’

Figure 3.2 Forms of social organisation and disorganisation (source:
6, 2007a, 133, Figure 7.1)
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of isolate formations are found in powerful positions, even if they are

surrounded by significant hierarchical and individualistic organisation.

The premiership of Edward Heath in Britain between 1970 and 1974

was marked by the isolate location of Downing Street vis-à-vis the civil

service, the cabinet and parliamentary party (Baston and Seldon, 1996;

Campbell, 1993; Ziegler, 2010). Heath’s own bonds even to those of his

lieutenants on whom he relied greatly, such as William Whitelaw (Lord

President of the Council and later Secretary of State for Northern

Ireland), Anthony Barber (Chancellor) and Robert Carr (Secretary of

State for Employment during the upheavals of the Industrial Relations

Act), were rather distant, just as his ties with the US administration were

feeble and strained. Although Heath was willing to take policy advice

from a few individual civil servants such as William Armstrong, even this

link was, for Heath, strictly limited: it did not provide a deep bond of

trust. Moreover, Heath was comparatively strongly constrained in his

room for manoeuvre, given the strength of trade union opposition, the

growing conflict in Northern Ireland and harsh economic conditions. He

was equally constrained in relation to some of the powerful factions

within his own party, especially over Europe. His government’s political

judgement veered between early attempts to impose authority on trade

unions, seen as ‘overmighty subjects’, and subsequent capitulation;

there were drastic U-turns in industrial policy. These shifts were impro-

vised in response to adverse events.

Where weak institutions for democratic competition attenuate

individualism, and where executive power exceeds the power of judicial

oversight, so abridging hierarchical reciprocity in social regulation, isolate

ordering can be sustained at the heart of government in a much more

strongly articulated form. One type of deformation of isolate organisation

is that of despotism, in a rather specific sense. This is precisely contrary to

the popular sense of the term in which a despot is misguidedly regarded

as a strong ruler. Despotic leadership rests on precariously achieved and

fragile capacity to perpetuate itself by short-term coping behaviours. The

despot temporarily achieves the ability to impose severe constraints or

even coercion upon others without expecting them to reciprocate with

behaviour showing any social integration (Coyle, 1994, 1997).8

An isolate located in a position of office at the top of an organisation,

or what is here called a ‘structural despot’, can only survive and cope as

long as he or she can impose or pass on constraints on others within that

organisation or system. That will be experienced by others as internal

constraint. Structural despots also face external constraints, and simul-

taneously strong constraints from the institutional character of the

organisation at the top of which they are located. Lacking the basis for
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trusting others, their circumstances are precarious, unless they can

impose even stronger constraints upon others. When efforts to pass on

constraints fail, the despot must accept and absorb those constaints, and

may enter the domain of losses.

The converse isolate form, dominated isolate ordering, or the institu-

tional condition of those who cannot pass on or impose constraints, can

be referred to as that of the ‘structural serf ’.Most people in that structural

position are not serfs in the empirical sense of being in bonded labour,

but that case provides a useful exemplar. People can also be found in

institutional contexts that are structurally quasi-isolate, or, perhaps more

accurately, hybrid with strong isolate components, at the periphery and at

the bottom of complex and hybrid social systems and sub-systems.

It may be helpful to point out the significance of the distinction among

constraints between those which are generated and sustained from

within a sub-system of social organisation, and those which are gener-

ated externally. By definition, a constraint can only be internal if the sub-

system has a sufficiently clear boundary to distinguish inside from out-

side. In hierarchical and enclaved cases, this is a straightforward enough

distinction to operationalise. In their organising rather than disorgan-

ising phase (6, 2003a), in hierarchical contexts, both external and

internal social regulation will be accepted until such time as conflicts

between constraints (between external and internal, or among the exter-

nal or among the internal ones) become so costly to maintain that

disorganisation begins to set in. However, even in organising phases,

people in enclaves will be extremely suspicious of external regulation

(Douglas, 1982a), and will seek to keep internally generated rules as far

as possible to forms that support their strong sense of loyalty and limited

internal differentiation of status (Rayner, 1988). Individualistic organ-

isation places people in a position in which all the relevant (and, by

definition, weak) social regulation will have to be external, for people are

not part of a system which has an ‘inside’.

Figure 3.2 shows the relationship between these four elementary forms,

using Durkheim’s terms and examples of the deformations produced by

positive feedback at the extremes of the diagram, but using

Douglas’ terms for the provisionally viable forms at its centre.9 Diagonal

arrows show the direction of disorganising positive feedback, while

block arrows show the directions in which the two dimensions are

strengthening.

We can now restate the central association thesis precisely:

Styles of political judgementwill showmore disciplined and regulated characteristics,
and more attached, integrated ones in the relationships between the elements of
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key information such as categories, when the people whose social relations and styles
of political judgement are described are themselves more regulated, and disciplined
in their relations with each other and as they are themselves more integrated and
attached; and vice versa.

A theory derived from this framework will propose that styles of political

judgement among policymakers such as those who made the fateful

judgements during the crisis of October 1962 will reflect the relative

weight and mix of these four elementary forms of their peculiar informal

as well as formal organisation and its institutional features. Moreover,

later chapters will show evidence for the claim that judgement style is

independent of ideology, for enclaved thought style (for example) which

very significantly shaped decision-making could be found among people

who were, ideologically, diametrically opposed to each other. Methodo-

logically, research must identify and measure proxies and indicators for

aspects of the elementary forms of social organisation, as well as for

critical aspects of political judgement and of the causal mechanisms that

link them, to show that the patterns are as predicted by the framework.

Ritual causal mechanisms and micro-foundations

Positive feedback or self-reinforcement, even to the point of disorganisa-

tion, is a dynamic causal trajectory (6 and Bellamy, 2012) operating in

each of the elementary institutional forms, taking the values shown in

Figure 3.2. Negative feedback is that causal process by which each form

reacts against the others, as people grow disappointed with disorganisa-

tion produced by positive feedback and self-reinforcement by each form,

finding themselves reaching for one or more of the other options. This

can, in the limit case, produce several conflicting forms of disorganisa-

tion. Where the forces are unequal, one may temporarily triumph until

another backlash of negative feedback is provoked. Where they are

more evenly weighted, the result might be gridlock. Alternatively, it

might just produce the special case where each supports the others viably

to sustain organisation in tolerable peace between forces; this is known

as homeostatic balance (Hood, 1996; Margetts, 6 and Hood, 2010;

Thompson, 1996).

Micro-foundations for a methodologically institutionalist theoretical

framework will not take the forms of individual preferences and an

optimisation function, as would be true for methodologically

individualistic ones such as rational choice. Rather, they consist in

particular types of institutionalised practices (6, 2006c; Rawls, 1996,

2001, 2003b) and social organisation. Institutionalised practices form

the basis of the principal constant causal mechanisms underpinning the
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stylisation of judgement. As we have already described, these are the

standard institutional ones of cultivation, elicitation and entrainment.

All Durkheimian traditions argue that practices shape action by the

constant causal mechanisms of cultivation that run through ritual

(Turner, 1995 [1969]). Douglas (1966, 63) argued that ‘man is a

ritual animal’. Ritual need not be explicit, formal or grand ceremonial,

open to large publics mainly as audiences (e.g. Kertzer, 1988). It also

takes the quotidian form of stylised implicit interaction order among

small numbers of people (Goffman, 1967a, 1967b). Although both

Durkheim and Douglas had an especial interest in formal, public,

ceremonial and especially religious ritual, Durkheim also paid particular

attention to political, civic and legal ritual in everything from the

storming of the Bastille during the French Revolution of 1789 (1995

[1912]) through to the formal signing of legal contracts (1957 [1950]).

He also, however, recognised the central importance of ritual in informal

and everyday circumstances: his lectures on Moral education (1961

[1925]) concentrated on the importance of the ritual order at the infor-

mal level in schools in inculcating morality: he showed it to be much

more important than the formal public ceremonial of punishment.

Mauss (1979 [1950, 1935]) extended the theory, by showing that the

informal ritual order constitutes the set of ‘techniques of the body’.

These cultivate commitment to certain practices, and to socially appro-

priate emotions for those practices (courage in hunting, mutual feeling

in group dancing, etc.), and cultivating certain kinds of social organisa-

tion (styles of gait contribute to the cult of the individual, etc.). Goffman

(1967a, 1967b) took Mauss’ analysis further to show that the structure

and the causal role of quotidian, secular, informal micro-ritual forms in

conversations and meetings exactly followed the structure of negative

and positive rites described by Durkheim (1995 [1912]). Just as

Durkheim examined the ‘cult’ of the individual in macro-sociology, so

Goffman showed (e.g. 1959) that, in substantively individualistic

contexts, the ritual forms serve to reinforce the ritual authoritativeness

of the powerful individual self portrayed in the rituals. Goffman did not

go on to explore how the same causal process running through ritual

supported the positive feedback dynamic in each of the other three

elementary forms, still less to consider hybrid cases or to examine the

point at which the rituals pushed towards excess and disorganisation.

However, his insight applies equally to the matrix set out in Figure 3.2.

In subsequent work, Goffman extended the argument, using linguistic

analytic methods to explore ritually differing institutional circumstances

such as greeting, lecturing and radio chatter (1981); his analysis of

total institutions (1961) examined some cases of more strongly
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constrained contexts. Collins’ (e.g. 2004) work took further the analysis

of chains of ritual forms.

What, then, is ritual, that the proposition that it can entrain emotion

and cultivate thought style could be illuminating and explanatory?10 It

is a misunderstanding to think of ‘ritual politics’ or ‘symbolic politics’

as something empty or sham, an unthinking performance, a tawdry

deception, fundamentally dishonest and by implication less important

than the serious business of, say, running programmes – a view of ritual

that has long been too common in political science (Brunsson and

Olsen, 1993; Edelman, 1985 [1967], 1988; Power, 1997). Political

anthropologists have long recognised that anything really important in

a society will sooner or later have to be ritualised if its importance is to be

institutionalised (for instance, Douglas, 1966, 1970a, 1982c, and Apter,

1999; Kertzer, 1988; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Steinmetz, 1999).

Rituals, indeed, sustain the possibility of honest communication: for by

ritual we establish the credibility of speakers and test the ritual ‘key’ in

which they are making their utterances against the ritually expected ones

(Goffman, 1986 [1974]). For in prescribing the forms of speech in semi-

private meetings, public ceremonies, interviews and confrontations

between groups and individuals, the ritual order of everyday political

and social life is what makes political communication and mutual under-

standing possible, and therefore honest to the degree that it can be so.

Durkheim (1995 [1912]) characterised a rite as a mode of action

(p. 34), rules of conduct that prescribe how people must relate to the

sacred (p. 38), and as ‘myths in action’ (p. 79).Cult, he stressed (pp. 59–60),

recurs periodically, and must enact the relationships between the sacred

and the profane (p. 60). He emphasised too the consequential, effica-

cious means by which the social organisation is – at the very moment of

its apparent collapse into emotional anarchy – actually reformed,

reinforced and managed both by catharsis and by its obverse, evident

mobilisation. He distinguished (1995 [1912], bk III) between systems of

positive rites, which organise prescriptions, praise and honour, and

systems of negative rites, which organise proscriptions or prohibitions,

blame and obloquy, arguing that both are necessary and each requires

the other. Goffman (1967b) showed that in technologically complex

societies, the same is true specifically to sustain social relations of a

hierarchical form (at the micro-level, through deference), and also of a

more individualistic kind (at the micro-social level, in self-respecting and

other-respecting forms of demeanour).

A synthesis of neo-Durkheimian definitions of ritual is as follows

(6, 2007b). Key terms of the definition appear in parenthesis. A ritual is

a repeated practice (repetition) (Durkheim, 1995 [1912], 60), although
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there is always scope for innovation, which may itself be ritualised (cf.

Richards, 2007, contra e.g. Rappaport, 1979). There is, however, some

degree of prior prescription of the acts to be performed (prescription of

forms). To be a ritual, a particular space and time must be marked out as

having distinct and especially significant (sacred) status (Durkheim, 1957

[1950], 121–170, 1995 [1912]). This gives especially elevated (sacred)

status to the symbols used (Collins, 2004, 79–101; Rothenbuhler, 1998).

In turn, elevation of status functions to sustain and/or to challenge insti-

tutions and social relations (functional explanation). Rituals work, when

they do in fact work, by mobilising emotion and attention among partici-

pants and observers (emotion production), and by communication taking

the form of putting exemplars or symbols before participants and

observers. The use of elevated status, exemplars and symbols fixes

categories and classifications and defines social boundaries (exemplar-

based classification) (Douglas, 1966, 59–73, 1992a). Fixity is achieved

for those categories by investing authority in those emotions and exem-

plars which sustain those bonds (authority production). Thereby, in

ritual, people enact their social organisation (enactment). Typically,

indeed, enactment is a bodily (Bell, 1992, 138–169; Douglas, 1966,

1970a) or near bodily process. (Recognising ‘near bodily’ processes

allows us to admit as rituals those practices which involve communication

at a distance. For example, Denzin (1998) analyses ‘flaming’ rituals in

internet Usenet groups, and Romm (Livermore) (1999) analyses ritual

behaviour in organisational politics sustained by email. However, these

rituals often appear largely parasitic upon rituals for face-to-face commu-

nication.) Enactment presents a miniature version of social organisation

by using analogies, metaphors, and transpositions of forms of social

organisation (Douglas, 1986, 45–54), and dramatising narratives of the

processes of conflict and settlement (Turner, 1974, 1982, 1995 [1969])

between forms of social organisation (symbolism). The overt content of

these forms may be and typically is quite different from the content of

underlying social relations promoted or sustained (non-congruence

between explicit content and real social efficacy). It is not necessary for

an activity to be ritual in nature when the explicit intention of the actors is

to perform this enactment of social organisation (structural rather than

intentional explanation) (Douglas, 1986, 31–43; Westrup, 1996, 30 ff.).

Ritual practice is not typically transparent in its causal character; that is, it

has effects that are diffuse, and hard to predict or model in advance in

terms of the causal pathways by which the ritual practice will succeed or

fail in promoting those forms of social relations (diffuse causal efficacy).

Ritual practices and forms may, in socially integrated contexts, work

together as a system of ritual, where each ritual form interacts with others
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to describe the repertoire of public life in a society (Gluckman, 1965).

Ritual forms encompass both life in quotidian public spaces (Douglas and

Isherwood, 1979; Goffman, 1967a, 1967b, 1986) and grand, formalised

and organisational ceremonial.

Ritual orders of interaction matter, between policymakers in bilateral

conversations and in their leisure time at dinner parties, cocktail recep-

tions, drinking sessions and weekends at each other’s dachas. So, how-

ever, do ritual orders of formal meetings designed to support the process

of political judgement (Peck et al., 2004; Peck and 6, 2006). Goffman

did not himself examine the ritual order in policymaking meetings or its

consequences for the decisions taken, but subsequent analysts have

drawn upon his work to do so (e.g. Schwartzman, 1989). Crewe

(2005), for example, shows that the upper house in the British parlia-

ment sustains its capacity for managing its workload without conflict

becoming uncontainable, as much because of the informal ritual order in

the corridors, offices, committee rooms, bars and canteens as that which

governs speeches in the chamber itself. Formal meetings are only one

indicator of wider patterns of ritual process among any cluster of people.

However, because formal organisations often generate detailed records

of proceedings in meetings, they provide valuable indicators. By con-

trast, conversations in corridors and washrooms between policymakers

may also be ritually very important but leave fewer spoors that can be

used as data by researchers.

In significant part, the ritual process works as the causal mechanism

by which institutions can fix categories and shape cognition. This is

achieved by the ritual production of emotions, as Durkheim himself

stressed in his (1995 [1912]) discussion of collective effervescence

in political and religious enclaves,11 including those of commitment

to a style of political judgement and revulsion from others (6, 2003b,

2007b).

The informal ritual order in politics and decision-making

Informal, quotidian ritual orders of interaction are hugely consequential

in politics generally.

Famously, in the US presidential election of 1960, the broadcast

debate between candidates Kennedy and Nixon represented a ritual

zenith in the campaign. Surveys showed that those who listened to

the debate on the radio concluded that Nixon had had the better of

the exchange. Those who watched on television noticed much more the

candidates’ contrasting demeanour, bodily presentation, facial expres-

sions, overall manner and etiquette. The latter group tended to associate
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Kennedy with freshness, optimism and confidence, and found the

Democrat more appealing (Dallek, 2003).

The informal ritual order of a broadcast debate between candidates is

a somewhat individualistic context for entraining emotion and fixing

categories. Contrast this with an example from a more strongly

hierarchical context. The Victorian analyst of the British constitution,

Walter Bagehot, famously claimed that the constitution was sustained as

much by virtue of its ‘dignified parts’ as by its ‘efficient’ ones. It is often

thought that he meant only the formal ceremonial associated with the

state opening of Parliament, prayers in the chamber, stock phrases used

by the Speaker, and the prescribed ritual order of speech by which MPs

refer to each other in the third person and as ‘honourable members’. Yet

Bagehot also argues for the central role of the informal, quotidian order

in sustaining the emotions of civilised restraint in this highly partisan

ordering. In one of his wittiest passages (Bagehot, 2001 [1865–7, 1872],

102) on the language of debate in the mid-Victorian Commons cham-

ber, he comments that a ‘studied and illogical moderation’ is often the

most effective style of rhetoric – and rhetorical style is a central element

in the informal ritual order. Bagehot writes (p. 102):

You may hear men say, ‘Without committing myself to the tenet that three and
two make five, though I am free to admit that the honourable member for
Bradford has advanced very grave arguments in behalf of it, I think I may, with
the permission of the committee, assume that two and three do not make four,
which will be a sufficient basis for the important propositions which I shall
venture to submit on the present occasion.’ This language is very suitable to
the greater part of the House of Commons. Most men of business love a sort of
twilight. They have lived all their lives in an atmosphere of probabilities and
doubt, where nothing is very clear, where there are some chances for many
events, where there is much to be said for several courses, where nevertheless
one course must be determinedly chosen and fixedly adhered to. . . So far from
caution and hesitation in the statement of the argument striking them as an
indication of imbecility, it seems to them a sign of practicality. . . We like to have
the rigidity taken out an argument, and the substance left.

Bagehot’s point, for all its journalistic stylishness, is subtle. On the one

hand, prevailing ritual practices cultivated informal rhetorics of hesitant

caution among mid-Victorian politicians, seeming to be practical rather

than dogmatic. Yet by its exercise, they reinforced the prevailing order of

authority engaged in muddling through. In subsequent passages

(p. 103), Bagehot goes on to argue that the process, when it worked,

cultivated the emotions of mildness and moderation required to sustain

the hierarchical institutions of governance that it reflected.

Ritual orders matter in decision-making too. Anthropologists have

long emphasised the ritual order of everyday joking, both as indicating
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social organisation and as exhibiting the ritual order as a causal

mechanism in expressing and containing that social organisation

(e.g. Douglas, 1968). Joking and half-joking remarks can be conse-

quential in decision-making, not merely in the obvious way of culti-

vating solidarity among decision-makers, but in fixing categories, by

identifying those things which are to be taken seriously and those

which are not. Reanalysing Wohlstetter’s (1962) close study of group

dynamics among Admiral Kimmel’s staff at Pearl Harbor in the days

before the unanticipated 1941 Japanese attack, the social psychologist

of ‘groupthink’, Irving Janis, attends carefully to one joking remark

(1982, 87–89). Janis entitles his discussion ‘the unfunny joke that

conveyed the norm’. For Janis, ‘convey’ is a verb that encompasses

more than simple communication, for it includes the authoritative

fixing of categories for attention and inattention, and the cultivation

of commitment to prescribed priorities among subordinates. He

writes:

Somewhat perturbed by the puzzling loss of radio contact with the Japanese
aircraft carriers, Admiral Kimmel had asked [Lieutenant Commander] Layton
to check with the Fair East Command for additional information. The next day,
when the admiral was again discussing the lost carriers with Layton, he remarked
jokingly, ‘What, you don’t know where the carriers are? Do you mean to say that
they could be rounding Diamond Head [at Honolulu] and you wouldn’t know
it?’ Layton replied that he hoped they would be sighted before that. This
exchange, as Wohlstetter points out, implies an ‘atmosphere of geniality and
security’. What the two men were saying to each other, in effect, was ‘According
to the rule book we ought to look carefully to see if the missing Japanese carriers
are heading toward us here at Pearl Harbor, but obviously we don’t need to
bother.’. . . [T]he admiral’s foolish little joke may have induced Layton to remain
silent about any vague, lingering doubts, which he himself did not take very
seriously. Either man, after that joking interchange, would risk the scornful
laughter of the other (whether expressed openly to his face or behind his back)
if he were to express second thoughts. . . That joking exchange between Kimmel
and Layton was merely the visible part of a huge iceberg of solid faith in Pearl
Harbor’s invulnerability.

Janis’ point is that the joke did more than reflect ‘solid faith’. It

reinforced it by cultivating emotions of ridicule for the wasted efforts

and silly fears. Thus, it helped to fix priorities. Indeed, categories came

from Kimmel’s risk assessment, but the ritual order provided a causal

mechanism for their fixing. That process worked through cultivating

emotion, just as Bagehot’s mid-Victorian politicians cultivated their

decision-making style by performing judiciousness to the point of incon-

sistency, and with rhetoric that itself engendered mildness and con-

strained tendencies to partisanship.
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One of the most discussed meetings in all organisation studies must be

the caucus at the Morton Thiokol company on the night before the

catastrophic launch of the Challenger shuttle in 1986. Thiokol’s engin-

eers had argued in the teleconference with the Marshall and Kennedy

centres that the temperature at Kennedy spaceport would be too low for

a safe launch, given what was known about the O-rings. Unfortunately,

based on the prevailing canons of inference from the available data in

the engineering practice of the community created between NASA

and its contractors, their case was not strong. Realising that they were

losing the argument, Thiokol’s managers and engineers asked that the

teleconference be interrupted, to allow them to discuss the issue among

themselves before returning to the conference. Marshall and Kennedy

expected Thiokol to come back with new data or at least new calcula-

tions. But they had nothing more to offer. The Thiokol engineers, led

by Roger Boisjoly, even found themselves losing the argument with their

own senior managers that the launch would be too risky. Diane Vaughan

offers this account of the fateful final moments of that caucus (1996,

317–319):

None of the engineers responded to Mason’s [Jerald Mason, senior vice-
president, Wasatch Operations] request for new information. Mason, Wiggins
[Calvin Wiggins, vice-president and general manager, Space Division],
Kilminster [Joe C. Kilminster, vice-president, Space Booster Programs] and
Lund [Robert K. Lund, vice-president, Engineering] began to confer.

Boisjoly and the other engineers tried one last time to persuade the four

senior managers to continue to recommend against launch. Recognising

that they were failing, they gave up.

Mason reiterated some of Mulloy’s [manager, Space Rocket Booster Programs,
Kennedy Space Center, who had shown the weakness of Thiokol’s engineering
arguments against launch on the data available] points and said that under the
conditions they had discussed, he could not disagree with what Mulloy had said.
He would recommend launch. Mason then asked each of the executives, in turn,
how they felt about it. Cal Wiggins said he recommended launch. Joe Kilminster
said he recommended launch. Mason turned to Bon Lunch, who sat hesitating,
making a few observations about the data, and shaking his head. After a few
moments, Mason said ‘It’s time to take off your engineering hat and put on your
management hat.’

Feeling under huge pressure, reluctantly Lund voted with the others.

The next day, the Challenger exploded only moments after take-off,

when the O-rings failed.

Mason’s own description, before the Presidential Commission of

Inquiry, of what he intended by that final dramatic intervention is

revealing of what it is ritually to perform authority. Having been
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criticised harshly – and, Vaughan argues, unfairly – for ‘polling manage-

ment and disenfranchising engineers’, Mason explained his thinking

as follows:

I said, ‘Bob, you’ve got to put on your management hat, not your engineering
hat.’ And my message was intended to be that we had all been spending our time
there as engineers, looking at numbers and calculations and so forth. We now
had to take that information and do some management with it. And there have
been a lot of people who have characterised that expression like I was saying,
‘Don’t be an engineer, be a manager,’ and that isn’t the case. I think there’s
engineering management that has to take place, where you take the engineering
data and make a management decision with it. So that’s how I intended it, but
how it was interpreted was variable depending on the people that were there.
(Vaughan, 1996, 319)

Mason quite literally enacted the exact structure of authority in Morton

Thiokol. As senior vice-president, he had the right to call time on

discussion, but only when the engineers had exhausted their case. He

had the right and duty to ensure that the management team deliberated

upon the engineering case, and the duty to ensure that they made a

decision based on all the considerations bearing on the organisation’s

interests. He could not compel his fellow three vice-presidents. What

he might do was to demonstrate, in performance, the importance for the

organisation of sufficient consensus on really major decisions. So he

initiated the ritual of calling out votes in turn. When the chief engineer

wavered, Mason performed the ritual of calling his colleagues to vote

with almost operatic explicitness, himself enacting what he considered

it to be to ‘put one’s management hat on’. The prohibition against

abstention was ritualised.

The ritual order at the caucus mattered. The engineering-dominated

company left authority precisely poised between professional and man-

agerial orders. This entrained emotions of commitment and cultivated

seriousness about risks within each of those styles of argument. Thereby,

the ritual order served to fix categories of organisational decision-

making, allowing them to be acted out in polling.

Informal ritual order is not only articulated in advocacy, joking, or

body language. Anthropologists have long studied the ways in which it is

manifested in the physical layout of rooms and the distribution of people

around spaces where decisions are made. Gluckman’s (1967 [1955])

study of Barotse (a people living in western Zambia) judicial decision-

making showed that the physical distribution of space, artefacts and

postholders in the decision-making locale replicated and also reinforced

categories used in court in interpreting evidence and reaching decisions.

Special and elevated status, or the secular sacred, is enacted physically.
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In the Thiokol caucus, marking out of time away from the NASA

conference was more significant in marking out sacred time for the

organisation to make its commitment than the marking out of space.

Scholars of political rallies, demonstrations, riots and the informal

aspects of street confrontations have made the same point about partici-

pants’ dress, the distribution of people, banners and so on (e.g. Kertzer,

1988). Studies of decision-making in meetings show that informal

speech norms, and the place and layout of meeting space all subtly shape

what gets attention, how it is framed, what will be deemed risky, and

what emotions will entrain the decision process (Schwartzman, 1989,

13–86). The physical layout and decoration of courtrooms, parliamen-

tary assemblies and committee rooms can shape the ritual order of

action conducted within them, by sharpening adversarial or collegial

relations, inhibiting or facilitating oversight by outsiders, and so on

(e.g. 6, 2004).

These examples illustrate how informal ritual order provides the critical

causal mechanism, within particular institutional contexts, for the

entrainment of emotions and the fixing of categories. Each also illustrates

a significantly different hybrid between hierarchy and other solidarities.

Bagehot’s mid-Victorian House of Commons is a place where competi-

tive individualism remains very important, as well as the hierarchical

element that prevents it from becoming impossibly fractious. Janis’

account of Pearl Harbor as the product of groupthink suggests that he

regards it as a case where enclave is significantly articulated. As Vaughan

describes Morton Thiokol in the mid-1980s, the company seems to have

exhibited significant elements of all four solidarities.

These coding judgements of the Morton Thiokol case are only provi-

sional. In the present study, more specific coding principles are set out,

by which characteristics of informal institutions, ritual practices and

styles of judgement are coded according to features identified as critical

by the theory.

Structure of explanation

The simple linear graph in Figure 3.3 summarises the structure of the

basic causal mechanism by which institutions cultivate thought style,

including political judgement. The process is a loop, describing a func-

tionally endogenous explanation of causation of cognition emotion,

reasoning style, preferences and judgement (Douglas, 1986, 31–43).

However, this is not a functionalist theory. Contrary to Malinowski’s,

Radcliffe-Brown’s or Parsons’ functionalism, the neo-Durkheimian

framework predicts conflict, disorganisation and dynamism. Moreover,
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functionalism was a theory of whole ‘societies’. In the neo-Durkheimian

account, the unit of institutional self-reinforcement is the elementary

form of institutional order or solidarity; this may be articulated at many

scales. However, it will not be articulated at the level of the whole of a

‘society’, which is not a well-formed unit in any case.

Having laid out in general the theoretical framework, we next present

the middle-range theory of the stylisation of political judgement, to

develop the specific measures that will be used in the empirical chapters

that follow.

Independent variables: measures of social organisation

The neo-Durkheimian tradition has developed a set of critical indicators

of what will, for the sake of convenience, be called the independent

variables12 of social organisation. There are also intermediating variables

used to indicate the presence of the causal mechanism, and dependent

variables of affect and cognition. Some were developed by Douglas (e.g.

1982a), others by those who have sought to apply and develop her

approach; a few were used by Durkheim and his school.

Social regulation and integration measure the institutional account-

abilities,13 or the pressures, imperatives and demands14 embedded in

practices by which people seek to influence other’s behaviour (Douglas,

1980). Substantively important ones may well be informal, and not be

expressed in published organisation charts and titles. For example,

during much of Khrushchev’s period as chairman of the Praesidium,

the Soviet president was Voroshilov, regarded by most commentators as

by then a cipher without real influence in the party, the state apparatus

or the Praesidium (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003; Taubman, 2003).

cultivate

entrain

Informal 
institutions of 

social 
organisation

cultivate Styles of 
(secular, 

quotidian) 
ritual

elicit
Emotions 

and styles of
emotion

Thought 
styles; e.g.
styles of 
political 

judgementReinforce, and by reinforcing, 
ultimately disorganise

entrain

Categories,
classification

Figure 3.3 Structure of underlying causal mechanism
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By contrast, some relatively junior aides, such as Oleg Troyanovsky,

wielded significant informal influence.

One approach to developing operational proxy measures of account-

abilities is to consider the network forms predicted for ties between

people. The patterns of these ties are symptomatic of underlying insti-

tutional accountabilities. Figure 3.4 shows the elementary forms of

network patterns expected in each pure form of organisation; again,

various hybrid forms are expected empirically. In practice, available

secondary data on the administrations do not quite suffice to enable us

confidently to draw such sociograms describing relations between the

leading figures in the Kremlin or the White House in the early 1960s.

There were, as we shall see, significant changes in network configur-

ations over several years prior to October 1962; indeed, during the

‘thirteen days’, some ties were strengthened and others weakened under

the pressure of crisis.15 However, the available sources allow us to

provide qualitative characterisation of the network ordering.

Intermediating variables about mechanism

Key intermediating variables for exploring the causal mechanisms sup-

porting the central association have to do with the elementary forms of

quotidian ritual. Building upon Douglas (1970a) and Handelman

(1982), Peck et al. (2004) and Peck and 6 (2006) develop an application

of the framework to identify specific types, against which available data

can be coded, from meetings of the group of President Kennedy’s closest

advisers during the Cuban missile crisis (known as the ExComm: see

below), the Praesidium and various incidental conversations reported in

secondary sources between the leading players.

Table 3.2 shows the styles expected in pure forms. This draws upon

the Aristotelian taxonomy of rhetoric as a ritual form of speech, as well as

Goffman’s (1967a, 1967b) and Collins’ (2004) accounts of emotional

styles elicited (cf. 6, 2003b), Schwartzman’s (1989) account of the ritual

order in organisational meetings, and Peck and 6’s (2006) account of

ritual change in a cycle of meetings of a board.

Douglas’ (1966, 1999 [1987], 1992b) framework gives a central role

to blame – a highly ritually ordered practice. Goffman (1967b) and

Douglas (1970) transposed Durkheim’s account of the causal

mechanisms by which ritual elicits emotions and cultivates classification

from religious to quotidian secular contexts, using accusation and blame

as a central ‘negative rite’. Durkheim (1995 [1912], 303–304) defined

negative rites as ones that ‘prohibit certain ways of acting’. Indeed, he

(p. 304) describes blame, perhaps surprisingly, as the least severe of the
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Enclave

Boundary of general 
sentiment, cooperation and 
shared identity

Acquainted with each 
other, may even share 
general sentiment but little 
commitment

Strong tie: kin, close or old 
friend, etc.

Isolate

Constraints

Bonds

Tie: clique 
accountability

Weaker, sparser bilateral 
ties among subalterns

Denser, stronger 
multilateral ties between 
high-status individuals

Hierarchy

T

Strong tie: clique
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clique, brokerage

Individualism

Figure 3.4 A structural typology of elementary forms of network
relations (source: 6 et al., 2006, 47; see also Mars, 1999)
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Table 3.2 Institutional styles of ritual and rhetoric (source: Peck and 6, 2006,

96; Peck et al., 2004, 107)

Social regulation
↑

Isolate Hierarchy

Exemplars of ritual style: satirical

stand-up comedy

Emotions elicited in ritual, when

successful in its own institutional terms:

irony, ridicule, stoic will to endure

Emotions elicited when less successful:

bitterness, sense of arbitrariness,

banality

Type of rhetoric: ironic, anecdotal,

picaresque

Exemplars of ritual style:

procession

Emotions elicited in ritual, when

successful in its own institutional

terms: respectful deference

for status, validation of own

role, commitment, sense of

security

Emotions elicited when less

successful: demoralisation,

confusion and bemusement at

opacity (i.e. lack of apparent

connections) within the

complexity of the institution

Type of rhetoric: display

(epideictic) or deliberative

! Social

integration
Individualism Enclave

Exemplars of ritual style: trade fair,

street market

Emotions elicited in ritual, when

successful in its own institutional

terms: aspiration, excitement,

controlled envy for competitive

rivalry

Emotions elicited when less successful:

insecurity, dejection at own defeat,

frustration at what seems futile and

self-defeating rivalry

Type of rhetoric: among those

independent of each other,

adversarially debating;

unstructured question and answer;

from dependants, display

(epideictic) for individual praise

and blame of achieved

characteristics

Exemplars of ritual style:

charivari, religious revivalist

meeting, militant picketing

strikers’ meeting

Emotions elicited in ritual, when

successful in its own institutional

terms: passionate

commitment, collective

effervescence, passionate

rejection of outsiders and those

seen as insiders who have

betrayed the institution

Emotions elicited when less

successful: schism

Type of rhetoric: demagogic –

charismatic, confrontative of

outsiders and traitors (ranting),

passionately supportive of

insiders
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negative rites. Evans-Pritchard (1937) argued that understanding the

making of accusations against others after actual or anticipated misfor-

tunes was central to understanding the causal processes by which people

sustain solidarities with some people and mark social boundaries against

others (Douglas, 1970b, 1980). Distinct styles of blame ritual are

expected in different institutional contexts. Blame is such a powerful

element in ritual causation of social process because, in different styles,

its management channels very strong emotions by which loyalties and

disloyalties are cultivated and accountabilities established. Without ritual

mobilisation of emotion, neither the breakdown nor the sustaining of

social organisation can be explained (Durkheim, 1995 [1912]; Rawls,

1996, 2004).Moreover, negative rites are a necessary causal condition for

the possibility of positive rites by which solidarity is celebrated

(Durkheim, 1995 [1912], 303 ff.), just as information rejection ritual is

a fundamental causal condition in judgement that makes information

acceptance possible (6, 2004; 6 et al., 2007b). Blame resembles such

other negative rites as punishment rituals, in that proscription of behav-

iour is performance after a supposed violation; in this, it differs from ritual

warnings and announcements of prohibitions. We expect the following:

In enclaved contexts, blame tends to resemble the ritual form of

the charivari, characterised by a group engaged in punishment,

shaming and humiliating exclusion of the person blamed.

In hierarchical contexts, blame rituals will be much less fierce.

There, blame will often be deflected onto socially recognised

symbols of shared collective responsibility, allowing for reinte-

gration of malefactors, perhaps with lower status (Douglas,

2004b, 42).

In individualistic contexts, we expect blame to be used strategic-

ally, for individual advantage, and that those blamed can

secure exculpation or avoidance of sanctions if they can offer

their accusers reasons to value what they still have to offer.

In isolate contexts, at first sight, blame rituals can appear as

harsh and bitter as those observed under enclaved institu-

tions, but the practical sanctions tend to be less consistent;

those blamed may well continue to function, because there

are fewer boundaries beyond which they can be cast.

Reproach may be followed by rapprochement, both in

response to the exigencies of short-term conditions and with-

out enduring commitment, because strongly constrained

people find they have little choice but to continue to deal with

those whom they blame.
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This study briefly considers grand public ceremonial in the presidential

broadcast or the signing of the blockade order on 22 October, but pays

more attention instead to the quotidian interaction order in meetings,

and to the tone, style and rhetorical register of written communications

such as letters between the heads of state.

Dependent variables: political judgement

The central neo-Durkheimian argument is that the four elementary

forms of institutions ritually cultivate distinct styles of rationality, each

with its own standards of reasonable appetite for risk, ways of handling

anomalies and connecting issues. These rationalities constitute different

styles of political judgement. None is, when seen in its own institutional

context, irrational or always unintelligent. Each has strengths, weak-

nesses and vulnerabilities. When radicalised, each can produce its own

absurdities and its own peculiar disorganisation, when judgement shapes

action that in turn influences the institutions that cultivated it. Their

character as styles of rationality becomes clearest when we consider

differences in relations between reasons for and goals in action.

Douglas’ work provides rich and powerful resources for developing

indicators of the critical dependent variables of political judgement,

although her measures were developed for examining fields far removed

from secular politics. In the bounded rationality cluster of theories, each

can be regarded as a type of selector for particular heuristics. Docu-

ments, transcripts, memoirs and biographies, and other data about the

crisis of 1962 are used to code events for evidence of each of the

following hypotheses.

Categories, classification and anomalies

Durkheim and Mauss (1963 [1902–3]) argued for close attention to the

ways in which people classify and categorise their experience, showing

how categories used may be artefacts of or biased by their social organ-

isation. Douglas (1986) argued that styles of classification are driven by

the relative weight of institutions. In the present case, several key terms

regularly invoked by ExComm members and by Khrushchev’s staff will

be examined, to show how the categories were ritually formed and fixed.

Douglas (1966) argued that those things which people recognise as

anomalous within their own categories will reveal important social fault

lines. Along these fault lines, positive and negative feedback processes

are likely to erupt differently in each of the elementary forms of social

organisation. Bloor (1982) developed this by showing the argument’s
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structural identity with that by the philosopher of science, Imre Lakatos’

(1976) theory of how scientific traditions respond to anomalous evi-

dence. Thompson and Wildavsky (1986) and 6 (2004) show how the

process works through information rejection in organisations to deal

with anomalies. We therefore expect the following:

In hierarchical contexts, institutions will cultivate monster

adjustment – highly regulated and integrated structures of

argument to accommodate and explain away exceptions and

anomalies. For example, in the early 1970s in Britain, in one

of its more hierarchical strands of policymaking, the Heath

government reversed its previous policy, adopting a statutory

prices and incomes policy, in an ultimately futile attempt to

defeat inflation by regulation. As might have been expected at

a time when both international and domestic pressures were

driving inflation forcefully upward, the scheme became one of

belated licensing of price changes with, at most, slight mod-

eration. Yet putting the state’s authority behind those move-

ments brought central government machinery into the detail

of industrial negotiations to handle and smooth out claims of

inconsistencies and anomalies (Campbell, 1993).

In individualistic contexts, institutions will cultivate monster

exploitation – weakly regulated and weakly integrated strat-

egies for treating exceptions and anomalies as opportunities

for furthering the argumentative (political or intellectual)

goals. For example, there were fraught conversations between

US President Johnson and British Prime Minister Harold

Wilson in the 1960s about Britain’s policy towards the US

war in Vietnam (Colman, 2004; Ellis, 2004). Each had great

discretion to negotiate and could exploit anomalies in the

other’s respective policy frameworks. Johnson could support

his request for British military commitment by pointing to the

long-standing presence in Vietnam of the British Advisory

Mission in Vietnam (BRIAM) and Britain’s commitment to

SEATO, while Wilson was able to point to Johnson’s own

many public statements about his desire for a peaceful reso-

lution to support his offers of a British role in mediation.

Likewise, Wilson could exploit anomalies in his own categor-

ies, by claiming that the British role as co-chair of the Geneva

conference prohibited military engagement.

In enclaved contexts, institutions will cultivate monster barring –

strong, insistent assertion of boundaries, refusal to accept
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anomalies and exceptions, and use of taboos and strong

defilement rules, protecting the integration of thought style.

For example, the 1978 Camp David summit organised by

President Carter to negotiate an agreement between Egypt

under Sadat and Israel under Begin failed. This was partly

due to poor US negotiating tactics. It was also due to Begin’s

refusal to compromise, held back as he was by the enclaved

Likud Party behind him. At one point, he declared sincerely

and with full enclaved ferocity, ‘My right eye will fall out, my

right hand will fall off before I ever agree to the dismantling of

a single Jewish settlement’ (Reynolds, 2007, 298).

In isolate orderings, institutions will cultivatemonster acceptance –

anomalies and exceptions will be treated as facts of life, given

facts to be coped with (strong social regulation), lived with and

absorbed, and no attempt will be made to integrate and recon-

cile them within the thought style. For example, by June 1969,

Harold Wilson had been forced, vis-à-vis his own Cabinet and

the Labour movement, largely back into isolate mode,

although he also continued to have some limited space to

operate individualistically to broker between the factions

within his government to secure his survival. When his and

Castle’s proposals for statutory regulation of industrial rela-

tions were bluntly rejected by the trade unions, he could do no

more than secure from them a ‘solemn and binding agreement’

which lacked even the force of a change in the Trade Union

Congress rules. Despite its immediately being ridiculed, even

bymembers of his own cabinet, as a fig leaf provided to a naked

premier by a ‘Mr Solomon Binding’, Wilson was forced to

accept it and represent it, unconvincingly, publicly as some

sort of victory (Pimlott, 1992; Ziegler, 1993).

The role of rhetoric as ritual in meetings in fixing categories differs

significantly between the solidarities, as follows:

In hierarchical contexts, ritual forms will yield constrained and

modest extension of categories’ meanings, often by the drawing

of careful distinctions. For example, the Heath government’s

presentation of its incomes policy was much preoccupied with

efforts to distinguish between different groups of workers:

‘relativities’ exercises became highly ritualised negotiations

(Campbell, 1993).

In individualistic contexts, rhetoric is used to support innovation

in categories andmeanings more than in other contexts, and to
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draw distinctions instrumentally. For example, in the 1919

Paris peace negotiations, Lloyd George was prepared to make

the most convoluted reinterpretations of President Wilson’s

‘ethnical principle’ to maintain and even extend Britain’s

effective control over the Middle East territories it sought to

hold, often using new legal forms (MacMillan, 2001).

In enclaved contexts, insistent rhetorical repetition will produce

reinforcement in the meaning of key categories, especially

where they are used for purposes of blame. An obvious

example is that rhetoric of ‘betrayal’. In 1973, for example,

when the Heath government finally abolished the Stormont

Assembly in Northern Ireland, it was repeatedly described by

Unionists as a ‘betrayal’ (Arthur, 1996).

In isolate orderings, ritual practices of opportunistic use of

categories will lead to drift and slippage in meanings. For

example, the Labour government headed by Harold Wilson

from 1974 to 1976 was characterised to a significant degree

by isolate ordering. This was the consequence of deterior-

ating relations among the leading politicians, after the splits

over Europe and similarly worsening relations with other

parties. Economic constraints and beleaguered electoral

conditions left ministers to cope with crises with less direc-

tion and support from the prime minister than they had had

in the Labour governments of the 1960s. In this context,

categories such as ‘breach of the guidelines’ were used to

blame ministers who had used the freedom given to them to

speak on opposite sides of the argument about Britain’s

membership of the European Economic Community (as it

then was). The concept of a breach became entirely

unstable even when used in blame. For the combination of

strong social regulation required to hold the government

together with weak trust among ministers left them drifting

on a daily basis about what might and what might not be

regarded by their colleagues, let alone by their isolated

leader, as acceptable.

Hindsight and foresight

Strong bonds in and boundaries around groups cultivate a shared sense

of their history and tradition. On the other hand, when regulation is

weakened, people find fewer reasons to assume that their arrangements

will be for the long term. Thus, institutions elicit particular styles of
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collective memory and of planning horizons (Douglas, 1986; Peck and

6, 2006; Rayner, 1982). We expect the following:

Hierarchical institutions cultivate memory of the community’s

own long history, using examples of villainy to mark bound-

aries but not typically with rancour or loathing, together with

long planning horizons, assuming continuity over time. His-

torical analogies will identify moral codes for the community.

Ancient Rome dated its history from the founding of the city.

Cicero’s political speeches drew on historical analogies from

hundreds of years of almost exclusively Roman history or

Greek history assimilated into Roman collective memory.

His analogies emphasised Rome’s own significance as a city,

a people, a system. Even though he could see republican

institutions declining, he confidently expected the city to

continue to rule the known world.

Individualistic institutions foreshorten shared memory, but

allow instrumental planning for the medium term, assuming

both continuity and discontinuity to be controllable and

manipulable. Historical analogies will be argued over in delib-

eration between rivals for their practical relevance. Thus,

stock and bond market traders typically give little thought to

the last boom-and-bust cycle or think it has much relevance

for them, and likewise care little about the longer-term

futures, confident that they can discount, price down, take

profits and exit before the worst happens, or otherwise pass

on risk. Short memory and moderately foreshortened future

sustain motivation.

Enclaved institutions cultivate long but Manichaean historical

memory, remembering heroes and villains, and especially

traitors with bitterness, but they drastically foreshorten

futures to anticipate apocalyptic discontinuities (Rayner,

1982). Historical references, including specific analogies,

will be used for fierce blame or strong identification, more

in ex post facto justification than in deliberation. During the

Northern Ireland conflict, both Nationalist and Unionist

communities sustained long memories of conflict going back

to Henry II, by way of Cromwell and William III. Both

communities remembered long-dead figures accused of trea-

son and betrayal, as well as those who nobly sacrificed their

lives for the cause. By contrast, little detail was given by

Nationalists of the nature of the united polity which they
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believed could be brought about, nor did Unionists give much

thought to the nature of the union they expected to secure

once their opponents were defeated.

Isolate life cultivates short collective memory and foreshortened

future horizons, but without the Manichaean drama of the

enclaved future. Historical analogies will be used opportunis-

tically, but not as central elements in deliberation. Other,

more contemporary analogies may be weighted more heavily

if they present themselves in forms that can be exploited

opportunistically.

Risk strategy and the domain of losses

Douglas extended her argument about classification and thought style to

explain styles of risk perception (Douglas, 1985, 1992b; Douglas and

Wildavsky, 1982). Just as there is a vast literature and several specialist

journals devoted to risk perception in psychology, so there is an extensive

literature on the style of perception of risk found among the protagonists

in the Cuban missile crisis in particular and in superpower nuclear

confrontations more widely.

Although prospect theory makes universal claims about risk percep-

tion and risk management strategy in the domain of losses, we

reviewed evidence above (e.g. Scott, 1976) that such ‘unitarian’ theor-

ies do not account for the range of variation. (The empirical chapters

below show that prospect theory does not account well for the risk

stances of the protagonists in the missile crisis.) Under different insti-

tutions, contrasting responses are found to the domain of losses. The

neo-Durkheimian approach provides a useful way with which to theor-

ise this problem.

Risks are essentially special cases of anomalies (Douglas, 1992b):

those which most threaten (because of their anomalous character) the

prevailing social organisation will be regarded as most severe. Therefore,

prospect theory’s S-curve will be significantly differently shaped in each

of the four elementary forms of institutional context.

Although prospect theory is unable to say anything about which risks

people will choose to run (people are expected, for that theory, to take

great risks only in the domain of losses), the neo-Durkheimian frame-

work does imply that people will choose to run those risks which, at least

within the blinkers their institutions cultivate, appear at first sight to be

amenable to treatment by their social organisation, and which replicate

its structure.
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Thus we expect the following (Douglas, 1992b; Douglas and

Wildavsky, 1982; Thompson, 1992; Thompson and Rayner, 1998;

Thompson et al., 1998):

In hierarchical contexts, institutions will cultivate risk neut-

rality within wide latitudes of activity regarded as being

amenable to regulation and integration within those insti-

tutions, and risk aversion outside that sphere. The Heath

government’s statutory price controls could not in practice

regulate every price. Quickly, therefore, the system grew to

accept as effectively outside the regulated sector pricing in

many services from small businesses and independent

tradespeople. In the domain of losses, hierarchically organ-

ised groups will choose risks to run within the domain of the

manageable with a moderate degree of risk neutrality, which

their organisational capabilities lead them to expect that

they can contain. Beyond that sphere, they will typically be

risk averse, whether in the domain of losses or gains. Hier-

archical organisations will choose to run risks that carry

heavy symbolic freight, that are salient, and that set

examples and appeal to already institutionalised exemplars

of categories: risk-taking will be a communicative act,

whether of condemnation or silent toleration, to the com-

munity to be regulated.

In individualistic contexts, institutions will cultivate risk-loving

behaviour in the domain of gains, and, in the domain of

losses, an attitude that seeks to ensure the greatest room

for future manoeuvre that does not foreclose future possibil-

ities for the exploitation of risks. For example, Margaret

Thatcher’s administrations were marked by greater

individualism in some periods and parts than in others. The

Department of Trade and Industry was relatively individual-

istically ordered. Here, prominent ministers had great discre-

tion and little need to integrate their policies with those of the

rest of the government, and could pursue ambitious policies

such as promoting individual share ownership (Campbell,

2003). People in these settings will typically choose to run

risks that their style of organisation can manage, whether by

patron–client relations, strong man–rubbish man relations, or

by bargaining, on the assumption that these strategies will

enable positive sum games.
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In enclaved contexts, institutions will cultivate extremes of risk

appetite, because insisting on strictness of principle is a key

means of sustaining their own cohesion (Douglas, 1982a,

1992b). Thus, enclaved groups in the field of environmental

policy, such as Greenpeace, can quickly reach for versions

of the precautionary policy. But this is only one case. An

enclaved group believing itself to be in the domain of gains

will behave in the opposite fashion. Because highly enclaved

groups polarise their risk anticipations and appetites but

also link the extreme poles, they anticipate that by accepting

very high-probability risks of huge sacrifices (seen as negative

sum games), they can bring about vast gains in an unspecified

future (imagined as vastly positive sum games; Durkheim’s

‘malady of infinite desires’). In the domain of gains, they

will choose risks from the available menu to run, which will

provide the greatest chance of demonstrating this principled

commitment.

In isolate contexts, institutions will cultivate risk-loving behav-

iour in the domain of losses, from desperation to cope under

adversity until the next change in fortune. By contrast, risk

neutrality is sustained in the domain of gains, precisely

because the comparative prosperity of that domain is

regarded as being also fragile and unreliable (cf. Schwarz

and Thompson, 1990; Thompson, 1992). For example, the

Labour government of the late 1970s was characterised by

great risk-taking in the field of health care, where it picked a

fight with private medicine, and in relations with Scotland

and Wales, where it embarked on its ill-fated devolution

measure, combined with growing caution in economic policy

as it abandoned Keynesianism. Moreover, in isolate settings,

people expect games to be zero-sum. Structural isolate

leaders expect to survive only by imposing losses on antagon-

ists. They will therefore choose risks, of those available,

which give them the greatest chance of achieving this. Faced

with setbacks, structural isolates in high office are more

likely to retreat than are decision-makers in enclaved insti-

tutions, as the Heath government did after 1972. If they fail in

attempts to impose constraints upon others or to pass on to

subordinates constraints they themselves face, they will find

that they have few choices but to accept imposition upon

them.
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Framing the actor’s self-image in relation to losses

Often, a critical dimension of political judgement is the policymaker’s

judgement of herself or himself. Another is the way that actors under-

stand their own capabilities to handle the risks of losses they face. This

may show up in their self-confidence or self-efficacy, or their under-

standing of the causal basis of their capabilities. Thus we should expect

the following (Douglas, 1982a):

In hierarchical contexts, prevailing institutions stabilise a mod-

erate sense of self-efficacy as long as those institutions are not

themselves subject to runaway positive feedback to the point

of disorganisation. Powers and capacities are understood as

closely dependent on the organisational capabilities and

weaknesses of those working under their sway. The compara-

tively hierarchical institutions operating within US federal

government policymaking in the 1950s (Bowie, 2001)

allowed Eisenhower to sustain his credibility, with a degree

of stable but not excessive confidence, even through the

apparent humiliation of the Soviet launch of Sputnik (Dick-

son, 2001) and the public disclosure that he had lied about

US U-2 overflights of the Soviet Union. His doubts about the

‘military-industrial complex’ and about his own nuclear

policy (Craig, 1998) could be contained within the system

without compromising his sense of self even in the domain of

losses.

In enclaved contexts, the sense of self-efficacy will typically be

driven by the self ’s assimilation within the enclaved group and

its peculiar permissions (e.g. antinomian licence accorded to

the saved) and restrictions (e.g. strict ritual abstentions to

mark out the group), and its capabilities understood to be

dependent on the group’s cohesion and the individual’s pas-

sionate commitment to its cause. At Camp David in 1978,

Begin’s vision of himself was intimately linked with his sense

of his responsibility to Israel’s history and community

(Reynolds, 2007).

In individualistic contexts, the sense of self-efficacy should be

event-driven, changing in response to the shifting domain of

gains and losses, and resource-driven, responding to the

resources controlled or bargainable by the individual. Change

is externally driven. Before isolation set in during his 1960s

government, Wilson secured the greatest room for manoeuvre
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within his own government, to play off the rival ‘crown

princes’ for his throne adroitly but reactively. His confidence

and powers ebbed and flowed with the adversities of events

(Pimlott, 1992; Ziegler, 1993).

In isolate contexts, and especially for structural despots, we

expect marked instability in the sense of the self, driven by

the isolate’s precarious position as much as by particular

events. Fluctuations between folie de grandeur and a grim sense

of being trapped are not uncommon. Wilson’s instability

during his period in government in the 1970s has been well-

documented, veering from wild confidence about his govern-

ment’s prospects to near paranoia about plots from the security

services, the decay of loyalty among hisministers and the power

of the press.

Reasons and goals

The Durkheimian argument suggests different relationships between

reasons for and goals in action among actors in different social settings.

Much of the literature on the Cuban crisis seeks to identify reasons for

the protagonists’ actions. The result is a glut of reasons for, for example,

Khrushchev’s decision to deploy the missiles and Kennedy’s choice of a

blockade in response after the extensive deliberations of ExComm. The

problem is that, like the detective Poirot in Christie’s Murder on the

Orient Express (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 182), we have a carriage

full of possible reasons for each decision, each of which might suffice to

explain it. Nor is this surprising. Most of us have multiple reasons for our

important decisions. What matters in understanding styles of political

judgement is the way we order reasons into a structure of goals and

fallback positions, with weights enabling trading-off between them.

The neo-Durkheimian hypothesis is that we expect the relationships

between reasons and goals to be regulated and integrated in the same

degree that people themselves are regulated and integrated.

In hierarchical contexts, we expect reasons to be ranked by their

status and validity (Douglas, 1982a), goals to be derived from

the most authorised types of reasons and to be developed on

the basis of discipline-based analysis of consequences. Trade-

offs between goals will be limited by their ranking. In short,

goals will dominate reasons. For example, regulatory bodies

in competition policy or health and safety are dominated by

economists and lawyers respectively. They tend to make
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decisions driven by legal powers which rank duties and frame-

works. Their style of analysis and justification is likewise

highly structured.

In enclaved contexts, reasons for action will be filtered by their

conformity with shared principles (Douglas, 1993). Goals are

restricted to those which are be warranted by appeal to those

principles. Reasons, themselves heavily constrained by prin-

ciples, will squeeze out all save the acceptable few goals, and

those will be treated as constraints. Thus, at Camp David in

1978, after filibustering by nitpicking, Begin would always

return to uncompromising assertion of principles about

Israel’s security and territorial integrity. Instrumental goals

are suspect, constantly tested against principled reasons.

In individualistic contexts, both reasons and goals will be treated

instrumentally. More or less complete, consistent preference

schedules will be developed wherever conditions make this

possible. There will be less attention to principle, except

where doing so is expected to have beneficial consequences

in the foreseeable future. People are encouraged to make

flexible trade-offs between goals. Reasons are negotiated

instrumentally against goals. Strategic analysis of conse-

quence is carried out to select mixes of goals. In an individual-

istic phase of his late-1960s government, Harold Wilson

could reshape his economic goals and the relationship

between macro- and micro-economic policy, even in the

wake of the 1967 devaluation crisis, with little sense of

embarrassment.

In isolate contexts, people will shift unstably between reasons

and goals as opportunities and constraints afford and as flows

of information suggest. Structural despots will improvise

between reasons and goals, while structural serfs or domin-

ated isolates will simply adjust by coping. Neither reasons nor

goals can dominate. In the 1970s, the embattled Wilson had

to improvise in just this fashion, his government’s unity

crumbled during the debate over Britain’s place in Europe.

Issue linkage

Issue linkage describes political behaviour in which actors seek to impose

conditions on the settlement of one problem or dispute which require

their counterparts to come to a settlement over at least one other issue.

Much international relations literature is concerned with conditions for
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success in issue linkage (e.g. Lohmann, 1997; Morgan, 1990), rather

than variation in framings or motivations for it.

There are significant differences in the styles with which issues are

selected by policymakers for linkage, their intrinsic relatedness, the

degree of commitment to issue linkage, and the occasions on which it

is attempted. Issue linkage is most successfully undertaken strategically

from a position of strength. In the present terms, this means a context of

weaker social regulation for the actor imposing linkage. The more con-

strained party is likely either to have to accept linkage imposed by the

stronger, or else opportunistically and unstrategically to pick up linkage

where it can.

Secondly, issues will only be linked as closely or as internally as those

considering linking them are – another application of the core associ-

ation. In contexts where the prevailing institutions prescribe that some

issues are to be understood as causally linked by spillover effects, or by

obligations of international law which are for the moment accepted as

part of a common body of intrinsically problems, integrating institutions

are likely to prescribe issue linkage on an integrating and intrinsic basis.

By contrast, in the absence of such institutions, where state actors are

free to define issues self-interestedly, they are likely to link issues that

have little causal or intrinsic linkage where they can.

This yields the expected variation in style of issue linkage (Table 3.3).

President Johnson more than once hinted at an offer of greater finan-

cial assistance to Wilson’s government in support of the sterling

exchange rate, in return for military commitment to the war in Vietnam

(Colman, 2004). In international diplomacy (but not in domestic polit-

ics or military affairs), the two leaders could operate under relatively

individualistic institutions, and this tough piece of issue linkage is an

example of what we should expect there. By contrast, the ‘land for peace’

linkage that has since become so apparently frequently used in Israel’s

conflict with the Palestinians was still highly suspect. To Begin at Camp

David in 1978, with a highly enclaved Likud behind him (Reynolds,

2007), the linkage appeared entirely unprincipled. After British Prime

Minister Harold Macmillan had sacked many of his ministers in the

reshuffle known as the July 1962 ‘Night of the Long Knives’, he was

heavily dependent on the remaining ministers and moving into isolate

ordering. In his negotiations with the USA, by this stage, he was an issue

linkage ‘taker’ rather than a ‘maker’. Yet, despite these constraints,

Macmillan was opportunistically lucky. Kennedy conveniently dropped

the Multilateral Force proposal, reflecting US priorities rather than any

ability of Macmillan’s to engage in his own linkage or even to invoke

bonds with the American president (Horne, 1989, 512 ff.).
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A common methodological error in applying the neo-Durkheimian

framework and theories derived from it, although one never made by

Douglas herself, has been to find evidence for the dependent variables of

thought style and to infer the presence of the expected independent

variables of social organisation. It is vital to begin by establishing evi-

dence for social organisation independently (Douglas, 1986; Gross and

Rayner, 1985). To avoid circularity, in the empirical chapters below,

evidence about forms of social organisation is presented first. As much

as possible, the argument uses material that is independent of evidence

about thought style, feeling style and style of political judgement.

Expected values

Even when few people make the decisions, governmental policymaking

rests on more than one institutional form. Every government is some

kind of hybrid. Every major policymaking episode will exhibit a mix of

styles. What matters is the precise weighting of elementary forms in the

hybrid. The framework’s value is that it provides a way to analyse

hybrids. It offers causal hypotheses about how mixed elements will both

depend on and conflict with each other, and how they change over time

in response to each other.

Table 3.3 Styles of issue linkage

Social regulation
↑

Isolate Hierarchy

Unstrategic, even if facing a less

constrained opponent; often an

issue linkage taker

Weak commitment

Not only or even where issues are

classified by institutions as

intrinsically connected

Prescribed, unless facing a less

constrained opponent

Moderate commitment within the

institutionally prescribed zone

Emphasis on the linking of issues

classified by institutions as

intrinsically connected

! Social

integrationIndividualism Enclave

Strategic, unless facing an even less

constrained opponent; often an

issue linkage maker

Strong commitment

Not only or even where issues are

classified by institutions as

intrinsically connected

Principled, unless facing an even

less constrained opponent

Strong commitment

On a basis of principled claim to

intrinsic linkage
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Unsurprisingly, in both the Kennedy administration and the

Khrushchev régime,16 clear elements of hierarchy can be discerned.

In both Khrushchev’s and Kennedy’s policymaking clusters, clear

differences in role and status are marked, and fairly clear boundaries

of membership of core policymaking groups can readily be identified.

Tasks of governing required some hierarchical ordering to be sus-

tained. Castro’s revolutionary government had only recently developed

its hierarchical aspects, having come to power after several years of

guerrilla activity in the mountains with a very limited internal division

of labour and status system. On Batista’s flight, much of the old

régime’s hierarchical order crumbled away. In Havana, only the differ-

ence between Castro and the other leaders was marked. Hierarchical

institutions provide an obviously important part of the mix, a neces-

sary foil and background for any analysis of governmental policymak-

ing. But this fact by no means provides an exhaustive or especially

interesting account. In each government’s case, the weighted institu-

tional mix was distinct and important.

The following hypotheses (H) about differences, specifically in Octo-

ber 1962, will be examined in the empirical chapters below. In some

cases, we hypothesise that the weighting of forms reflects either longer-

term change from the 1950s or quite short-term change in 1962.

H1. The Khrushchev régime will be found to have exhibited a

much more significant strand of isolate organisation than will

the Kennedy administration. We expect weaker bonds among

the leadership than would be found in a pure hierarchy, strong

constraints on its freedom of policy manoeuvre from the facts

of international relations, and a style of managing risks by

opportunism and coping. By the 1960s, the Soviet system had

long passed its revolutionary phase when we should expect

enclaved institutions to be most significant. The combination

of continued strong centralism, bureaucratic inertia and

intense mutual suspicion among the leaders in the period

after Stalin’s death in 1953 cultivated weak bonds against

the backdrop of hierarchy. The isolate element leads us to

predict evidence of such styles of judgement as monster

acceptance of anomalies, slippage in meanings, coping

responses to many kinds of risk, unstable framing of the

policymaker’s self, improvising in relations between reasons

and goals, and opportunism in looking for issue linkage.

H2. The Kennedy administration will be found to have

exhibited a much more significant strand of individualistic
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organisation than will the Khrushchev régime, against a back-

ground of hierarchy. Again, we expect relatively weaker bonds

among the leadership than would be the case in a pure case of

hierarchy, but a more controlled approach to risk-taking,

and a focus on political policymaking based on exchange.

This individualistic strand is expected partly because the

principal policymakers were appointed by the president and

ultimately dependent on him, although all had had significant

careers and achievements in their own right. They were

recruited from very different backgrounds, not from a single

coterie, and were given latitude to operate with significant

independence but also to offer advice on strategy generally

and not just on their own department. Secondly, following

the fiasco of the Bay of Pigs decision, Kennedy appears

deliberately to have tried to reorder the informal and formal

institutions to avoid both excessive deference to him and

excessive enclaving in the particular group. The individual-

istic element leads us to expect evidence of such styles of

judgement as monster exploitation of anomalies, instrumen-

tality and innovation in handling meanings, willingness to

take certain risks with efforts to control them, a significant

sense of self-efficacy, instrumental relations between reasons

and goals in an effort to achieve goal-driven thinking, willing-

ness to make trade-offs explicitly, and a strategic approach to

issue linkage.

H3. The Kennedy administration will be found to have

exhibited a significant strand of enclaved organisation in one

particular field – the armed forces chiefs – than will the

Khrushchev régime. In the administration generally, this will

have been dominated by individualistic and hierarchical elem-

ents in civilian control. However, within the military leader-

ship, we expect less acceptance of close civilian control, very

tight bonds, a style of judgement of risks that is willing to

contemplate more extreme action in pursuit of a goal held to

be of overriding importance, and a distaste for conceiving

policymaking in exchange terms. This arose in part because

of the tight integration of the military leadership developed

for Cold War strategy in the 1950s but also because of the

suspicion of the Kennedy administration among the senior

military chiefs for weakness in view of the failure to back up

the exiles at the Bay of Pigs, in view of Secretary of Defense

McNamara’s handling of nuclear doctrine, and in view of
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Kennedy’s apparently weak performance in dealing with

Khrushchev at Vienna, as well as long-standing enclaving in

senior Strategic Air Command circles. We therefore expect

evidence, in these circles, of monster barring in the presence

of anomalies which threaten principles that hold the enclave

together, heavy marking of boundaries in meanings, extreme

measures in the presence of some risks in pursuit of highly

polarised conceptions of safety or principle that might para-

doxically involve huge risk-taking even if justified in the name

of safety, the dominance of principle in tight relations with

principled reasons dominating goals, and a preference for

cutting Gordian knots rather than engaging in strategic or

opportunistic issue linkage.

H4. The Khrushchev régime will be found to have exhibited a

significant strand of individualistic organisation only at lower

levels of policymaking in the governmental system, some

distance from the core executive. For example, we expect

some diplomats serving overseas and some less regulated

military staff (submarine and anti-aircraft facility command-

ers on operations, for example) to exhibit much greater

exercise of discretion than would be welcomed in the

Kremlin.

H5. The Castro-led Cuban revolutionary socialist government

will be found to exhibit strongly marked enclaved tendencies,

especially during the height of the crisis, but with significant

strands of hierarchy growing after the end of the war to

overthrow Batista. We expect strong bonds among the revo-

lutionary cadre, continuing rejection of the regulation of

internationally established diplomatic practices, and some

polarisation in attitudes to risk in pursuit of the principles

of the revolution, but tempered over time by the imperatives

of day-to-day military and domestic governance. In October

1962, the Castro régime had only very recently passed its

most revolutionary phase. Its leaders had recently been

involved in the revolutionary struggle. On the other hand,

the imperatives of governing and of organising large-scale

conventional defence against invasion required growing par-

ticipation in hierarchical institutions. In these respects,

again, we should expect some evidence of monster barring

in the presence of anomalies that threaten principles that

hold the enclave together, heavy marking of boundaries in
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meanings, extreme measures in the presence of some risks,

the dominance of principle in tight relations between

reasons and goals, and a preference for cutting Gordian

knots rather than engaging in strategic or opportunistic

issue linkage.

The institutional hybrids expected for the three governments can be

summarised as follows, using an extended form of the notation used by

6 et al. (2007a):

Kh: H, Isl, (Ind)

Kd: H, Ind, E

Cs: E, H

Here, ‘Kh’ stands for the Khrushchev régime, ‘Kd’ for the Kennedy

administration, ‘Cs’ for the Castro-led Cuban revolutionary govern-

ment, ‘H’ for hierarchy, ‘Isl’ for isolate ordering, ‘Ind’ for individualistic

and ‘E’ for enclaved institutions. The sequence of codes reflects the

hypothesised weighting, from the most to the least important.

A bracketed code indicates that this form is expected to be important

mainly at lower levels of policymaking, at some distance from the core

executive.

How should hybrids be expected to work? In an H–Ind hybrid, we

expect some personalisation (Ind) of authority of an otherwise rule-

bound form (H), efforts by rank superiors to operate as patrons to

secure clients, clients’ willingness to fall behind patrons in return for

continued patronage, weak integration of and some competition

between clients, etc. In an H–Isl hybrid, we expect greater deference

to the structural despot than would be appropriate in purely hierarchical

authority, and much more short-term and manipulative use of authority

than would be expected to be beneficial for power brokers in individual-

istic contexts.

Figure 3.5 shows the forms of hybridity expected.

The empirical chapters will argue that there is evidence of marked associ-

ation of values in independent and dependent variables to support these

hypotheses, and therefore the core association and the general framework.

The book concludes that this finding provides greater explanatory

leverage for understanding the styles of political judgement exercised

by these governments than that provided by any of Allison and Zelikow’s

(1999) three models or indeed those offered by prospect theory (Haas,

2001). In some cases, it suggests specific corrections or challenges to

other models.
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Relationships between theories and models

It is important to be clear about the status of the various intellectual

constructions that are offered with which to explain political judgement,

not least to clarify the present theory’s status.

There has long been a debate about Allison’s (1971; Allison and

Zelikow, 1999) three ‘models’, as he called them, with which to explain

decisions in the Cuban missile crisis and more generally. Are they

properly regarded as ‘models’, ‘theories’ or ‘theoretical frameworks’?

In Welch’s (1992) view, the three are meta-theories, not theories and

certainly not models. He goes so far as to claim that none of the three has

explanatory or predictive power, even though theories can be derived

from them that would have this kind of power. Instead, for Welch,

Allison’s ‘models’ are to be appraised by the degree to which they

provide a basis for improved explanations by systematically identifying

key explanatory concepts. By contrast, Bendor and Hammond (1992)

treat the three as theories, but then go on to complain that they

are under-specified. Since both Bendor and Hammond, and Welch

constraints

bonds

Kennedy,
ExComm

Khrushchev,
Soviet Praesidium

Isolate Hierarchy

Enclave

Individualism

Castro, 
Cuban 
Politburo

Figure 3.5 Hypotheses about the institutional forms of the three
governments in October 1962
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feel able then to examine how far they are convinced by Allison’s claims

about the degree to which each of the three is supported empirically by

the particular historical facts of the Cuban missile crisis, perhaps we

should not feel too anxious. After all, if Welch can confront a meta-

theory with data and assess its descriptive and explanatory performance,

and if Bendor and Hammond can pit an under-specified theory against

evidence and feel able to distinguish victor from loser, then perhaps their

exact status is not critical for the task in hand.

Allison’s own terminology in describing what he offers is various but

quite carefully nuanced. Although he titles them ‘models’, he often

refers to them as ‘conceptual frameworks’, ‘conceptual models’, ‘frames

of reference’, and, in the 1971 edition, ‘paradigms’. He does not mean

them to be understood as models in the sense of a formal, mathematic-

ally fully specified model, each element of which is completely oper-

ationalised, and which can be tested unambiguously against quantitative

data. Allison appears to have fought shy of the term ‘theory’. Yet his

book derives specific hypotheses from the ‘models’ to examine the

evidence for and against them. The hypotheses show how, in his view,

the principal theoretical terms and entities posited in the preceding

discussion of theoretical literatures are to be operationalised for the

particular case study, even though Allison does not need to waste words

on such methodological niceties in the way that critics writing in the best

academic journals must.

Since, at least in qualitative explanatory research, these terms do not

necessarily have absolutely universally agreed meanings, it may be

acceptable to stipulate some distinctions for the present purpose. The

following stipulations are, however, hardly eccentric. In this volume,

I shall distinguish between

theoretical frameworks, such as rational choice theory, neo-

realism in international relations, or the neo-Durkheimian

institutional tradition: these posit that particular classes of

explanatory structure or thesis should be privileged over

others in general, and specify the general form of those

explanatory theses;

theories, such as a sociological institutionalist theory of organisa-

tional decision-making by military leaderships: applications of

theoretical frameworks to particular types of case, comprising

empirical correlates for those types of cases for the general

explanatory structures set out in the frameworks; and

models, such as an application of a neo-Durkheimian institution-

alist theory of political judgement to the particular case of the
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Khrushchev régime during the second half of 1962 in respect

of the Cuban venture: models offer rival ways to realise and

implement theories in particular cases, with the empirical

correlates of the general explanatory structures operational-

ised as far as possible for those particular cases.

Falsifying one loss-driven model of what Khrushchev intended by

deploying the missiles would not necessarily falsify a prospect theoretic

account of his decisions. Even if we ran out of loss-driven theories of the

Soviet deployment, this alone would not invalidate prospect theory.

A model, then, may be falsified without falsifying its parent theory, and

a theory may be falsified without falsifying its parent framework.

For example, a rational choice model of the encounter between the

superpowers as a game of ‘chicken’ might be falsified, by showing that

there were significant elements of the crisis that cannot be explained by

that fact, perhaps because by the end of the second week of the height of

the crisis, things began to look more like a game of ‘battle of the sexes’ as

each began to prioritise the search for a mutual-concession-based settle-

ment that would avoid war but appeared to disagree mainly on what kind

of concessions eachwould be prepared tomake and accept from the other.

That would leave it open to a rational choice theorist to offer another

model of the crisis drawing on the ‘battle of the sexes’ explanation.

The same relationship between framework, theory and model holds

for those explored in this book. If the neo-Durkheimian theory hypoth-

esis that the principal element of enclave in the American case will be in

the military leadership were to prove false, this would not invalidate the

parent framework that the relative articulation and interdependence and

conflict of solidarities explain the patterns of political judgement that

were exhibited. Likewise, falsifying the hypothesis that enclave would be

found in the military leadership would not invalidate the theory that

enclave is sure to show up somewhere, in reaction to other solidarities.

Instead, it would simply require a different model of where that strand

might be found.

Indeed, in the course of the research for this book, one model

was tried and found wanting and replaced by another, without ever

abandoning the theory. Initially, like other analysts, I explored the possi-

bility that individualism might be exhibited within the ExComm as

‘bargaining’. This was Allison’s (1971) suggestion for ‘governmental

politics’ (model III). As both Welch (1992) and Bendor and Hammond

(1992) point out, however, at no point did any bargain get struck

between ExComm members or their departments, with any quid pro

quo. However, ‘bargaining’ models17 (plural, because models could be
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differently weighted for different strengths of position with which people

bargain) do not exhaust varieties of models of individualism (framework)

in the course of coming to political judgement (theory). We shall see that

another model of how individualism can work performs rather well.

Some critics find this frustrating, fearing that allowing a change in

model to preserve the theory leaves theory lacking empirical content,

and therefore unfalsifiable. But these are quite distinct issues. Empirical

content arises from the capacity to support models that yield distinct and

examinable predictions (or, in historical case study analysis, retrodic-

tions). Sometimes, theoretical frameworks or theories require or permit

only one model. But this is very rare. Provided that a theory rules out

some kinds of model, and rules in some empirically examinable ones, it

has empirical content. If (as will be argued below for the case of the

‘bargaining’ model) there are theoretical reasons, not simply ad hoc

empirical ones, for suspecting one model to be poor, then so much the

better for the theory’s empirical content. The theory is falsifiable

by eliminating models, if it implies that only a limited number of

models are possible, and if each model can be examined empirically

and, in principle, found wanting. Theories that admit of indefinitely

many models can have empirical content. They can degenerate, as their

models are demolished but none are supported and as the remaining

models become increasingly baroque, tortured or ad hoc. Yet the theories

themselves may not be, in the strict sense, falsifiable (Lakatos, 1970).

Determining when model failures or when adjustments appear so ad hoc

as to warrant abandoning the theory is a matter of scientific judgement,

not a matter of applying algorithms (Lakatos, 1970; Popper, 1963).

Certainly, any of the models examined below might be vulnerable if

the expected patterns of association between informal institutions, ritual

mechanisms and styles of judgement were not observed. If such

anomalies could not be explained by more careful recoding or using

the theory’s resources to generate new models, and without resort to ad

hoc additional hypotheses, then first the model and eventually the theory

would be in trouble.

Unfortunately, the problem is more severe. Complex adaptive systems

often do not allow models to yield point predictions, ex ante, but allow

only type predictions and explanations ex post. This is true of non-linear

models in biology, meteorology and oceanography, just as it is in social

science. Some methodologists still complain that models that cannot

provide point predictions are under-specified, but the argument is weak.

The real issue is not methodological but substantive. Complex adaptive

systems are subject to both positive and negative feedback dynamics,

which are non-linear in character (6, 2003a, 2006a; 6 et al., 2006,
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43–82; Thompson, 1996). A complex adaptive system that can move in

four distinct directions (and towards many hybrids) when those working

within it become frustrated with its initial outcomes, cannot in principle

admit of point predictions, save perhaps in the very short run. To

criticise a theory for its failure to offer point predictions is to deny that

the social process under examination is a complex adaptive system at all.

In that case, the debate should be a theoretical and empirical one, not a

methodological one.

However, awell-specifiedmodel of a complex adaptive system can offer

in some cases, short-run trend predictions (contingent upon

well-specified prior conditions and knowledge of the relative

power of conflicting forces);

predictions of generic types of change;

explanations of observed trajectories of change; and

accounts of the limited range of possibilities for trends.

The neo-Durkheimian approach furnishes each of these.

Answering critiques

Far from degenerating, the neo-Durkheimian institutional framework

has found considerable support in empirical work across the social

sciences. A 2005 bibliography of published research18 ran to some sixty

pages, with between twelve and sixteen entries per page. Some recent

empirical studies were collected in a two-volume set (6 andMars, 2008),

ranging over politics, history, work and organisations, environmental

and technological risk, crime and consumption. A note lists empirical

studies supporting theories and models derived from the framework.19

Various methodological, theoretical and empirical critiques have been

put forward of both the Durkheimian and neo-Durkheimian traditions.

Space does not permit detailed rebuttals of each of them, but some

important ones can be discussed at least briefly.

Elster’s (1983, reasserted in 1989a, 147–148, 1989b, 99–100, 2007)

critique of functional explanation has been widely cited among those

who are hostile to that critique, as though it were devastating to all forms

of functional explanation. He begins with the complaint that too rarely

are causal mechanisms specified and evidenced to support the causal

loop in Figure 3.3. This criticism may not have been wholly unfair of

some structural-functionalists, although Elster recognises that Merton

was innocent. Yet Elster accepts (1989b, 82–88) that reinforcement is a

perfectly serviceable mechanism. Presumably, its converse, negative

feedback, would have to be treated in the same way. The real issue
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behind Elster’s charge that functional explanation commits a ‘fallacy’ is

that he will admit as valid mechanisms only those which meet his

standards of methodological individualism, which are particularly

narrow. Just because institutions are realised in individuals, it does not

follow, as Elster often appears to imply (e.g. his discussion of norms

(1989b, 2007)), that more or less strongly or weakly established and

entrenched social relations between individuals must be reduced to char-

acteristics of individuals (cf. Tilly, 1998, 2005).

Elster has not offered detailed rebuttals of his critics’ replies. Douglas

(1986, ch. 3) pointed out that functional explanations can be reformu-

lated to meet Elster’s (1983) standards for validity, and that many

examples can be found that do so. In particular, she showed the need

for functional explanations where the mechanisms run through institu-

tionally cultivated beliefs in the absence of coercion or selective incen-

tives to explain enclaving.

Kincaid (1990) points out against Elster that functional explanations

are not necessarily more elliptical in specifying their mechanisms than

are other kinds of social science explanations. Likewise, Pettit (2000) has

argued that many functional explanations can be defended even from

perspectives sympathetic to rational choice, and that rational intentional

explanations suffer from similar evidential problems to those faced by

functional explanations.

Elster (1983) requires, for an explanation to count as functional, that

the actors strictly cannot intend or even anticipate bringing about the

outcome of reinforcement or undermining (positive feedback or

negative feedback) of the institution that may have induced their

actions. For Elster, the actions must be taken with other intentions

(perhaps of a more short-term variety), or even contrary intentions, or

at least in ignorance of the fact that functionally predicted outcome

may be significantly likely. This is a very strong requirement, and it may

be unnecessarily restrictive, as Stinchcombe (1986) argued at some

length. The argument of this book does not place the strict requirement

that the institutional effects be strictly unintended and unanticipated.

In practice, there are several cases where the effects of the ritual

interaction order upon the judgement style examined in the White

House and the Kremlin probably would meet a fairly strict version of

this standard. However, it is not necessary for the main theoretical

argument.

The case study that will be presented below attempts to provide

evidence of the requisite kind for the particular functional explanation

set out above, and to do so for a particular set of mechanisms of positive

and negative feedback.
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6 et al. (2006, 261–264; 6 and Mars, 2008, I, xxiii–xxvii) reviewed the

main criticisms levelled at the neo-Durkheimian tradition in the litera-

ture, distinguishing the following principal charges.

Firstly, it is often said that the typology is too static to provide an

explanation of change (Bellaby, 1989). It is the nature of typologies to be

static. But there is a theory underlying the two-by-two matrix. Figure 3.3

summarises its causal mechanisms. A great deal of modelling of dynam-

ics has been undertaken in recent years in the neo-Durkheimian trad-

ition (6, 2003a, 2006a; 6 et al., 2006; Thompson, 1982, 1992, 1996).

One critic has alleged that the theory is ‘viciously’ circular (Boholm,

1996), supposedly because it invokes prior institutional conditions to

explain subsequent institutional forms. By definition a functional causal

loop is a circle. But it is not vicious. There are no pre-institutional

conditions from which it would be required to explain the emergence

of institutions; the only relevant challenge is to explain behaviour under

institutions, including institution-changing behaviour under institutions.

Sjöberg (1997) makes much of the fact that elementary forms do not

occur in their pure manifestations. Indeed, they do not, but this is no

criticism. The theory itself predicts that hybrids of various kinds will

emerge and in some cases become institutionalised. What matters are

the relationships between the forms within each hybrid, and how they

depend upon and conflict with each other. One of the theory’s strengths

is that it helps to understand these relationships of conflictual depend-

ence and to measure relative weighting of forms in hybrids and assess

trajectories of change.

Some social scientists still claim that it is wrong in principle to use distal

variables to explain phenomena (Sjöberg, 2003). The argument is usually

that, in large-N studies, proximate variables yield better goodness of fit.

Indeed, they would. For the closer in content the independent to the

dependent variable, by definition, the better is the goodness of fit of the

explanation. The problem is that exclusive reliance on proximate factors

often provides shallow, unsatisfying explanations (6 and Bellamy, 2012).

It is worth noting that rational choice theorists ought not, in consist-

ency, to throw this particular stone borrowed from psychometric survey

researchers, since on this issue, they are living in glass houses themselves.

Most rational choice institutionalist theorists require mechanisms and

even concatenations of mechanisms that necessarily invoke distal factors.

Alexander and Smith (1996) complain that, in their view, the plural-

ism of the fourfold typology is too great for an integrated theory. Ironic-

ally, in the exact opposite vein, Renn (1992) grumbles that the pluralism

of the four-way typology is too limited to capture the full richness of the

empirically observable variety. Both claims miss the point. The
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integration of the theory is achieved, not by the typology at all, but by its

underlying causal theory and mechanisms of ritual and positive and

negative feedback, as set out in Figure 3.3. Most theories offer much

less richness yet make equally ambitious claims; for example, there are

plenty of institutional theories that allow only markets and hierarchies

(Williamson, 1985), or markets, hierarchies and ‘networks’ (Thompson

et al., 1991), or ‘clans’ (Ouchi, 1980; cf. 6 et al., 2006). To complain that

increasing richness by a whole order of magnitude from the standard

theories is insufficiently rich is rather absurd, unless one is really willing

to concede to postmodernists the preposterous claim that social life

shows indefinite variety of unique cases.

In the same vein, those who address the theory’s causal processes offer

exactly opposite criticisms. For Renn (1992) and Nelkin (1982), its

mode of explanation is deterministic, while for Boholm (1996), it is

insufficiently deterministic. The causal theory is no more or less deter-

ministic than any other causal theory in the social sciences. As a theory

of complex adaptive systems for which, save in the very short run, point

predictions are rarely stable, the theory is certainly not deterministic in

the sense of predicting particular events on the basis of information

about initial conditions. The theory posits a small number of universal

causal mechanisms for the endogenous institutional production of

preferences and styles of rationality. In this regard, it is no more deter-

ministic than rational choice institutionalism and the Weberian trad-

ition, which posit similar universal causal processes. Moreover, with

the exception of some extreme cases of objective causal types, such as

true lotteries and genuinely automatic processes, much determinism and

stochasticity is often an artefact of research design. For the point of

small-N case studies is to enable the researcher to explain all the variance

on the cases even if the mechanisms are not ‘sure-fire’ ones in every

type of case. By contrast, large-N quantitative research uses associations

to indicate underlying causality as stochastic even if the contrary

cases represent noise in the data, measurement error, category error or

other problems.

Another criticism has long been the charge that Durkheimian theories

imply some kind of ‘group mind’. That was a misunderstanding based on

a mistranslation of Durkheim’s term, ‘conscience collective’. Durkheim

never denied that cognition takes place within individual skulls. His

argument was that the institutions, that can make up a ‘conscience

collective’ in the special and fragile case of strong social integration,

where this can be achieved, are realised (where else?) in individuals.

However, what may be shorthand at the neurological level is not neces-

sarily shorthand at the institutional level of analysis. To speak of a
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committee coming to a decision is entirely accurate. Under the formal

institutions governing the committee, no individual, even if a member of

that committee, has the power or capacity to make a decision that is

reserved for the committee. Two claims are implied by the Durkheimian

theory when it runs beyond such formal and hierarchical contexts. The

first is that informal institutions grant permissions and place prohibitions

in similar ways to formal ones. The second is that this institutional

shaping is just as clearly observable in less constrained and less bonded

institutional contexts as it is in those settings, such as formally consti-

tuted committees, which are strongly constrained and bonded.

Perhaps the most persistent line of criticism, which was made in

Durkheim’s own lifetime, is the idea that allowing institutions to shape

preferences, second-order preferences about preferences, and third-

order styles of rationality turns people from agents into ‘institutional

dopes’ or undermines their agency. It is still not uncommon, despite all

the recent work showing that this is a travesty (e.g. Cherkaoui, 2008;

Meštrović, 1993 [1988]; Rawls, 2004; Stedman Jones, 2001), to find the

Durkheimian tradition criticised as offering explanations that would

have people driven by the ‘needs of society’. The issue is sometimes

framed as one between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’, or between ‘individual

freedom’ and ‘social determinism’ (Boudon, 1982, 153–205), or

between ‘undersocialised’ and ‘oversocialised’ conceptions of human

beings (Wrong, 1961). Space does not permit a comprehensive treat-

ment of this huge issue and vast literature here. Just four points may

perhaps usefully be made.

Refusing to allow for institutionally shaped cognition does not do

much to preserve agency. For if preferences and styles of rationality

are not institutionally explained, then there are three possibilities. One

is that they are not to be explained at all but taken as given. This makes

for unsatisfying explanations. Another is to treat them as fixed. This is

often empirically incorrect when preference or rationality change calls

for explanation. They may be assumed to well up from individual

internal psychology. But this too is often empirically inadequate (as we

shall see below). In practice, the problem is often even worse. For many

simple, institutionally thin, rational choice accounts allow very little

scope for agency, if that means a reasoned choice between genuinely

feasible alternatives each of which would be consequential for the

agent’s own trajectory and sense of purpose. Hay (e.g. 2004) has argued

that allowing only utility maximisation subject to constraint and infor-

mation distortion often leads to a single outcome, leaving little scope

for agency. The alternative possibility – of many candidate equilibria

between which selection is either arbitrary or the prisoner of some
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pre-given heuristic – hardly makes for any richer conception of agency.

These are mechanical accounts of choice, in which meaningful agency is

almost entirely missing.

Conversely, Douglas (1982c; Douglas and Ney, 1998) shows that only

when institutional context shaping cognition and affect is adequately

specified can we give any empirical content to the notion of agency.

The theory offers an explanation of the conditions under which different

kinds of agency can emerge and be sustained. If we are to do better than

‘black boxing’ agency, we need an account of its elementary forms.

Elementary forms of institutions in tension and settlement account for

choice processes without being mechanical. The assumptions are more

realistic than those of expected utility or even prospect theory. The

micro-foundations also allow for the possibility of multiple outcomes,

depending on the relative weight of forces shaping individual behaviour.

Only with institutional shaping can we give empirical content, even to

the notion of self-interest itself (Wildavsky, 1994).

The framework offers an account of specific institutional conditions

under which the kinds of agency imagined by methodological individual-

ists to be generally characteristic of human life are possible and could be

dominant, and of the circumstances in which they may emerge or decay.

In other words, institutional explanations of substantive individualism

provide much of what those who say they want more agency, probably

really want. They also afford more satisfying explanations than do meth-

odologically individualistic approaches. Conversely, there are actually a

few contexts in which people genuinely are pawns, buffeted by forces

beyond their control. The framework provides a specific account of how,

when and why this special case arises.

Those who want very strong agency recognised ought to be prepared

to accept that, empirically, agency can vary in strength, however meas-

ured: it is not a constant. The Durkheimian argument is that substantive

individualism, measured by weak social regulation and weak social

integration, provides much of what they want. Instead of treating that

as a universal constant, or as a default, the Durkheimian argument

explains the conditions under which it can emerge and be sustained,

and even disorganise itself or provoke a counter-reaction from other

forms of social solidarity. The content and meaning of agency varies in

each of the elementary forms of organisation.

The fourth strategy with which to respond to the charge that theory

makes people into passive creatures is to show in an empirical study how

the theory takes agency seriously and explains it. The reader can then

judge whether the theory can be made to fulfil its ambitions. The

empirical chapters below provide this kind of answer. They present
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accounts of the political judgement in the Kennedy, Khrushchev and

Castro governments, showing that the leading players’ choices were

specific, intelligible and institutionally shaped. But these individuals

were neither pawns of impersonal forces which they could not shape,

nor yet self-inventing ‘masters of their fate’ generating their own desires

and thought styles from nothing. They are shown to be people operating

under constraints, where the constraints provide meaning as well as

restriction.

The neo-Durkheimian institutional theoretical tradition is therefore

by no means in worse shape than its rival general frameworks, and is a

good deal better defended than at least some of its critics have

appreciated.
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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’
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(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

A very short chronicle of the crisis 141

C B 7 DB 2 2: 23 2C 9CC B  2 3 :58  8 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  2 3 :58  8  ,2 3 :58 1 : B:C /2: .2 2C BD3 C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


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
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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.
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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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5 The Khrushchev régime

The next three chapters concentrate on evidence for the theoretical

propositions set out in Chapter 3. Each examines the data for one of

the governments before and during October 1962. In each chapter,

evidence is presented first for explanatory factors of institutions, social

regulation and integration, and for the patterns of trust and the network

forms which are their signatures and symptoms. Next, evidence for the

forms of ritual in meetings and conversations is examined. Finally, the

chapters examine aspects of political judgement such as risk framing

and issue linkage. Each chapter shows the consistency of the patterns

predicted at the end of Chapter 3.

Isolate institutions and networks

By the early 1960s, the Soviet Union’s government was strongly con-

strained and weakly bonded internationally. The USA possessed huge

nuclear superiority in numbers of warheads and delivery technologies,

air power and other military technologies. Economically, the USSR was

performing poorly; Khrushchev’s own initiatives hardly helped. Rela-

tions with Mao’s China were abysmal and drifting towards conflict.

Third World client states were beginning to look to Beijing rather than

Moscow for support. The events of 1953 in East Germany and 1956 in

Hungary and Poland had shown the fragility of Soviet control over these

buffer states. Khrushchev’s efforts to alternate brinkmanship and

détente had yielded little or nothing in Berlin, Laos or the Middle East.

His antics on his American trip had undermined his own credibility

internationally and among informed élites at home. Unable to sustain

large-scale military expenditure, he had pressed upon his reluctant

generals a defence doctrine of reliance on a modest nuclear arsenal of

vast destructive power, rather than on huge conventional forces. For all

Khrushchev’s bluster, boasting and bravado, fundamentally the Soviet

Union felt threatened, encircled, impoverished and unable to control

the pattern of events at international level save by causing crises.
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From Stalin, the élite had learned that either the Soviet Union sustained

its superpower status or its survival was under immediate threat.

Shortly before his death, Stalin had prophesied that his epigones would

be destroyed by the West. Those words rang in Khrushchev’s ears

throughout his period as First Secretary of the Party and Chairman of

the Council of Ministers, the Praesidium (as the Politburo became

known during Khrushchev’s chairmanship). These facts of strong regu-

lation and weak integration dominate the background to the crisis of

October 1962.

What was true at the macro-level was also true at the micro-level

within the Kremlin.

Until his death in 1953, Stalin completely dominated the Politburo

and the central governmental staffs with blunt threats and subtler intimi-

dation, using surveillance and disinformation to ensure that none could

trust others. Khrushchev himself had come to hold supreme office in the

Soviet Union as a result of complicated manoeuvring within an élite

that had few reasons to trust each other. He did not execute his rivals

and enemies in 1955, when he succeeded in removing some of them,

nor indeed in 1957–8, when he defeated the attempted coup known as

the ‘anti-party plot’ and succeeded in triumphing over most of the

remainder. Nonetheless, he exiled, demoted and otherwise punished

many and blocked their protégés’ careers.

When the plot had been overcome, the plotters punished, and

Khrushchev appeared to control the central party and state apparatus,

two features stood out. First, Praesidium members and leading military

and civilian officials had learned to be afraid of Khrushchev, and afraid

to be candid with each other about discontent or to trust each other.

They were unable to act unless under direction from the centre or else

from urgent personal necessity. The cadre now appreciated the insecur-

ity and fragility of their positions. The responses that the leaders’ own

actions elicited from the state machine seemed arbitrary: by turns, it

would be briefly generous or harsh.

After 1958, Khrushchev’s own position had changed. Taubman, one

of his most recent biographers, who had access to previously unavailable

documentary materials as well as using interviews, describes Khrushchev

as by this time being ‘alone at the top’ (2003, 361–395). Khrushchev

made decisions alone or after perfunctory involvement of a series of

shifting ad hoc groups comprising a few specially appointed and loyal

aides. Typically, he told Praesidium members of decisions after he had

made them.He dominatedmeetings of his own small staff of protégés, the

Praesidium and other committees, felt unable to confide in others, and

offered them no chance to confide in him. Khrushchev’s son, Sergei,
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describes his father’s meetings with such key people as Defence Minister

Malinovsky and Marshall of the Strategic Missile Forces, Sergei Semyo-

novich Biryuzov, but gives no indication of Khrushchev placing great

trust in them or involving them in strategic deliberations; still less did he

appear to feel the need to secure their wholehearted commitment to his

decisions.

By the early 1960s, whatever they may have thought privately, few

Praesidiummembers would opposeKhrushchev’s proposals (Khrushchev,

2000, e.g. 487). Mikoyan seems to have expressed some doubts about

the Cuban venture, but certainly did not argue the case at length. Most

simply deferred to the chairman (Khrushchev, 2000, 486–488), as had

been the case during the Berlin crisis (Troyanovsky, 2000). Alekseev had

the temerity to give an unwanted answer to Khrushchev’s question about

what Castro’s response might be, but certainly did not press his point,

which turned out quickly to be incorrect in any case. Troyanovsky may

have expressed doubts in private (Troyanovsky, 2000, 234), but again his

credibility with his master was limited (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997;

Taubman, 2003).Decisions of the Praesidiumwere unanimous; they never

opposed the chairman’s settled will (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 2003;

Khrushchev, 2000, 487 ff.). Zubok and Pleshakov (1996, 205–208) note a

variety of mutterings and grumblings in the background among officials at

several points even in the last years of the 1950s, but these were never

voiced at the Praesidium.

We know from various witnesses that Khrushchev was given to

silent brooding. In his second (2000) book about his father, Sergei

Khrushchev repeatedly describes walks with his father at moments of

decision or after policymaking, when his father would refuse to answer

questions or converse but would insist on silence. Indeed, sometimes

during deliberations about Cuba, Khrushchev would suddenly fall

silent during meetings, obviously far away in his thoughts: his entou-

rage respectfully waited silently for his attention to return before

proceeding with business.

Whatever may be said of any enduring traits of Khrushchev’s charac-

ter, it is clear that this suspicious, brooding and isolate condition was

neither a permanent context in the Soviet élite nor in the contexts in

which Khrushchev had operated in earlier periods; no conception of

enduring character helps us to understand the position in the early

1960s. Certainly, the youthful mining trade-union activist and then

party apparatchik on the make had happily operated both highly indi-

vidualistically and within small enclaves. As an ambitious younger man,

he adroitly exploited the networks that were opened to him as a party

member in Ukraine before the Great Patriotic War (Shapoval, 2000;
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Taubman, 2003). Considerable instability in the prevailing form of

social organisation followed Stalin’s death and Khrushchev’s own con-

solidation of power. In the immediate aftermath of the great dictator’s

demise, when mutual trust among the élite was weak, leading members

of that caste had swung sharply between ruthless competition among

themselves for power and spoils and efforts to produce camaraderie and

a sense of shared responsibility in groups or factions.

After Stalin’s death, with power effectively diffused for the first time in

a generation, a series of stand-offs took place between various ‘big men’,

each mobilising protégés and seeking to induce defections from the never

entirely loyal supporters and even henchmen of the others. By turns,

Malenkov, Beria, Kaganovich and Molotov were outcompeted and

ousted. In other periods, the Praesidium and the élite seemed divided

into factions: tiny ideological differences were forced out to sustain those

factions’ sense of distinct identity; faction leaders’ positions were rela-

tively weak. Khrushchev’s rivalry withMalenkov was particularly marked

in this period, even though they had worked together happily in the

1930s (Zubkova, 2000). Taubman (2003, 288) reports the Praesidium

members in 1955 as being described by an insider as unable to ‘stand

each other any more’.

Khrushchev’s defeat of the plotters of 1957–8 ended that period of

alternating individualism and enclave. But informal institutions had

corroded the formal and explicit rules of the constitution so far under

Stalin that pressure, bullying and simple corruption increasingly domin-

ated, and hierarchy could not be restored. After the 1964 coup which

removed Khrushchev himself, a similar process of individualism and

enclaving followed until a similar dynamic yielded the domination of

Leonid Brezhnev. After 1964, hierarchy and enclave were stabilised to a

greater degree than under Khrushchev, but they never succeeded in

subordinating isolate ordering.

Taubman (2003, 365–366) documents Khrushchev’s colleagues’

recognition of the chairman’s being ‘alone at the top’, after defeating

the 1957–8 coup. His behaviour became more erratic as he relied upon

fewer people, his ranting less controllable, his emotions less stable, his

touchy pride inordinate. His new structural and institutional position

soon showed in changes in his character and his capacity for sufficient

consistency to reassure friend and convincingly threaten foe. Character,

in short, responded to institutions, not the other way around.

Just as in the Banfields’ (1958) Montegrano, where structurally isol-

ated peasants lied to or at least concealed things from their creditors,

each other, priests, municipal authorities and families into which their

children might marry to cope and survive, so in the Soviet system, many
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officials supplied incomplete and even false information to the core

executive. It is well known how extensive this was in the field of domestic

economic output, but it was also true in military and foreign policy.

For in a system in which harsh individual punishment could follow

mistakes – ultimately, by 1964, even for the chairman himself – and

where the rewards for individual good performance were limited and

unreliable, officials had few incentives to provide complete and accurate

information. Taubman (2003) documents several occasions when, in

matters of high politics, Khrushchev was told what he wanted to hear,

or simply given selective information to discredit rivals. This phenom-

enon is a fairly reliable indicator of significant isolate ordering in the mix.

For where other institutional forms are more significant, people can

reasonably often be given reasons to provide unwelcome information.

Isolate ordering is an entirely explicable and indeed intelligent institu-

tional response to highly adverse conditions, but that response will not

sustain practices of candour on a systematic basis.

By 1962, relationships between formal and informal institutions in the

Kremlin had become distinctly strained. As is only to be expected in

what was described at the time as a highly bureaucratic state, in the

derogatory sense that that word is often used, formal institutions

remained of great importance in policymaking and judgement. Status

distinctions between members and non-members of the Praesidium

mattered. Written communications marked those differences carefully.

Yet informal rules and norms were of huge importance in governing

access to those with the greatest power and in governing the manner in

which formal institutions were actually used. Deliberative and even final

policymaking activity had steadily haemorrhaged from the Praesidium

to casually gathered small clusters around Khrushchev, turning the

Praesidium into a ratifying body. This effectively enabled informal

institutions to bypass formal ones (type 1 relationship) or at least com-

pete with them (type 3). Some informal institutions were not merely

dependent on formal ones – (type 8) as is ubiquitous in some degree in

all formal organisations – but were actually becoming parasitic on them

(type 9). This is shown clearly in the institutionalisation of Khrushchev’s

right to make decisions by proceeding from an in-principle Praesidium

authorisation immediately to summoning a stenographer and dictating

letters before his colleagues, who could do little but assent deferentially

even as their own status was thereby diminished still further. One sign of

negative feedback of isolate informal upon otherwise hierarchical formal

institutions is the steady and accepted institutionalisation of unpredict-

ability in policymaking. The chairman’s informally sanctioned power to

change his mind and so change policy – in particular, on the terms for
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settlement of the crisis – was directly linked with his practice of immedi-

ate dictation before his colleagues. Thus, isolate organisation worked

through the informal institutions to leach authority from formal ones. It

was not that Khrushchev personally created these institutional condi-

tions: he found himself unable to survive save by exploiting them.

Individualism, but subaltern to isolate ordering

Important elements of hierarchical organisation structured the Soviet

system, especially in the land-based armed forces. In the military,

throughout the crisis, initiative was limited by the need to seek author-

isation through the ranks from Moscow.

Yet individualism was not entirely absent. As Grechko’s decision to

fire on Major Anderson’s U-2 showed, there was scope for initiative, at

least in what were seen in theatre as extreme conditions. The submarine

commanders, in particular, had to make operational decisions without

instructions from Moscow, and this could have had very serious conse-

quences for the conflict. They had only political commissars to advise

them: at least one had to hand over command to the commissar for a

period (Ketov, 2005; Savranskaya, 2005). After the crisis, Mikoyan had

little choice but to operate individualistically in Havana to achieve even

the reluctant acquiescence and agreement not to obstruct the withdrawal

that he finally secured from the Cuban régime. More generally, senior

Soviet diplomats probably had greater individual discretion than many

other officials (Troyanovsky, 2000, 213).

Consider, too, the individuals involved in back-channel contacts

between the US and Soviet governments. It is possible that Aleksandr

Feklisov, KGB rezident in Washington, on 26 October was operating

with sufficiently unconstrained entrepreneurialism to have pushed

forward on his own account the possibility of a deal with the USA that

would exchange withdrawal for a non-invasion pledge (e.g. Fursenko

and Naftali, 1997, 264–265). In the absence of clear evidence, scholars

are divided about how far he was specifically authorised by the Kremlin

or Khrushchev personally. Stern (2005, 143) says that the Soviet docu-

ments declassified since 1991 indicate that Feklisov ‘was not speaking

for Khrushchev, but a special KGB operation remains a possibility’. By

contrast, Polmar and Gresham (2006, 187) refuse to believe Feklisov’s

2002 claims not to have been acting on Kremlin instructions, regarding

Feklisov instead as a Khrushchev back channel to the State Department.

Khrushchev’s son, Sergei, in his second (2000) book-length study on his

father, thinks it unlikely that the Soviet premier even knew Feklisov’s

name. Sergei believes Khrushchev probably telephoned the KGB chief,
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Semichastny, to ask him to have someone in Washington use their

contacts to sound out people in the US administration (Khrushchev,

2000, 585). Conversely, if it is true that a KGB man could become

rezident or bureau chief – the most important Soviet intelligence officer

in Washington – yet be unknown to the chairman despite previous crises,

then, indeed, social integration would have to have been weak.

To work at all, back channels had to be run by both superpower

governments. As we should expect, in 1962, the Castro régime only

trusted members of the inner circle with major diplomatic initiatives to

the Soviets; it had few informal links with the Kennedy administration in

1962: in any case, Kennedy made no use during the crisis of James

B. Donovan, his informal negotiator for the return of Brigade 2506

prisoners captured at the Bay of Pigs, not least because his firm policy

was to shut Cuba out of the diplomatic exchange (Domı́nguez, 2000).

Scali appears to have been trusted by Rusk. It is not clear that the

Kennedy administration placed much trust in Feklisov: he was not

invited to meet senior US decision-makers during the crisis. Their

conversations therefore represent only a weak case of a back channel.

Two other people did, however, act as substantial back channels between

the Soviet and US leaderships.

One was GRU intelligence officer Georgi Bolshakov, working osten-

sibly for the TASS news agency. Robert Kennedy cultivated him; indeed

he appears to have relayed information as far back as the June 1961

Vienna summit. Individualism is suggested by the fact that Bolshakov

himself and Robert Kennedy initiated the connection, not Khrushchev;

meetings were initially contrary to Bolshakov’s GRU superior’s orders

(Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 112 ff.). By August 1962, Khrushchev

actively used Bolshakov to pass messages to the Kennedys. By the height

of the crisis in October, the Washington office appears not to have

passed much to the Kremlin: Bolshakov played a very limited role

in the Cuban crisis, apart from a meeting with Charlie Bartlett, a

Democrat and journalist friend of the Kennedys, on 23 October to be

confronted with the photographic evidence of the missile sites (Fursenko

and Naftali, 1997, 251–252). But the relationship later grew in

importance.

Khrushchev’s son-in-law, Aleksei Adzhubei, had acted as a back

channel to the Kennedys during 1961, early 1962, and again in early

1963, but during the missile crisis he played no significant role. Indeed,

Adzhubei appears to have passed on mainly very general information.

His usefulness to Khrushchev consisted more in what he could report

back from his conversations with the Kennedys than in conveying

messages to them.
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In general, the Kennedys cultivated and actively used back channels

much more than did Khrushchev. They were more willing and better

able to circumvent bureaucratic procedures for the purpose than was the

Kremlin or the Washington GRU office. Khrushchev’s trusted means of

communication with the Kennedy administration were those of action,

in the form of crises and démarches, direct letters or, as at the height

of the crisis, even a public broadcast to save time. Nevertheless, the

subaltern elements of individualism did affect short-run and tactical

outcomes even in the Kremlin.

Ritual forms: meetings, conversations and rituals

of decision; communication

No tapes exist of Praesidiummeetings and conversations in Khrushchev’s

Kremlin offices. Nor are full minutes of Praesidium meetings yet publicly

available, let alone other documentation.1 This sharply limits our data on

ritual forms of meeting, conversation and communication practice in the

Khrushchev régime in 1962. We must rely on indirect, secondary sources.

Fursenko and Naftali (2003) were granted private access to full minutes.

In their (1997) book, they drew on several memoirs. Likewise, Taubman

(2003) draws upon letters, memoirs, and the available documents and

new interviews specifically conducted for his book.

At first sight, there might seem to be a tension between Taubman’s

account of meetings dominated by Khrushchev’s monologues and abrupt

decisions and an élite frightened and cowed by the chairman, and

Fursenko and Naftali’s (2003) account using Praesidium minutes, and

reporting disagreement on at least some occasions by some of his col-

leagues with some of Khrushchev’s proposals. Alekseev and Mikoyan

both demurred from the deployment decision, but did not press their

case (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 179–180). Troyanovsky tried to argue

against the deployment, but Khrushchev would not let him finish (Taub-

man, 2003, 546).

Certainly, the Soviet élite feared Khrushchev much less than they had

Stalin and Beria. Nonetheless, there is plenty of evidence of fawning

deference to Khrushchev’s ideas from, for example, Malinovsky during

the debate about whether Castro would accept missiles (Fursenko and

Naftali, 1997, 179–180). Throughout the crisis, decisions were recorded

as usual as unanimous. Moreover, ‘decisions’ made at Praesidium meet-

ings in many cases often did little more than provide authority for actions

already initiated and authorised by Khrushchev.

The two letters to Kennedy on 26 and 27 October were certainly the

chairman’s initiatives. Two or even three letters during the crisis week
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were dictated to a stenographer with members of the Praesidium simply

listening. During a recess in the 20 May Praesidium meeting on the

decision to deploy the missiles, Khrushchev was informed of a ‘hitch’ in

obtaining signatures from party secretaries. He told Colonel-General

Semyon Ivanov, an aide, ‘Never mind, now they will sign.’ A special

meeting was called with Khrushchev personally, at which the signatures

were elicited and unanimous approval recorded (Fursenko and Naftali,

1997, 181).

Sometimes, Khrushchev’s control of the ritual order would consist in

his commanding assistants to read out quite lengthy documents to

the assembled leadership. In the 27 October Praesidium meeting at

Novo-Ogaryovo, it fell to Troyanovsky, not for the first time, to recite

the latest communications from Washington: the chairman then invited

brief comments from his colleagues before delivering his views as the

final decision (Khrushchev, 2000, 621–623).

In less formal meetings with aides and staff, Khrushchev’s style was

marked by lengthy monologues which no one seemed able to interrupt.

Even his children report him being by turns ranting and peremptory and

abrupt (Taubman, 2003, 365). At the 20 May meeting approving the

missile deployment, Khrushchev defended his decision to deploy at

length, permitting no interruptions (Taubman, 2003, 543).

The ritual order by which uncomfortable information based on inde-

pendent expertise had to be presented to Khrushchev and the Praesid-

ium provides a revealing test. In hierarchical contexts, independent

expertise would have a warranted status. In enclaved ones, it would

have to justify itself in ideological and principled terms. In an isolate

organisation, we should expect it to be subject to zero-sum competition

for relative gains, and blame imposition or avoidance. On 23 October,

a major issue facing the Soviet leadership was how to implement

Khrushchev’s decision to run the US blockade. The chairman had

ordered the submarines to accompany the ships to Cuba undetected.

Fursenko and Naftali (2003, 477–480) describe how Defence Minister

Malinovsky, a decorated hero of many wars but a landlubber, never

seems to have told Khrushchev that the submarines were noisy, diesel-

powered ones which needed to surface to recharge batteries, that they

might be visible from the air in the shallow waters of the Caribbean, and

that they would have to travel slowly to avoid damage in such shallow

waters and would have the greatest difficulty even in taking evasive action,

let alone in proceeding undetected. Malinovsky deferentially assured the

leadership that Khrushchev’s instructions would be implemented. It was

left to Mikoyan to lay a trap for Malinovsky in the Praesidium by

suggesting that they hear a presentation from Admiral Gorshkov, which
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exposed Malinovsky’s position as either incompetent or merely fawning.

In the following days, however, it is far from clear that revised instruc-

tions were effectively given to submarine commanders, and Khrushchev

subsequently seemed more interested in blame than any other aspect of

the issue.

With the exception of the first, Khrushchev’s crisis letters to Kennedy

were reproachful, hectoring, bitter, rambling, ranting and long. In Prae-

sidium meetings after the apparent settlement on 28 October, the chair-

man’s principal preoccupations were to claim credit for avoiding

thermonuclear war and securing Cuba from invasion, and to devolve

blame for the evident failures to others. Indeed, bitter anger and blame

devolution characterised Khrushchev’s performances from the October

crisis until his removal from office in 1964 (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997,

2003; Taubman, 2003). He blamed the Cubans for the shooting down of

the American U-2 plane, though he knew Soviet troops were respon-

sible. He denounced ‘idiots’ on all sides for the months of haggling

over the settlement. Colonel-General Semyon P. Ivanov, chief of the

operations department of the Soviet general staff and responsible for

directing the planning of Operation Anadyr, was fired. The Praesidium

was induced to sign off to an investigation into intelligence failures

meant to lead to more heads rolling (Taubman, 2003, 579). On 20

October in full Praesidium, Khrushchev bluntly told Malinovsky, ‘You

blew it’ (meaning Operation Anadyr), and would not hear the marshal’s

defence, ordering him to sit down: ‘There is nothing to say’ (Taubman,

2003, 561).

While Khrushchev’s self-exculpatory blame could be ferocious, it

showed the inconsistency expected of isolate organisation. Thus, the

military men who decided to shoot down Major Anderson’s U-2 on

27 October were mildly reprimanded, and their careers were unaffected,

despite very nearly provoking the USA into major retaliation and escal-

ation of the conflict by their insubordination.

As far as can be discerned from Fursenko and Naftali (2003), inter-

ventions reported in Praesidium minutes were more strongly role-bound

than was the case in ExComm, except where speaking in deferential

agreement with Khrushchev gave members authority to comment on

matters beyond their brief. In general, Mikoyan addressed foreign policy

matters and Malinovsky the military ones, except when Malinovsky felt

moved on 20 May to declare that Castro could not, in loyalty to the

Soviet state as leader of the communist cause, refuse the missiles, now

that Khrushchev had obviously made up his mind.

Even in public speech, Khrushchev’s rhetorical style was famously

earthy, anecdotal and reliant on parables and coarse expression.
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His language about theCubanmissile crisis was consistently colourful – for

example, ‘Why don’t we drop a hedgehog down Uncle Sam’s pants?’ and

‘Now we can swat your ass.’

The ritual order of Kremlin conversation and Praesidium meetings

reinforced the negative rites which temporarily protected Khrushchev’s

structural position. It helped to cultivate emotions of fear and practices

of deference, and reinforced incentives for limiting flows of information.

It also reinforced Khrushchev’s own decision-making style by blocking

and deflecting possible challenges. The ritual order also helped to sustain

the chairman’s own emotional commitment to his decisions.

The patterns of information rejection sustained by the ritual style

were especially consequential in limiting the space for deliberative

anticipation of possible strategic consequences and development of

fallback positions. Indeed, it was not only Khrushchev whose style of

judgement exhibited little anticipation of possible outcomes of proposed

actions: KGB intelligence reports were similarly weak (Fursenko and

Naftali, 1998). This weakness of anticipation reflected the prevailing

climate within the Kremlin of what was thinkable and acceptable where

agencies had limited independent authority and less trust.

These facts provide graphic evidence of the importance of isolate

ritual and rhetorical practice in Khrushchev’s own performance in Prae-

sidium and other meetings in 1962. This is not to deny the importance

of the other hierarchical strand in the way in which the armed forces

were represented within the core executive, or the more individualistic

relations with back channels, but the political élite clearly exhibited

mainly isolate-hierarchical organisation in October 1962.

It is perhaps not surprising that when Khrushchev’s subordinates on

the Praesidium finally summoned the courage to remove him in 1964, his

colleagues had shifted into fully enclaved informal organisation. Their

frustration had given rise to one of the few periods when a plot could

briefly sustain enclaved organisation. Only when all other institutions

had produced disorganisation, could the constraints and divisions be

sufficiently overcome to enable the Praesidium members to trust each

other. The ritual order of accusations at that fateful Praesidium meeting

was that of a full charivari, a litany of blame and accusation followed by

exclusion.

Isolate political judgement: reasons and goals

The next few sections show, first, that Kremlin judgement style in the

crisis was consistent with the centrality of isolate ordering against a foil of

hierarchy, with individualism driven to the periphery. Second, they
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explore the causal importance of institutions and ritual order in cultivat-

ing that style of judgement. Third, they argue that the strong external

constraints upon the Soviet Union, the strong internal constraints

passed on by the constrained isolate leader himself and the weak inte-

gration of the Soviet leadership are reflected in the strongly constrained

and weakly integrated structure of classification, framing and issue

linkage produced during the crisis.

The debate is seemingly unending about why Khrushchev decided

between late April and early May 1962 to deploy strategic nuclear

missiles in Cuba. Castro had not asked for them. Cuba had not until

recently been a major preoccupation of Soviet foreign policy. Deterring a

US invasion could have been achieved with conventional weapons.

Khrushchev presumably realised that the USA would probably discover

the missiles before his hoped-for public revelation of a fait accompli,

perhaps planned forNovember.Moreover,Mikoyan and evenTroyanovsky

warned him that American reaction would be very hostile indeed.

The main candidate reasons for action have been narrowed down to

the suggestions that the deployment was intended (Allison and Zelikow,

1999; Garthoff, 1988; Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 2003; Taubman,

2003):

(1) to deter the Kennedy administration from launching an invasion of

Cuba;

(2) to reduce American prestige in international affairs, by creating an

unwelcome fait accompli that the USA would have to accept;

(3) to shift the balance of strategic nuclear weapons to one more

favourable to the Soviet Union;

(4) to deceive the Kennedy administration into believing that the Soviet

Union possessed more intercontinental ballistic missiles than it did;

(5) to boost the Soviet government’s flagging domestic popularity

following its series of domestic and foreign policy failures;

(6) to provide the Soviet Union with an asset that could be bargained

away in exchange for US concessions over Berlin, US Jupiter mis-

siles in Turkey or Italy, or other US bases in Iran or even Japan or

South-east Asia;

(7) to give the Cuban government and perhaps other client govern-

ments in what was then called the Third World reasons to continue

to show loyalty to the Soviet Union rather than turning to China for

support; and/or

(8) to distract the Kennedy administration from another intended

Soviet démarche in another strategic sphere, although this was not,

in the event, undertaken.
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Of these, the recent literature gives more credence to the first three

reasons than the others, although it is true that in the months before

October, Khrushchev appeared to be cranking up another crisis over

Berlin, and indeed his government’s popularity at home was particularly

low after poor economic performance.

Just because none of these hypotheses is alone sufficient to account for

Khrushchev’s decision, it does not follow that none had any weight

(Fursenko and Naftali, 1997; Taubman, 2003). Almost all (with the

possible exception of the last) seem to have had something to do with

the decision. However, the relationship between reasons, goals and

actions chosen both in deployment and in the final settlement was and

remained loose. For example, secrecy in deployment was not necessarily

the best means of pursuing these objectives. Indeed, in September 1962,

Che Guevara and Emilio Aragonés Navarro made the case to Khrush-

chev himself for entirely open deployment, perhaps even bringing Cuba

into the Warsaw Pact. They proposed that Khrushchev should publicly

make the argument that the Soviet Union had the right to assist an ally

under imminent threat, suggesting that this would be politically much

more difficult for the Kennedy administration to handle than would the

deception, once discovered (Blight and Welch, 1989, 333–334). As for

the seventh reason, even Khrushchev admitted in a less than vainglori-

ous passage of his memoirs (2007 [1999], 342) that Castro, in disgust at

Khrushchev’s withdrawal of the missiles, did indeed begin to turn to

Mao’s China.

Khrushchev’s own writings (1971, 2007 [1999]) always emphasised

the first objective. He claimed to have been sure, after the failure of the

Bay of Pigs adventure, that the USA would invade Cuba (Khrushchev,

2007 [1999], 320–325). Yet even Khrushchev did not really argue that

the conventional arms build-up was demonstrably insufficient to achieve

that goal. After all, after the missiles were withdrawn, the Soviet

Union left a brigade in Cuba as a ‘tripwire’, justified on precisely the

argument that a US invasion that confronted even a small convention-

ally armed Soviet force would thereby risk escalation into general war

with the Soviet Union. Moreover, only when the USA discovered the

missiles was the option of invasion considered more seriously than it

had been at any time since the Bay of Pigs. Between the Bay of Pigs

and October 1962, Cuban and Soviet intelligence agencies provided

different assessments of the likelihood of American invasion of the

island. Soviet intelligence advised the Cubans that a US invasion was

likely and imminent during this period, while Cuban intelligence thought

the threat low and, until the missile deployment, perhaps actually

reducing; Cuban intelligence services concluded that the Soviets were
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deliberately exaggerating the threat assessment to justify the missile

deployment (Amuchastegui, 1998, 96–97).

Much ink has been spilled over the question of how important the

‘strategic balance’ was to Khrushchev or his colleagues. Despite his

memoir reference to the balance of power, Khrushchev did not

seem to have in mind Waltz’ (1979) concept of balancing alliances: the

informal alliance with Cuba was already complete before the missile

deployment, and Warsaw Pact membership was never offered. Was his

meaning closer to what Walt would later (1985) call the ‘balance of

threat’, meaning the comparison between the superpowers’ military

offensive and defensive capabilities and intentions? Certainly, literal

matching of missile numbers was not a key objective. As McNamara

pointed out in the ExComm debates, the Cuban deployment did noth-

ing about the absolute numbers of warheads reflected in the ‘missile gap’

in the USA’s favour. Even much later Soviet nuclear doctrine sought to

define (in Khrushchev’s period, there was no such military definition) a

concept of equilibrium, which specifically avoided the requirement for

matching numbers of warheads (Mahoney, 1990, 402). Moreover, when

Khrushchev was interested in relative warhead ratios, he spoke of

‘nuclear supremacy’, meaning a favourable imbalance (e.g. 2007

[1999], 339). Perhaps strategic balance meant the proportion of the

antagonist country’s land mass that could be reached by a nuclear first

strike, assuming that the ballistic technology operated to its full capability.

That would be closer to Walt’s later concept. If so, then if the Soviets had

completed the deployment, they could, without using submarine-launched

missiles, which were not then widely available, reach most parts of

the USA. Although the Cuba-based missiles could not reach Seattle, the

north-western USA could be reached by Soviet missiles in Siberia. Never-

theless, drawing radii on maps, or even the military business of nuclear

attack and defence, did not seem to have been a central element in

Khrushchev’s thinking. The invasion threat to Cuba mattered, but it was

a rather separate reason for deployment from this one, and the Soviet

conventional build-up might well have sufficed to deter it. Some writers

have resorted to a notion of the ‘psychological’ balance. This is a vague

idea, but it captures the importance that Khrushchev attached to relative

prestige and to equality in emotional level of fear between the USA and

Soviet Union about the vulnerablity of their cities to attack (rather than the

objective probability of such an attack). Probably the balance of short-term

prestige mattered more to him than any balance of military prowess, even

in Walt’s sense.

In his (2007 [1999], 325–326) memoirs, for example, Khrushchev

writes of the possibility that even after a US air strike on the missile sites,
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if one or two missiles left after the attack were fired upon New York,

there would be vast devastation. Anticipation of this in the USA would,

he claims, both put the USA in a position similar to that which he

sometimes represents Soviet citizens as being in, and, almost inciden-

tally, served as a deterrent to invasion of Cuba.

This makes better sense of Khrushchev’s ‘taste of their own medicine’

remark about the proximity of bases than does any concept of a strategic

balance in Cold War nuclear doctrine. Khrushchev’s memoirs are unre-

liable in various respects, and were certainly written in self-exculpation

after his fall from power. Therefore, arguments from them to what his

true thinking must have been in 1962 require qualification or support

from other sources. However, we do have other indications from his

remarks at the time. His remark to Udall about ‘swat[ting] your ass’ and

the other to Malinovsky about the ‘hedgehog down Uncle Sam’s pants’

and his comment on US pre-eminence that ‘It is time their long arms

were cut shorter’, all indicate his concern more with degrading Ameri-

can prestige and dignity than with instrumental objectives. Khrushchev’s

memoirs provide another statement of the ‘hedgehog’ and ‘own medi-

cine’ rationales (2007 [1999], 339–340):

Actually what we were trying to achieve was to have America shake itself out of its
sleep and for its leadership to get a feeling of what war actually is, to realise it was
standing on the threshold of war, and therefore that it should not go over the
brink, that a military confrontation should be avoided.

These are all examples of the pursuit of relative rather than absolute

gains. To be sure, Khrushchev’s foreign policy generally encompassed

the pursuit of some absolute gains, or at least the defence of existing

absolute gains. His decision in 1956 to send the tanks back into Budapest,

having promised withdrawal, can be seen in that light. Nevertheless,

by the 1960s, many of the crises he induced with the USA and in particu-

lar those over Berlin and Cuba on which he expended the greatest

political attention and political capital, were ones in which relative gains,

either for the USSR or for the socialist bloc, were more important than

absolute ones.

In isolate contexts and especially for isolates who are structural

despots, this is an intelligible strategy. Limited capacity for trusting

others reduces their confidence in their ability to secure any absolute

gains other than temporarily. Strong constraint limits the scope for their

achievement in the first place. The inherent instability in the isolate

structural despots’ hold on office requires them to pursue gains in

short-term prestige. Opportunistically seizing relative gains may help

to shore up that fragile prestige. Again, the style of political judgement
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reflects the underlying social organisation of the decision-makers’ social

and political relations and the institutions that shape those relations.

However, as we should expect of an isolate, in 1962 Khrushchev seems

to have pursued none of his eight putative aims for the deployment with

consistency. Mikoyan and Troyanovsky warned that, after the missiles

were discovered, invasion of Cuba would be more rather than less likely.

Given the pressures of public, media and congressional opinion, the USA

was never realistically likely, even under Kennedy, to accept the missiles

as a fait accompli. If Khrushchev thought otherwise, then he could only

have assumed that Kennedy’s position was structurally similar to his

own. Khrushchev had had to accept the strong external constraint of

the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations’ decisions to deploy

nuclear missiles in Turkey, but the Soviet government could impose

sufficient internal constraint upon critics domestically that the accept-

ance would be sustainable. Kennedy’s position was neither so externally

constrained nor so (temporarily) capable of imposing internal constraints

as the isolate Soviet leader. AsMcNamara repeatedly argued in ExComm

and as Kennedy would accept, the deployment changed the domestic

politics more than the international nuclear realities.

Even at the height of the crisis, Khrushchev did not consistently make

any demands about either Berlin or Turkey, beyond picking up on

Walter Lippmann’s mid-crisis article and perhaps some KGB sugges-

tions about Turkey only very late, in his famous ‘second letter’. True, he

had complained about the US missiles in Turkey during the June 1961

Vienna summit. At various times during the 1950s, he personally, his

diplomats and the Soviet press had complained about the deployment in

Turkey; once or twice, he had hinted at an analogy with Cuba (Nash,

1997, 92–116). On the other hand, their removal was never a central and

certainly not the priority demand for Khrushchev. When he complained

that the Soviet Union was surrounded by hostile nuclear missile bases,

Khrushchev mentioned Italy, even Iran or occasionally Japan. The

Turkish deployment was not uniquely singled out. In any case, Cigli

accommodated fewer than half the number of missiles at the southern

Italian bases. Cigli was nearer to the Soviet Union than Bari. But the

number of minutes’ difference in warning and the additional depth of

territorial reach of the missiles in Turkey were negligible critical military

considerations in the event of war. Khrushchev knew that Jupiter

missiles were obsolete. Because they were immobile, they would be easy

targets for Soviet attack in the event of war. In the fifteen months after

Vienna, Turkey had not been at the forefront of Soviet foreign policy.

Moscow grumbled about the deployment in Turkey from time to time,

but the Kennedy administration quite reasonably concluded that the
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Jupiters at Cigli were much lower down their antagonists’ list of priorities

than were Berlin, Laos, Vietnam, Egypt and Congo.

Nor, during the crisis, did Khrushchev order even a blockade of West

Berlin to answer the blockade of Cuba, let alone attempt to overrun it. In

May, he probably had few reasons to fear that Castro would turn to

China any time soon. The Cuban deployment would not realistically be

expected to influence South-East Asian communist insurgents in any

choice between Beijing and Moscow. Nor did Khrushchev seek to use

the Cuban deployment in this way. The secrecy of Operation Anadyr

prevented him from doing so before the October crisis anyway. More-

over, as Allison and Zelikow (1999 [1971]) stress, if Khrushchev had

been pursuing the withdrawal of the missiles from Turkey, he would have

made that demand much earlier; likewise, if his objectives were really

about advantage in South-East Asia, he would have deployed military

resources there and made explicit demands about Vietnam.

In short, the relationship between reasons for action and practical

goals in Khrushchev’s conduct over the Cuban adventure was only

loosely structured. That might not have mattered had events and his

opponents’ strategy not forced out that looseness of structure. Against a

different opponent, or even with modest changes of his own strategy, he

might have been able to prevent that loosely structured relationship

between reasons and goals from working to his own and to the Soviet

Union’s disadvantage.

Risk stance in the domain of losses

Khrushchev’s personal position and the Soviet Union’s position were, by

summer 1962, deeply in the domain of losses. At the 1987 Hawks’ Cay

conference, Taubman described Khrushchev as ‘desperate for a success’

(emphasis in the original: Blight andWelch, 1989, 36).His 1993 biography

of the Soviet leader describes the Cuban deployment as an attempt at a

‘cure-all’ for the parlous condition of Khrushchev’s leadership. Domestic-

ally, the régime was in deep trouble. Economic performance was poor and

sometimes disastrous.Khrushchev’s campaigns formoremaize-growing in

agriculture produced absurdities and distortions. Attempts to raise prices

led to protests in spring and summer 1962. Khrushchev had sent troops

under Pliyev, who would go on to command the Cuban mission; those

troops actually fired upon strikers and protesters in Novocherkassk in the

Caucasus. There was discontent in themilitary aboutKhrushchev’s cuts in

conventional arms and staffing to support a missile programme that was

producing neither great technical successes in delivery systems nor large

numbers of warheads. To add insult to injury, in recent years, fiscal
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constraints meant that even the missile programme budget had to be cut.

The Communist Party was obstructing Khrushchev’s reforms to split the

organisation into distinct branches.

After being damaged by accusations from the hardliners in the 1950s

that he was ‘appeasing’ the West (Troyanovsky, 2000), Khrushchev’s

brinkmanship over Berlin had briefly restored some domestic respect for

his apparent toughness. Although Khrushchev felt that he was at the

peak of his powers at the 1961 Vienna summit (Zubok and Pleshakov,

1996, 241–242), none of his subsequent crisis-making and brinkman-

ship had paid off. The missile gap with the USA had been exposed

internationally. For all his bluster about signing a peace treaty with East

Germany and squeezing the allies out of Berlin, he was unable to deliver

on these threats. His adventures in Africa and South-East Asia had

achieved little. Indeed, in May 1962, when the USA deployed troops

into Laos through Thailand, Khrushchev’s inability to prevent this and

to protect the Pathet Lao were seen as a disgrace for him (Fursenko and

Naftali, 2003, 433). Mao had humiliated Khrushchev on his visit to

China, and Beijing was pouring scorn on Soviet communism, its inter-

national strategy and its inability to support socialist movements in

developing countries. By 1962, many African and Asian communist

movements increasingly looked to Mao’s China for practical resources

and even a measure of protection. The Kremlin did indeed believe that

the USA still intended to invade Cuba, despite the failure at the Bay of

Pigs in the previous year (Blight and Welch, 1989). Internationally and

at home among those who knew about the events, Khrushchev’s erratic

behaviour on his visit to the USA and his infamous shoe-banging at the

UN were widely seen as ridiculous. Even the Soviet policy in Cuba was

hardly going well in early 1962. The Soviets had long been more closely

allied to Anibal Escalante than to the Castros. After Castro effectively

forced Escalante to resign his posts and to leave Cuba for the USSR in

the spring of 1962, Soviet–Cuban relations, already fragile after the

forcing out of Kudryavtsev as ambassador, reached a new low.

For all the public obsequiousness of party officials and the mechanical

obedience of the Praesidium members, Khrushchev’s position by 1962,

in a state that had seen a series of leaders overthrown since Stalin’s death,

looked fragile. Khrushchev survived in power almost two more years

after the Cuban crisis. That fact cannot be explained by his colleagues’

admiration for any concrete policy successes in the 1960s. Rather, it

reflected the lack of available alternatives and the degree of fear among

the rest of the leadership of another failure like that of the 1957–8 coup

and, indeed, of the risk of turmoil that might follow success in removing

Khrushchev.
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Prospect theory has been used to explain Khrushchev’s actions, but

the explanation is not very satisfying. For example, Haas (2001) argues

that before the October crisis, both Kennedy and Khrushchev were

operating ‘in the domain of losses’. Both had suffered diplomatic defeats

at each other’s hands and as a result of their own mistakes. Both faced

domestic criticism. Should general war break out, both countries would

obviously lose. This led both leaders, he argues, to be averse to the

prospect of further losses and willing to engage in very great risk-taking

to avoid those anticipated further setbacks.

The problem is that this argument posits an equivalence between

Kennedy and Khrushchev that is simply not borne out by the evidence.

At no point in 1962 did Kennedy initiate any adventure as risky as

Operation Anadyr was for Khrushchev; the reactive risk-bearing of the

blockade is simply not a comparable decision. Indeed, the previous

year’s fiasco at the Bay of Pigs caused Kennedy consciously to seek to

learn to make decisions by different processes, engaging in more careful

anticipation of risks and opponents’ responses. By contrast, Khrushchev

did, in his (2007 [1999], 328) memoirs, provide a clear argument that

risk-seeking in the domain of losses could be, in his and the Soviet

Union’s position, rational:

If we allowed ourselves to be paralysed by fear, war was bound to come in any
case. Your enemy can sense it immediately if you’re afraid of the threat of war. . .
By showing your fear and constantly yielding and making concessions, you
stimulate your enemy’s appetite, so that he would abandon all caution and no
longer have any sense that there was a brink beyond which a world war would
become inevitable. . . If an unfavourable situation develops, you have to retreat.
But if your retreat is the beginning of the end of your capacity for resistance, then
it’s better to risk everything.

An editorial footnote reports that in the original, Khrushchev here

quotes a Russian proverb which means roughly, ‘In the eyes of the world,

even death can be noble.’ This, the footnote says, has a similar meaning

to the expression, ‘It’s better to die on your feet than live on your

knees’ (Khrushchev, 2007 [1999], 358, n. 25). In combining an argu-

ment from self-respect or prestige with an instrumental argument,

Khrushchev states the rationale for his risk-seeking strategy in the

domain of losses, in a way that is quite unlike the thinking of anyone in

Kennedy’s administration.

Prospect theory’s prediction of great risk-taking in the domain of

losses is not entirely false, but it is an excessive generalisation from one

particular institutional context, and it is no help in explaining just which

risks people will choose to initiate or react with. To understand this, we

need to consider Khrushchev’s need to look for a risk that would impose
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the greatest relative losses on the USA, especially to its prestige, and

bring the greatest relative gains to Khrushchev personally. To that end,

Cuba provided a much better opportunity than did Vietnam or even

Berlin. For a fresh démarche on Berlin would only give the East

Germans even more leverage over the Soviet Union, while one in

Vietnam risked deepening the competition with Beijing in territory

where Soviet support had to pass first through China.

Again, the Banfields’ (1958) study of Calabrian peasants in the town

of Montegrano provides a simple example of why this strategy is an

intelligible and rational response to the isolate condition. The Monte-

granesi were subaltern rather than despotic isolates, but this does not

affect the basic rationale: they too were strongly externally constrained

and weakly bonded. The Banfields show that, in deep poverty and facing

unpredictable but frequent lurches of economic condition between bare

adequacy, occasional utter destitution and infrequent, temporary and

fragile good luck, peasants could not typically hope to sustain annual

expenditures below annual incomes. Eating seed corn, borrowing large

sums secured against the following year’s income, hoping Micawberishly

that something would turn up or that the creditor might ‘carry’ them a

little longer, and borrowing large sums to try to marry a daughter off to

someone wealthier who might then be pressured for money, are all

entirely explicable tactics of short-term opportunism in those circum-

stances. In deep adversity, and without reliable allies, taking the risk of

crippling debt for a low probability, high-yield outcome such as marry-

ing a daughter to a richer husband or, in the worst years, just avoiding

starvation, is entirely intelligible.

Khrushchev’s position was by no means so extreme as that of the

Montegranesi peasantry. By definition, the Soviet Union was a superpower

with options, and its core executive was indeed a hybrid of institutional

forms other than isolate ordering. Nevertheless, the similarities in the

institutional context and in the judgement style are clear. Khrushchev

was not entirely bluffing when he wrote to Kennedy in 1961 that he

could not retreat very far because ‘there is a precipice behind me’, as his

eventual deposition in 1964 showed. The prior and institutionalised

commitment to superpower status as the only available survival strategy

pushed Soviet military expenditure to high levels but still did not suffice

to narrow the missile gap. Soviet military spending was eating the seed

corn too. Khrushchev too used very similar words to those which made

Dickens’ Mr Micawber the icon of living by day-by-day coping strategies,

and without strategic anticipation, contingency planning or developed

fallback options.2 In November 1958, as another crisis over Berlin was

brewing, Sergei Khrushchev asked his father what would happen if the
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West did not meet Soviet demands by the time his latest ultimatum ran

out. In Taubman’s translation (but compare Benson’s in Khrushchev,

2000, 305):

Father gave me no clear answer. He intended to act in accord with circumstances
and depending on our partners’ reactions. He hoped to give them a good scare
and thereby extract their agreement to negotiate.

When Sergei asked what he would do if negotiations failed, Khrushchev

replied, ‘with a note of irritation in his voice’,

Then we’ll try something else. Something will always turn up. (Taubman,
2003, 399)3

Reducing American prestige and bluffing about the size of the Soviet

nuclear arsenal make much more sense as reasons for the Cuban deploy-

ment, for a leader as deep in the domain of losses as Khrushchev was.

They even make sense of the decision to risk deception.

However, prospect theory can make rather less sense of the timing or

manner of Khrushchev’s significant return to caution during the crisis

week after Kennedy’s broadcast. The decision to run the blockade may

have been a continuation of the gamble. Others, such as the order to the

ships still in the Atlantic to halt and his final two letters that led to the

withdrawal, exhibit much greater caution.

A central puzzle about Khrushchev’s political judgement at the height

of the crisis has always been the relationship between the two letters

offering different terms for resolution. The letter dated the 26th

appeared, albeit rather vaguely and without commitment to specifics,

to offer withdrawal in return for an American undertaking not to invade

Cuba, while the second, more formal letter demanded American

withdrawal of the Jupiter missiles from Turkey, and the second was

broadcast, the public character of which caused even graver difficulties

for the USA with its Mediterranean ally, in addition to the acute puzzle-

ment in ExComm. Finally, the decision was made to employ what came

to be known as the ‘Trollope ploy’ by replying to the first letter dated the

26th (after the tendency of some heroines of Trollope’s novels to treat

what might be much less serious invitations as offers of marriage) while

largely ignoring the second (for qualifications, see Stern, 2009). This

was bolstered by sending Robert Kennedy to see Dobrynin to say that

the Jupiters would indeed be removed in due course but that if the

Soviets ever said anything in public to that effect, then the deal would

immediately be void.

Speculation about what Khrushchev intended and about the rela-

tionship between the two letters still continues.4 At the 25 October
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Praesidium meeting, Khrushchev proposed withdrawal in exchange

for a pledge not to invade Cuba (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 483,

citing privately accessed Praesidium minutes). The idea for the terms

of a resolution floated by Feklisov with Scali on the 26th did not

include the withdrawal of the Turkish deployment (Fursenko and

Naftali, 2003, 485). Sergei writes that before the first letter was sent

the following morning his father actually deleted draft demands

about the Turkish and Italian missiles from the first letter. He suggests

that the chairman regarded Lippmann’s newspaper article and

Austrian Foreign Minister Bruno Kreisky’s suggestion of a withdrawal

of the missiles from Turkey as an indication that the USA was signal-

ling through third parties that it would accept these terms, leaving the

Soviets needing only to demand a US guarantee that it would not

invade Cuba. He argues that the decision to make the demand in the

second letter was entirely opportunistic (Khrushchev, 2000, 595). In

composing the second letter, Khrushchev drew on the discarded draft

of the first letter, but he had already demanded the guarantee of

Cuba’s security from American invasion in the letter already sent

(Khrushchev, 2000, 596).

What had happened in the Kremlin between the sending of the

first and second letters that the Turkish demand should be brought

forward in the second? Each historian reconstructs the chronology

slightly differently but the main possibilities are the following:

The news arrived in the Kremlin of the shooting down of Major

Anderson’s U-2 surveillance plane. Khrushchev was certainly

displeased that the Soviet lower- and middle-ranking generals

had acted in this way, apparently more in compliance with

Cuban preferences than with the Kremlin’s. He may have

become a little more concerned about the Kremlin’s capacity

to control the front-line soldiers.

Khrushchev was given a copy of and read Lippmann’s article

either later on Friday, the 26th, or early on the 27th, Moscow

time (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 487–488), and came to

believe that it represented a hint from the Kennedy adminis-

tration (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 488; Khrushchev, 2000,

596). Khrushchev may have thought on the Friday that the

hawks in the US military had more control over US policy-

making than the president, but either that had been wrong or

else civilian control must have been reasserted, because the

expected invasion had not been mounted (Fursenko and

Naftali, 1997, 274).
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Having slept in the office on the Friday night (Sergei Khrushchev,

2000, 590), Khrushchev persuaded himself that the danger

of US invasion was slightly less either than it had been on

the Friday or than he had believed it was when he wrote

the first letter (Taubman, 2003, 569), not least because the

invasion had not transpired on the Friday (Fursenko and

Naftali, 1997, 274).

It is just possible that he may also have received reports from

Soviet agents in Washington who had heard US journalists

discussing the idea of a resolution involving the withdrawal of

the Jupiters (Taubman, 2003, 568–570).

Castro’s letter, written on the 26th and interpreted by Khrushchev as

urging him to launch a pre-emptive strike on the US mainland, was

received in the Kremlin on the 28th (Taubman, 2003, 573). In that case,

it arrived after the second letter had already been despatched but before

Kennedy’s reply had been agreed, let alone sent. Khrushchev certainly

had no intention of doing any such thing, but Taubman reports the Soviet

premier to have been shaken by it (2003, 572). On many occasions,

Khrushchev would say, ‘Any fool can start a war’ (e.g. Fursenko and

Naftali, 1997, 178; Khrushchev, 2007 [1999], 325, again at 337, 342 and

elsewhere). He commented, ‘It is one thing to threaten with nuclear

weapons, quite another to use them’ (Khrushchev, 2000, 565). The

Cuban leader’s reckless intervention may have reinforced Khrushchev’s

decision to accept Kennedy’s terms when he received them later on the

Saturday. However, he did make one more attempt to raise the issue of the

Turkish missiles to ask for a formal commitment, in a letter that Dobrynin

tried to hand toRobertKennedy.The attorney-general refused to accept it.

Khrushchev’s acceptance and commitment to ‘dismantle . . . crate and

return’ the missiles arrived in Washington on Sunday, the 29th, at 9 am

(Taubman, 2003, 577).

One can take the view that Khrushchev was in control of his emotions

during these few days, as his son has argued (2000). Alternatively, it is

possible to argue that the Soviet leader panicked, perhaps reinforced by

the junior foreign minister Vasili Kuznetzov’s subsequent coarse sum-

mary of this view, to the effect that ‘Khrushchev shit his pants’ (Zubok

and Pleshakov, 1996, 266 ff.), especially on hearing of the detail of theUS

invasion plans on Friday morning, 26 October (Taubman, 2003, 568);

Kuznetzov is thought to have been with Khrushchev on the Friday night

(Zubok and Pleshakov, 1996, 266–267). A milder version of that view,

but shifted back by two or three days to the 23rd and 24th, would be that

proposed by Dobrynin, that Khrushchev was confused and attempting
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to cover the factwith defiant statements (Taubman, 2003, 564).Whichever

is correct, any of these accounts would reinforce the probability that he

was improvising, trying to extricate himself from the Cuban crisis but

with some shred of dignity, grasping at what seemed like opportunities.

However, by the 26th, he was unable to make much use whatever leverage

he had originally hoped the deployment would have given him, without

incurring much greater losses from an invasion of Cuba and direct attacks

on Soviet troops there. That would force escalation towards a general

war that he presumably knew the Soviet Union could not win. It seems

likely that he had concluded that he could not sustain the risk-seeking

strategy any deeper into the domain of losses, and had to retreat into some

muchmore risk-averse tactics.

It is not uncommon for writers to describe Khrushchev as guilty of

‘wishful thinking’. A recently declassified CIA report (1964) gives great

emphasis to this claim. By wishful thinking, we usually mean the

systematic effect of distorting beliefs about the probabilities of events,

raising likelihoods of benign outcomes above those which the evidence

available would warrant. Probably, indeed, Khrushchev was guilty of

this in some of his decisions in the Cuban missile crisis. But is this an

explanation? Most people, some of the time at least, are subject to

fallacies of this kind. But not always. Why sometimes and not others?

In Khrushchev’s case, one could equally well argue that the decision

to send the first letter, offering settlement but without demanding a

reciprocal concession on any US missile bases, could be explained by

the reverse of wishful thinking – namely, a pessimistic bias. A meth-

odological risk to be avoided is to use constants – for example, general

claims about the vulnerabilities of human reasoning – selectively to

explain variance – such as quite specific patterns of misperception.

Unfortunately, there is a common pattern in some social psychological

writing of picking out particular errors and attributing them to quite

general human tendencies to commit particular fallacies or to rely on

particular heuristics, without adequately explaining why those tendencies

should be triggered, activated or exacerbated in some circumstances

rather than others (e.g. Fischer, 1998). The escape route used in such

cases is for the analyst to claim that the mechanism is a stochastic or

‘sometimes true’ one (Elster, 1998), but unless some factors are identified

that raise probabilities significantly in very particular circumstances, this

adds little authority to the explanation.

A degree of inconsistency in willingness to bear risk is precisely what

we expect from structural isolates, when gambles do not pay off. Shifting

strategy from risk-seeking to risk-aversion is entirely intelligible. In the

domain of losses, sooner or later, every losing gambler quits. What is
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particular to structural isolates is that they will do this opportunistically,

improvising in response to events. By October, Khrushchev, for all his

bluster, was once again in the most short-term coping mode. This

reflects his limited options, the limited credibility of a threat to continue

the gamble, and the weaknesses of alliances, or, put another way, his

strongly constrained and weakly bonded position.

The Kennedy administration’s response ensured that Khrushchev’s

two letters achieved neither Khrushchev’s original objectives nor even

the new objectives, settled upon by Friday, the 26th, of extrication with

dignity and concessions. But it is misguided to dismiss Khrushchev’s two

letters as evidence of irrationality or emotionally driven thinking. This

becomes clear if we admit a full set of institutional facts into the explan-

ation, and not only lack of resources such as information or time. Under

these isolate institutions, inconsistency in risk appetite in response to

events is quite rational. Again, when people are strongly constrained and

weakly bonded, decisions too are treated discretely rather than as part of

integrated series or programmes. His previous decisions, including those

which led to his ‘isolation at the top’, had certainly contributed to the

hostility of the conditions under which he now had to make further

decisions.

Yet, when we understand the full set of institutional constraints which

lead isolates to treat decisions separately and to shift sharply between

risk stances, we could even allow that Khrushchev may have been

‘optimising’. He worked under acute ignorance, uncertainty, and imper-

fect and incomplete information. Relations between his reasons for and

goals in action were unstable. Nor did he have relevant Bayesian prior

beliefs to update about crises of this magnitude. The experience of the

Berlin showdowns of the previous years could provide little guidance.

When isolates face such constraints, optimising cannot mean exhaustive

search for and analysis of options, let alone success. ‘Optimising’ for

structural isolates can only mean making the best use they can of the

limited scraps of fallible information, and (as Khrushchev did in second

letter) trying to recover from positions created by their previous deci-

sions that turned out to be mistaken. The same argument can be made

about the deployment decision. In structural isolate positions, reducing

the opponent’s prestige, treating prestige as a zero or even negative sum

game, and focusing on that rather than instrumental goals become

entirely intelligible.

A standard of rationality should itself be reasonable, and should be

appropriate to the institutional circumstances actors face. It is not rea-

sonable to define ‘optimising’ for structural isolates as requiring them to

pursue sequentially ordered preference schedules in the most competent
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manner possible. Indeed, if this were the standard, then rational choice

explanations would be little more than ‘just so’ stories. Rational choosers

make blunders, but they make ones that are explicable when seen in the

particular degree of social regulation and integration under which they

operate.

This account differs from simple textbook cases of rational choice in

three ways. Firstly, it admits a much richer set of institutional constraints.

Secondly, it specifies an endogenous relationship between those con-

straints and such aspects of rationality as relations between their reasons

and goals and people’s stance towards different kinds of risks. Thirdly,

these recognitions provide for a limited plurality of forms of rationality

and their hybrids, rather than just one. However, these divergences from

textbook rational choice models are, arguably, not so profound that they

rule out all conversation between neo-Durkheimian and rational choice

traditions of theory about cases of this kind, still less between the

frameworks.

Framing the self

Khrushchev is widely described as a very ‘emotional’ man. This, for

example, is the term for which Burlatsky reaches first in characterising

the Soviet leader when speaking at the October 1987 Cambridge con-

ference (Blight and Welch, 1989, 234). Everyone is emotional. But

Burlatsky used the word in claiming that Khrushchev did not, in his

view, anticipate all the possible consequences of his actions but instead

committed himself either believing that he had little choice (as in the

case of his response to the Hungarian revolt of 1956) or because he felt

confident that his decisions would surely pay off (as appears to have been

the case with Khrushchev around the time of the Vienna summit). As

Kuznetzov’s blunt description of the chairman’s emotions at the height

of the crisis suggests, he may have exhibited a capacity for deep fear in

conditions of deep opacity.

Swinging between feeling the absence of choice and feeling a lightly

reasoned optimism is characteristic of the framing of the self that we

might expect from an isolate structural despot. For the isolate’s weak

bonds to others make it difficult to anchor emotions and anticipations.

On hearing, to his incredulity, that Kennedy had not provided Ameri-

can air and ground support to the Cuban exiles at the Bay of Pigs in

1961, Khrushchev immediately concluded that his own strategy of

deterrence must have been the effective factor (Zubok and Pleshakov,

1996, 242). Yet there was plenty of evidence available to Khrushchev

that quite other reasons had weighed with Kennedy. At the 1961 Vienna
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summit, Khrushchev’s arrogant manner seems to have reflected a period

of soaring self-confidence that his long run of losses had ended. He

thought he could afford to patronise a young and apparently diffident

American president; he expected not to need Kennedy’s goodwill. The

contrast could hardly be more marked with Khrushchev’s deep sense of

limited capacity to control events in October 1962. Again, in 1956, he

had agonised with indecision over what to do about the Hungarian

uprising or whether, until the last possible moment, he had anything to

offer Nasser. Yet almost as soon as those crises were over, he had

persuaded himself that the apparent success had been due to his own

statecraft (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 114–137).

These emotions are ‘apt’ under isolate conditions. Their volatility

reflects the need to sustain emotional capacities for short-term coping

responses to rapidly changing circumstances under conditions of ignor-

ance, opacity and constraint, where survival depends in large part on

bluff. Khrushchev was no more emotional than anyone else. In October

1962, neither Kennedy, nor the great statistical manager, McNamara,

was a textbook case of impassive, unemotional, calculative judgement.

On the contrary, one can find plenty of evidence of fear (Blight, 1992)

– as McNamara repeatedly emphasised – as well as frustration, anger

and bitterness among the ExComm members. Khrushchev’s fears led,

on the 26th and 27th, to very different choices than did those of

Kennedy or the ExComm. The proper contrast is with the particular

feeling style cultivated and elicited in the ritual order of the ExComm

meetings in the Cabinet Room in the White House with that engen-

dered in the very different social relations that obtained among the

denizens of the Kremlin.

Loss framing

Steinberg (1991) gives great weight to what she regards as evidence in

both superpower leaders of strong anxiety about shame and humiliation

in the course of the Cuban crisis. However, the psychoanalytic machin-

ery with which Steinberg (1991) seeks to explain this is not only very

difficult to evidence. It is also unnecessary to explain these concerns and

is misleading in suggesting an equivalence between the concerns of the

two superpower leaders about the losses they and their countries might

face. Moreover, it obscures differences in institutional bases of concerns

about prestige and humiliation.

Kennedy confided to his brother and attorney-general, Robert, that he

stood in danger of impeachment if he did not act sufficiently resolutely to

satisfy his domestic critics to his right, and he noted more than once in
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ExComm that he was concerned about the loss of respect for American

power should he fail to secure the removal of the missiles.

In Khrushchev’s case, we have already found ample evidence for his

concern with prestige, fear of humiliation and hope of inflicting it, in

such remarks as ‘now we can swat your ass’, and that the USA can no

longer ‘spank us like a little boy’, and in his blustering and defensive

efforts to deflect blame and claim credit after the crisis. In his memoirs,

he writes of his brinkmanship strategy, ‘We were also afraid of war. Only

a fool would not be. I’m not afraid to say this. We were afraid of war

because it would bring ruin and destruction to our country and to our

people, causing very heavy casualties. That doesn’t mean you can buy

yourself out of war at any price, to the detriment of your country’s

prestige’ (Khrushchev, 2007 [1999], 297).

Short of death in a nuclear attack on Washington, the worst personal

outcome Kennedy believed he faced, was impeachment. Next worst was

losing the re-election campaign. By contrast, Khrushchev knew very well

that he could face much worse. Although he had not executed his

opponents in the 1950s or sent them to concentration camps in Siberia,

he could not be sure that those who might overthrow him would follow

his example in their treatment of him (although in 1964 they did). He

knew well the extraordinarily bitter public obloquy to which fallen

figures in the Soviet Union were typically treated. After his own treat-

ment of the families of his enemies, he might well have feared for his

son’s and daughter’s career chances. After his fall, his repeated efforts in

memoir writing, including publishing outside the USSR, show his con-

cern to try to protect what was left of his broken reputation.

Certainly, Khrushchev was particularly touchy about his own dignity

and that of the Soviet state as reflected in his own strategy. In hismemoirs,

Khrushchev at several times notes his fears of loss of dignity (Khrushchev,

1971, 2007 [1999]; cf. Zubok and Pleshakov, 1996, 204–205). His

biography (e.g. Taubman, 2003) is replete with angry rebuffs to perceived

slights. At the Vienna summit, he was much more concerned with point-

scoring to establish his and his country’s status than with concrete

issues and proposals (e.g. Dallek, 2003, 401–408). Given the insecurity

of his and the Soviet Union’s position if he should be seen as weak, this

is entirely understandable. During his premiership in the 1950s, he

was particularly preoccupied with the risks of appearing weak. Thus,

Zubok and Pleshakov (1996, 183) report him saying to party leaders

as early as 1953 that only the capacity of force would be respected inter-

nationally, for without it, ‘we would be treated [by the West] as

naı̈ve simpletons’, and telling Tito in 1956 that, if force were not used

against theHungarian uprising, ‘then thewest will saywe are either stupid
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or weak, and that’s one and the same thing.’ Of course, weakness and

stupidity are not the same thing. Under the isolate conditions of strong

constraint and weak bonds, however, where maintaining fragile credibility

was all that stood between the embattled Khrushchev and the precipice

he felt to be behind him, it is not difficult to see why being seen as weak

or stupid might seem to lead catastrophic loss of prestige. If anything

was constant in Khrushchev’s foreign policy prior to the Cuban crisis,

it was perhaps a real concern about the risks to the Soviet Union, and

perhaps to his own position, should he have to retreat almost anywhere in

the world (Zubok and Pleshakov, 1996). There really was a ‘precipice

behind’ him.

Short of nuclear war, the worst imaginable outcome for the Soviet

Union was worse than for the USA. Khrushchev had continued

Stalin’s commitment to maintaining superpower status and rivalry with

the USA, despite knowing the slender economic, fiscal and techno-

logical capability on which this rested. This had already effectively

required him to try systematically to bluff the USA about the quantity

of Soviet Union weaponry and range, the solidity of its allies, and the

extent of its leverage over African and Asian insurgencies. A great risk

with deception-based strategies is that exposure leaves no scope for

anything but retreat: bluffs can be called during or after any setback.

Events in East Germany in 1953 and Hungary and Poland in 1956 had

shown Khrushchev just how fragile was Soviet control over Eastern

Europe. A real risk of being seen to be roundly defeated in superpower

rivalry might be the loss of some or all of those countries from the

Soviet sphere – a ‘domino effect’ that transpired in 1989, but did not

occur in the opposite direction for the USA in South-East Asia in

the 1970s.

Kennedy’s worry was a reasonable one, about holding together the

NATO alliance, should he be seen to climb down too far under pressure

from Khrushchev (Eisenhower had difficulty in keeping the European

alliance together under similar pressure in the 1950s: Nash, 1997). He

had fewer reasons for concern about US influence in Latin America of

anything like the immediate threat that a successful East European

uprising would have represented for the USSR in the early 1960s.

Moreover, to the extent that Khrushchev’s deployment decision was

motivated even in part by a desire to reduce American prestige,

frightening the USA and ‘shortening their arms’, as he told Dobrynin in

March 1962, it represented a ‘double or quits’ position. Fallback could

only be humiliating. By contrast, Kennedy’s fallback positions would

have been embarrassing, but would not necessarily have destroyed his

presidency. Even if he had to call on Andrew Cordier to ask U Thant for
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an explicit deal over the Turkish missiles, he might still have salvaged

some of his own domestic position and the US position internationally.

Again, therefore, framing of loss as humiliation and shame in

Khrushchev’s case requires more specific explanation than appeal to

psychoanalytic constants, or anything that treats his position as the

equivalent of his antagonist’s. Rather, it requires explanation by refer-

ence to the strong external constraints, continuing internal constraint

from institutionalised commitment to the pursuit of superpower status

and rivalry, and weak capacity for bonds with colleagues who might

sustain him through a protracted or a very major defeat.

Blight (1992) may be right to argue that, in the missile crisis, fear

served to support learning and careful attention. However, this study

makes clear that there are big differences between what fear can teach

under isolate and under individualistic institutions, even when both are

in hybrids with hierarchical ones.

The limits of strategy for the structural isolate

In sum, Khrushchev’s strategy in 1962 represents a kind of very grand

international relations analogue of that of the ‘amoral familist’ of the

Banfields’ Montegrano. It was essentially opportunistic, adventurous

but short-term. Based on large gambles in the domain of losses, it did

not exhibit thought-through anticipation of likely US responses or the

consequences of Soviet replies to those responses. It lacked clear issue

linkage. Concerns about general prestige were as important as anything

to do with the balance of practical assets or influence.

Like that of the amoral familist’s above, Khrushchev’s strategy – or

rather, tactics, because strategy is attenuated in isolate conditions – was

based on deception at two levels. First, there was deception at the grand

level about the military and technological capability of the Soviet state

and economy. Secondly, the Soviets concealed the deployment itself until

it should have been brought to a state of complete operational readiness.

Indeed, Khrushchev had long held that deception was necessarily,

and should be, central to foreign policy. Fursenko and Naftali (1997,

133) describe Khrushchev’s critical response to a proposal made by

Sakharov at a meeting between scientists and politicians, in which

Khrushchev made his case, typically, with a parable: ‘Politics are like

the old joke about the two Jews travelling on a train. One asks the

other: “So, where are you going?” “I’m going to Zhitomir.” “What a sly

fox,” thinks the first Jew. “I know he is really going to Zhitomir, but he

told me Zhitomir so I’ll think he’s going to Zhmerinka.”’ No clearer

statement could be found of the elevation to the political context of
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the assumptive world of amoral familism (Banfield and Banfield, 1958)

that emerges most readily under isolate institutions.

All governments must sometimes lie, as the literatures on the problem

of ‘dirty hands’ and raison d’état show: the Kennedy administration

covered up the truth about the terms of the settlement. However, in

isolate institutions, deception is accentuated and treated as a first rather

than a last resort. It is one case of the general willingness to undertake

very significant risks in the domain of losses to cope and survive, and, for

structural despots, to try to hang on to their precarious position and

fragile prestige. Prospect theory’s story might have some descriptive

application to isolate life (although Scott’s 1976 evidence suggests that

it may not work as well for structural isolate serfs as for isolate despots),

but not on the explanatory basis of a universal constant of loss aversion

that the theory offers.

Deception about the size of the Soviet nuclear arsenal was amore or less

constant stratagem for Khrushchev. US Deputy Secretary of Defense

Roswell Gilpatric, later backed up by statements from McNamara

himself, had publicly declared in 1961 that the ‘missile gap’ on which

much of the presidential election campaign of 1960 had been fought, did

not exist. Nevertheless, Khrushchev continued to make inflated public

claims about the numbers of Soviet warheads. Questioned by his son,

Sergei, about his reasons for rejecting Kennedy’s offer at the Vienna

summit of collaboration on a joint space programme, Khrushchev

replied that he did not want, by agreeing to Soviet participation, to

expose the paucity of both rocketry expertise and nuclear capability

from which the USSR really suffered. Rather, he remained determined

to bluff the West that he had much more at his disposal than were really

available in 1961. ‘If we cooperate with them . . . it will mean opening

up our rocket programme. We have only two hundred missiles, but they

think we have many more.’ ‘So when they say we have something to

hide. . .?,’ Sergei persisted. ‘It’s just the opposite,’ his father said with a

laugh. ‘We have nothing to hide. We have nothing. And we must hide

it’ (Stern, 2005, 21, citing James Shefter, 1999, The race, New York:

Doubleday, 145). Probably, at the time of the October 1962 crisis

fifteen months later, the Soviet Union had about 300 warheads for

long-, intermediate- and medium-range missiles and perhaps rather

more for tactical ones.

The shooting down of Gary Powers’ U-2 plane over the Soviet Union

in 1960 provides another good example, but with a distinct twist, of

Khrushchev’s understanding of the place of deception in foreign policy.

Some time afterward, Khrushchev told Troyanovsky that he had hoped

that Eisenhower would continue denying that the USA was engaged in

The limits of strategy for the structural isolate 191

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 3 7 3D :DD C  53 B 697 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  53 B 697 B9 5 B7 3 B 697 2 7BC D 03 /3 3D C 75D D D:7 3 B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


aerial surveillance of the Soviet Union (Zubok and Pleshakov, 1996,

203). This, he hoped, would enable Khrushchev to trap Eisenhower into

a lie, which could then be exposed. Unfortunately for Khrushchev, the

American president chose to acknowledge that the USA was indeed

engaged in such a programme, leaving Khrushchev with no option but

to complain about the programme itself, leaving international opinion

to speculate about how much the Soviets had to hide. Perhaps he

represented his own role as being more strategic and manipulative than

it actually was at the time.5 Even if this was ex post facto rationalisation, it

is revealing about Khrushchev’s conception of the role of deception and

manipulation in statecraft.

Khrushchev would boast of the brazenness of the deception he

ordered. On 16 October 1962, Kennedy met Soviet Foreign Minister

Gromyko (not a Praesidium member), who said nothing whatsoever to

the president about missiles in Cuba despite Kennedy’s frequent hints

that Gromyko might talk about the Cuban stand-off. Gromyko reported

back to Moscow that he still believed that the US administration was

ignorant of their existence. In the 1990 (p. 175) volume of his memoirs,

Khrushchev gloated about Gromyko’s continuation of the nuclear

deception: ‘Gromyko answered like a gypsy who was caught stealing a

horse: “It’s not me and it’s not my horse. I don’t know anything”’

(Taubman, 2003, 558).

Arguments from inevitability and from a claim of moral equivalence

with the USA appear in justification of the deception in Khrushchev’s

memoirs (2007 [1999], 335):

Naturally we denied everything. Some might say that this was perfidy on our
part. Unfortunately, this type of diplomacy persists in our times, and we didn’t
invent anything new in this respect. We merely made use of the same methods
our opponents used towards us. After all, they didn’t warn us they were going to
place missiles in Turkey or that they had missiles already in Italy and other
NATO countries. They were spying on us and sending their spy planes over
our territory, but they constantly denied it.

Two pages later (p. 337), he goes still further, in asserting the centrality

of deception to politics: ‘Gromyko of course denied everything. That’s

what he was a diplomat for.’6

Khrushchev’s deception about the missiles may have been poor

strategy, whatever its merits as short-term tactics. As surviving members

of ExComm admitted at the March 1987 Hawk’s Cay conference (Blight

and Welch, 1989), had Khrushchev announced his intention, after

agreement with Castro, to deploy nuclear missiles in Cuba and brought

Cuba into the Warsaw Pact, things might well have been much more

difficult for Kennedy. Quite possibly, the support of the Organization of
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American States would have been much more difficult to secure,

especially by relying on the Rio Treaty. Instead, the USA would probably

have had to resort to the Monroe Doctrine. That would have risked

antagonising Latin American governments, and it would have attracted

much less international support. Instead, Soviet deception provoked

indignation across the world.

The USA too was engaged in deception in its foreign policy. The

Operation Mongoose programme of sabotage in Cuba provides a clear

example. Kennedy’s commitment to South Vietnam rested on the by now

false claim that the USA was not leading the war against the Vietcong,

although the much larger institutional ordering in the political-military

governance of that war, even in the Kennedy administration, was very

different from that which handled the missile crisis, especially in the role

of the military (Halberstam, 1992 [1969]; Logevall, 1999). The adminis-

tration went on to cover up the concession over the Turkish missiles in the

settlement. Nonetheless, the scale onwhichKhrushchev practised decep-

tion, its centrality to his whole strategy over almost a decade of bluff and

brinkmanship over Berlin, the integration of deception with the long-

standing military traditions of maskirovka and the political traditions of

the Bolshevik Party, and the absence of any domestic institutions that

might check deception, all mark important differences from the role of

deception in US strategy during the period.

Each element of Soviet strategy over Cuba can be explained as the

reflection of the institutional context in which Khrushchev, the Soviet

élite and the state found themselves domestically and internationally. The

limited scope for strategy, the consequent emphasis on tactical improvisa-

tion, treating decisions as discrete, and the reliance on deception,

reflected strong external constraint and weak bonds both internally in

the Kremlin and for the state. Attenuation of strategy resulted from

Khrushchev and his colleagues painting an image of their own isolate

context onto the larger domain, as Durkheim andMauss argued we all do.

Issue linkage

One might reasonably expect ‘brinkmanship’ to be used precisely in

ultimatums to try to impose issue linkage on other states. Yet Khrushchev

rarely made specific links between demands on issues that would typically

be thought of as unrelated, even when hemight have tried it. When he did

so, it was in an opportunistic rather than a strategic fashion. This is

consistent with what we expect of structural isolates.

Moreover, taking a longer perspective, Khrushchev’s foreign policy

shows a pattern of weak commitment to strategic issue linkage. Fursenko
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and Naftali (2003, 127) suggest that Khrushchev lacked both the ability

to see crises created by others as opportunities (unlike those he created

over Berlin, for example) and the ability to focus on more than one

major issue at a time. In 1956, he had made no effort to attempt issue

linkage between the simultaneous crises in Hungary and Suez. Although

he used the distraction or decoy offered by the Anglo-French invasion of

Egypt and its subsequent ignominious collapse to divert international

attention from Hungary, he never attempted to impose conditions for

settlement of one crisis that required particular terms on the other.

Indeed, in 1956, Khrushchev was hardly acting strategically: during

the height of the Hungarian crisis, he merely mixed coping with oppor-

tunism in a sauce of vacillation (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003). There is

evidence of vacillation at the height of the 1961 Berlin crisis too. On the

other hand, his personal history prior to holding the highest office and

his ruthless determination to obtain it suggest that vacillation was no

enduring character trait, but something to be explained by external

factors: after all, he did not vacillate over the 1958 plot.

In Khrushchev’s (2007 [1999], 319–320) discussion of the Cuban

crisis, there is a paragraph on Berlin, but only to compare its relative

importance with Cuba as a flashpoint, and not to suggest policy linkage

or conditionality, nor to suggest threats about one as a means of securing

a favourable settlement in the other. He could sometimes hint, vaguely

and ambiguously, at linkage. For example, in a 1961 letter to Kennedy

written after the Bay of Pigs fiasco, which appeared to Khrushchev

temporarily to have advantaged him, he wrote that ‘conflagration in

one region could endanger settlements elsewhere’; but this could simply

indicate the possibility of linkage being imposed by the USA rather than

the Soviet state using it.

In 1961, Berlin had been the focus of the greatest crisis since Stalin’s

death and probably since the airlift. In March 1962, Khrushchev had

advised Dobrynin that Berlin was the central issue between the super-

powers. He let Kennedy’s press secretary, Pierre Salinger, understand

in a meeting on 12 May that he remained focused on Berlin. By July, he

was proposing a new settlement over Berlin that would involve mutual

troop reductions, yet he was telling his colleagues that Berlin was no

longer the priority (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 441). Indeed, when

his proposals were issued, the East German leader Walter Ulbricht was

hardly consulted. He did have longer-term plans for another Berlin

crisis, months after he hoped the Cuban deployment would have been

a fait accompli (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003, 440–460), but these did

not take the form of linkage but of exploiting an advantage, if he could

gain it.
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Kennedy certainly feared Soviet linkage between Cuba and Berlin

(Dallek, 2003, 376–377). After the Cuban crisis, Khrushchev’s and

the Soviet position worsened generally (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003,

493–528; Taubman, 2003, 578–619), while Kennedy’s improved, redu-

cing the depth of his location in the domain of losses (Dallek, 2003). In

late June 1963, it was instead Kennedy who could pressure Moscow on

the subject, with his much-discussed ‘Ich bin ein Berliner’ speech (Dallek,

2003, 624–625), although Bundy advised strongly that he should not

press his advantage too far (Taylor, 2006, 506).

True, in a letter to Kennedy dated 28 September 1962, the Soviet

leader once again threatened, rather vaguely, to sign a peace treaty with

East Germany, which would once again have ratcheted up pressure over

Berlin, adding: ‘If there were no statement by you on Cuba, we, natur-

ally, as Ambassador Thompson and Mr. Udall were told, would not say

anything on West Berlin. Your statement forced us to do so.’7 But

because in September he had to maintain secrecy about the Cuban

nuclear deployment, he could make no explicit link. Indeed, the letter

also complained of US ‘buzzing’ (aerial surveillance) of Soviet shipping

in the Atlantic, in the hope of preserving the deception about the missile

deployment. Yet, in the same 28 September letter, Khrushchev was

signalling that he would not create another Berlin crisis until after the

USA congressional elections. This may have been a ruse, but not one

that would help him much if he were intending to use Cuba as a

bargaining counter over Berlin: the USA could have published his broken

promise. At no point during the crisis week of 22–28 October did

Khrushchev’s letters to Kennedy place specific demands upon the USA

for substantive concessions over Berlin,8 nor did he redeploy forces in

or around the city as ExComm feared he might. In the long letter to

Kennedy of 30 October, after the immediate crisis had ended,

Khrushchev returned to the Berlin question. Then his remarks were

relatively mild. It seemed low on his priority list and was not linked to

Cuba. Indeed, if there was any strategic connection between the

Cuban adventure and the threat of a separate German treaty in the

28 September letter, it may well have been that of a diversion rather

than a linkage for leverage.

Indeed, when, late in the evening of 22 October 1962, Kuznetzov was

so presumptuous as to suggest to Khrushchev that the USSR might

exert pressure in Berlin to counter Kennedy’s pressure on Cuba,

Khrushchev angrily dismissed him with words to the effect that he was

trying to get them out of one predicament and Kuznetzov was proposing

to complicate things by dragging them deeper into another.9 Reluctance

to engage in issue linkage, save to extricate himself from difficulties, is
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entirely consistent with Khrushchev’s behaviour of keeping issues largely

isolated from one another save on a casual and opportunistic basis,

during the twin crises of Budapest and Suez in 1956.

Linkage with Turkey was made by Khrushchev only in the 27 October

letter, as an additional demand over and above that made in the letter of

the 26th, perhaps following his speculation that Lippmann’s article was

floating the idea withWhite House approval. Moreover, in the protracted

negotiations after October, the Turkish missiles quickly dropped down

Khrushchev’s list of priorities. His decision to withdraw was made in the

light of events generally, not on the basis of Robert Kennedy’s conversa-

tion with Dobrynin: he took the offer, even though it could only be secret,

but as a consolation, not in negotiated barter (cf. Scott, 2007, 57–58).

In short, structural isolate leaders find it as difficult to link issues as to

link people.

Category formation and anomaly management

The way people generate and sustain the use of particular categories

should, the theory proposes, reflect their institutional location. Secondly,

the manner of treatment of things which are most anomalous in a system

of categories is a key indicator of judgement style. It is expected to be

consistent with social organisation. In the Kremlin, the White House

and Havana, structural conflict between informal institutions governing

social and political relations was conducted by the ritual and rhetorical

formation of anomalous categories and classifications.

One of the most closely battled categories in the rhetorical dispute

between the Kremlin and White House during the October crisis was

the distinction between ‘offensive’ and ‘defensive’ weapons. A vast litera-

ture in international relations and military policy examines their defin-

ition, applied to weapons systems, bases and deployments, strategies and

postures, etc.10 The medium-range missiles and their nuclear warheads

deployed to Cuba in 1962 were almost bound to be anomalous within the

claims and rhetoric used by Khrushchev’s régime, given the instability of

its strategic position. The deception about their deployment required the

Soviets to claim, once they were discovered, that Dobrynin’s assurances

to the US government that no ‘offensive weapons’ were being supplied to

Cuba was true, and that the missiles were defensive. The argument

for this was that they were intended to deter invasion, a defensive objective.

On the other hand, in a ‘diatribe’ delivered to Dobrynin in March 1962

on sending him to Washington, Khrushchev denounced the American

forward deployment of the Jupiter missiles in Turkey as ‘offensive’ on the

basis, not of their intended use or US military objectives, but on the

196 The Khrushchev régime

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 3 7 3D :DD C  53 B 697 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  53 B 697 B9 5 B7 3 B 697 2 7BC D 03 /3 3D C 75D D D:7 3 B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


basis of their location. The Soviets had begun to gather intelligence

about US scenario thinking within the Pentagon about the possibility

of pre-emptive first-strike use, but this is still a rather different thing

from unprovoked first-strike use. If the Jupiters were offensive because

of where they were, then Soviet medium-range missiles in Cuba should

have been also. However, in amoral familist fashion, Khrushchev could

hardly admit this. The letters to Kennedy during the crisis week simply

mentioned them as ‘weapons which you called offensive’. The US

position was that the medium-range weapons were offensive because

of the intrinsic nature of their capabilities, range and destructive size of

warhead (see Chapter 6).

Pliyev’s units were structurally heavily isolated within the Soviet

military and political posture during October. Communications with

Moscow were very limited, because of the fear of US code-breaking.

Budget constraints and the blockade, the need to collaborate with but

not surrender operational control to the Cubans, and the limited oppor-

tunities for support from the rest of the Soviet armed forces left the

troops in Cuba as, collectively, a structural isolate in a highly anomalous

position. In many ways, the troops’ position reflected that of Khrushchev’s

own, extended far beyond their capacities for safe fallback. The deploy-

ment itself was anomalous in Soviet strategic thought. Both Mikoyan,

the cautious foreign policy survivor, andMalinovsky, the veteran marshal,

generally advocated domestically focused,mass, land-based defence rather

than over-investment in nuclear or even naval over-extensions of military

power. The goals of the missile deployment were not fully consistent,

subject to what would seem to be arbitrary redirection from Moscow.

The exigencies of crisis were, Khrushchev realised, bound to create anom-

alies in control. Despite the repetition of the standard instructions to

theatre commanders not to use nuclear weapons without authorisation

(Blight et al., 1993), Khrushchev recognised that, should matters

escalate, it might be impossible to prevent local initiative leading to use,

in desperation, of the tactical nuclear weapons (Khrushchev, 2002) –

circumstances for which contingency planning could give little guidance

and no Bayesian prior.

Khrushchev treated the forces in Cuba, and indeed the naval and

submarine fleets, as inconsistently as this structural position would lead

us to expect. He veered between working through the military hierarchy

and insisting on the terms of specific instructions to be sent on his own

authority, over the heads of the generals and his defence minister

(Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 240–289).

The US blockade was also a much conflicted piece of terminology and

a practical source of anomalies for all three sides. Kennedy decided to
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call it a system of ‘quarantine’ in the hope of avoiding problems in

international law, because an explicit blockade would be an act of war,

but this piece of instrumental anomaly management could never have

convinced the Soviets. The sudden and tactical shift of the boundaries of

the blockade from an 800-mile radius to a 500-mile one reflected instabil-

ity in the principal purpose of the measure, between cautious and more

aggressive signalling. In his letters during the crisis week, Khrushchev

described theUS announcement that it would board and inspect shipping

as a threat of ‘piracy’. A pirate is a structural isolate adventurer who

violates property rights at sea for his or her own benefit.11 Had things

ever got to the point of boarding a Soviet ship, perhaps the US navymight

have tried to effect seizure of weapons deliveries. In such a huge inter-

national nuclear crisis, it would stretch the specification of the terms of the

blockade to the point of satire, to describe seizures of nuclear weapons as

violations of legal rights of property of the Soviet state: by then, property

rights would hardly have been the main point. Yet piracy does have

structural analogies with Khrushchev’s own adventurist brinkmanship

over Berlin, South-East Asia and Cuba itself, and indeed with the Soviet

forces’ requisitioning of land from locals in Cuba. Castro too used the

term ‘piracy’ to describe the blockade.

The central point is that, like the amoral familists of Montegrano, the

isolate despot handled anomalies in classification by attempting deception

and instrumental manipulation of categories for short-term gain or loss

avoidance. Selective use of the distinction between ‘offensive’ and ‘defen-

sive’ weapons provides a clear example, as does that of the accusation of

‘piracy’.

More fundamentally, though, the ritual manner is important in which

these categories were deployed. They were used in self-exculpation,

accusation and blame, as the theory predicts. Finally, the particular

things indicated by the most anomalous categories – the weapons them-

selves, the Soviet forces in Cuba, and the idea of the wrong that might be

done to Soviet shipping should the blockade have been enforced against

it – are all structural analogues of the isolate despot position occupied by

Khrushchev. In manipulation of these particular categories for short-

term advantage, we again find the isolate despot reflecting his own

classification in his categories for the things he had created or to which

he had to respond.

Hindsight and foresight

In the Caribbean, the word ‘pirate’ retains many connotations from

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century history that have been forgotten
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elsewhere. At the height of the crisis Castro explicitly compared Kennedy

with Henry Morgan, one of the worst of the freebooters. Rarely in the

Caribbean is it forgotten that many pirates of Elizabethan times were

really privateers backed formally or informally by their home states, that

they were engaged in extensive slave raiding, and that they represented

the purely predatory rather than occupational aspect of imperialism.

The Soviet leader, however, had little sense of Caribbean history;

probably, he would have seen it as irrelevant. The piracy charge was

used in justificatory letters to Kennedy rather than in deliberation,

entirely because it was convenient in the short term. As the theory

expects of people in isolate ordering, deliberation in the Kremlin was

not, so far as the evidence allows (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 2003;

Khrushchev, 2000; Taubman, 2003), weighed down by historical

analogies. Only the treaty of Brest–Litovsk was deployed on the 28th,

when Khrushchev had to present his decision to withdraw; again, this

analogy played no part in deliberation. When Turkey presented itself at a

late stage as a useful geographical analogy, it was deployed, but only

as the chairman looked for, to salvage tactical survival from strategic

failure. His planning horizon was generally very short term – so much so

that he had plans neither for the US discovery nor for Castro’s rejection

of the withdrawal.

Misunderstanding the opponent

Just as Kennedy misunderstood Khrushchev by conceiving his interlocu-

tor to think as he did (as we shall see below), so Khrushchev systematic-

ally misunderstood Kennedy by implicitly classifying him as someone

similarly situated to himself and thinking in like ways.

Despite having visited the USA during Eisenhower’s presidency,

Khrushchev’s understanding of the USA was limited and distorted. He

had no doubts of the scale of US power, but by turns he over- and under-

estimated Kennedy’s presidential powers after 1960. That Kennedy was

to a very significant degree constrained by what he could realistically

persuade public opinion and the Congress to accept was a fact that

Khrushchev never adequately appreciated, at least before October

1962. Given the passive role of acclamation that his own party congresses

and other Soviet bodies played, perhaps this is an understandable

transposition of his own context onto his antagonist’s position. On the

other hand, he made constant reference to ‘dark forces’ in the USA that

he considered Kennedy in particular to be unable to control (Zubok and

Pleshakov, 1996, 253). Quite whom he meant appears to have varied

between military leaders and business interests.12 Given the pressure
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that Khrushchev’s own administration felt itself under from the Soviet

military and from the major state enterprises, his image of the USA

appears as a paranoid caricature of the relationship between the core

executive of the state and the military and industrial leadership in the

Soviet Union itself.

At first, after having with some apparent success bullied Kennedy at

the Vienna summit of 1961, Khrushchev seems to have formed the view

that Kennedy could be browbeaten into retreat. He had presumably

hoped that a revelation, either in an announcement in Cuba or perhaps

at the UN in November 1962, of fully operational missiles in Cuba

would enable him to force Kennedy into accepting the Cuban deploy-

ment as he had had to accept the presence of US missiles in bases around

the USSR. Khrushchev appears to have persuaded himself that the

analogy between geographically forward bases would provide analogous

political conditions (Nash, 1997). Consistently, he underestimated the

importance of the pressure that the Kennedy administration felt itself

under from congressional leaders and wider public opinion.

Increasingly frustrated, by the morning of Saturday, 27 October, by

the constraints and by his inability to secure any kind of relationship with

his interlocutor in Washington, Khrushchev resorted to having his

second letter read out over Radio Moscow. The letter made public a

demand for the withdrawal of the US missiles in Turkey. It seems not to

have occurred to Khrushchev to calculate that this could only have the

opposite effect from that intended. For, the demand having been made

public, Kennedy could not now hope to persuade his Turkish allies to

accept the USA agreeing in public to withdraw the weapons. Khrushchev

seems to have assumed that Kennedy could treat his Turkish and NATO

allies as Khrushchev had treated Castro (indeed, as he would try unsuc-

cessfully to treat Castro when he announced his decision to withdraw)

and as he treated Kádár in Hungary, Gomułka in Poland and Ulbricht in

East Germany. In short, he acted as though Kennedy were also an isolate

structural despot like himself, on whom an antagonist could impose

strong external constraints and who would then simply pass on those

constraints internally.

When Dobrynin met Robert Kennedy at the height of the crisis,

he reported to Moscow that Kennedy had described the US military

putting great pressure on the president. Dobrynin appeared to imply

that he had gleaned from Robert Kennedy the idea that, should the

president back down, there was some possibility of a coup. It seems

highly doubtful that Robert Kennedy said any such thing. He may well

have conveyed the strong preference of General LeMay, alongside that of

some Republicans, for invasion. He may have spoken of the growing
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difficulties of exercising political control over events in theatre, should

mistakes occur and retaliation begin. Perhaps these points were garbled

in transmission. Dobrynin’s message suggested a constitutional fragility

in the USA that, for all its falsity in Washington, made sense to a

Moscow élite readership feeling vulnerable to threats from within the

apparatus.

In short, Khrushchev painted his own institutional context onto that

of his interlocutor and suffered what he could never, despite his greatest

efforts to do so, disguise as anything but one of the worst setbacks of his

career. The subjective classification of his antagonists reflected once

again his own objective classification.
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6 The Kennedy administration

Individualistic institutions and networks

By late 1962, the prevailing informal institutions governing relations

between the principal actors in policymaking within the White House

were significantly more individualistic than was the case in the Kremlin.

This individualism was played over the ground bass of hierarchical

organisation, including the powers of the presidency, departments of

state, the civil service and the armed forces.

However, individualism was a permanent feature neither of the White

House nor of Kennedy’s period there. Under Eisenhower, the National

SecurityCouncil was a highly hierarchical structure (Bowie, 2001;George,

1980; Neustadt, 1990 [1980, 1960]). Kennedy found the Eisenhower

National Security Council system too formal and bureaucratic, preferring

somethingmuch looser (George, 1980; Sorensen, 2001). By the time of his

presidency, ‘Kennedy thought in terms of people, rather than structure or

organisation’ (Dallek, 2003, 307).

In 1961, the decision-making that led to the Bay of Pigs fiasco is widely

thought to have emerged from enclaving in the policymaking group. The

Bay of Pigs decision was one of the case studies against which Janis’

(1982 [1972]) celebrated ‘groupthink’ model was developed: groupthink

is just one very particular type of enclaved small group process.1 Asking

himself, ‘How could I have been so stupid?’ (Dallek, 2003, 367),

Kennedy recognised that the decision-making process had been flawed,

and deliberately changed the structures and relations subsequently to

limit the degree of enclaving among his staff (e.g. Dallek, 368 ff.),2

although he neither sought nor realistically could have sought to mitigate

enclaving among some services and agencies. After the Bay of Pigs,

ExComm was an exception to Kennedy’s preferred pattern of bilateral

meetings with each of his departmental secretaries. Indeed, even cabinet

meetings were relatively uncommon (Dallek, 2003, 546).

Kennedy had originally recruited his cabinet members for their diver-

sity and overall mix. That implied rather weak ties between them in the
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first instance, although this quickly changed. Whereas Khrushchev

could simply summon people to work with him, Kennedy had to negoti-

ate to get the team he wanted. In some cases, such as McNamara’s, it

took some time. Some were recruited from the Republicans, to ensure

sufficient cross-party support for his administration. Others were closer

to his own views or represented factions in the Democratic party

(Dallek, 2003, 319–320). The CIA chief, John McCone, was a hardliner

and a Republican. Neither the National Security Adviser, McGeorge

Bundy (despite his Republican background) nor Defense Secretary

Robert McNamara was consistently bellicose.3 Some advisers were

chosen in the hope that they would offer competing advice. For example,

Kennedy specifically asked Richard Neustadt not to work with Clark

Clifford (Dallek, 2003, 307). On the other hand, fluidity of brief and

role was expected for key staff from the beginning of the administration.

A core group of advisers including Sorensen, O’Brien, O’Donnell,

Powers and Salinger had worked for Kennedy either in congress or

through the election campaign. In government, they were expected to

work on almost any issue. Even this group were less than intimate friends

of the president (Dallek, 2003). Only his brother Robert, controversially

brought in as attorney-general, could be said to be an intimate of John

Kennedy (Dallek, 2003, 470–471).

By 1962, leading members of Kennedy’s cabinet had consolidated

positions of much greater independent authority, despite their obvious

dependence upon the president, than any Soviet Praesidium member

could hope for. ExComm discussions show, as one would expect, appro-

priate following of polite formalities, such as calling John Kennedy

‘Mr President’, asking his permission to speak when he chaired meet-

ings, and avoiding interrupting him. Yet there was none of the fearful

deference that characterised Praesidium meetings. Only rarely did

Kennedy use ExComm, or indeed his cabinet generally during this

period, simply to approve decisions already made. At least in the missile

crisis (unlike over Vietnam, a topic for which the set of networks, and the

congressional, military and departmental politics were very different:

Halberstam, 1992 [1969]), there is little evidence of systematic falsifica-

tion of information provided to the White House, even by the military.

As in any policy process, information submitted to the White House was

selective, limited and filtered by many interested parties. Nevertheless,

over Cuba, the administration limited incentives for civil servants and

military staff to withhold vital information. Indeed, the Joint Chiefs

placed some weight in their advice to ExComm and the president on

the limits to the capacity of air power alone to destroy all the known

missiles in Cuba, thinking wrongly that this would strengthen the case
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for ground invasion when it helped to swing the civilians against imme-

diate military action. Here was an important case where truth was told

selectively, but it was at least told, and the president’s questions were

answered truthfully if not always fully.

With the partial exception of the Joint Chiefs, for much of the

crisis, ExComm members felt free to range over issues far from their

briefs, allowing competition while remaining broadly collegial (cf.

George, 1980, 211–213). McNamara’s constant attention to the foreign

policy risks that might flow from the aggressive military responses

advocated by the Joint Chiefs, and General LeMay in particular, seems

to have aggravated his conflict with them. LeMay and some of the other

military leaders felt that the Defense Secretary should, by reasons of role,

have backed their preference for air strikes followed quickly by invasion.

Likewise, the Treasury Secretary, Douglas Dillon, and especially the

attorney-general, Robert Kennedy, offered arguments ranging far beyond

their specific roles, even on details of military operational risks.

Role fluidity and competition in seeking to convince the president was

most uncomfortable for the Secretary of State, Dean Rusk. He thought

it would have been proper for him to summarise the group’s conclusions

and present them privately to the president, rather than for Kennedy

to hear their advocates in their own voices (May and Zelikow, 2002

[2001]). Kennedy would never allow Rusk the greater difference in

status and role from his colleagues that Rusk would have liked.

Greatest scope for independent initiative during the crisis was

arguably given to the president’s brother, Robert Kennedy. His (1968)

memoir of the crisis, dictated at a time (1967) when he was seeking

election, probably exaggerated the extent of that independent authority

in his brother’s administration. Nevertheless, two private meetings with

Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin at the height of the crisis were entrusted to

him (e.g. Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 252–253; Kennedy, 1968, 66–

68). Robert Kennedy’s opening words to the ambassador at the second

meeting supposedly framed the crisis as a direct result of the Soviet

leader’s actions that had damaged the personal relationship of trust (as

if there were or could have been one) between John Kennedy and Nikita

Sergeevich Khrushchev.

In 1961, the Kennedy brothers had developed a deliberate strategy

of developing personal links to the Soviet leadership. This bypassed

formal summitry, ambassadorial relations or formal diplomatic commu-

nications between Kremlin and White House in favour of back channels

or intermediaries thought to have Khrushchev’s ear. Throughout

Kennedy’s presidency and through the various Berlin and other crises,

the Kennedy brothers had cultivated both Khrushchev’s son-in-law,
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Aleksei Adzhubei, and the Washington-based GRU officer acting as a

TASS reporter, Georgi Bolshakov. They met with them both from time

to time, hoping for inside information about Khrushchev’s thinking or

manoeuvring among the Kremlin élite. On other occasions, both the

Kennedys and Khrushchev had to be content with Bolshakov passing

information through journalists sympathetic to the Kennedys. However,

information was not always passed back to Moscow from these contacts

(e.g. Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 248–250). This may reflect the general

problem already discussed of weak incentives to give full and candid

information in a Soviet system characterised by a significant streak of

isolate ordering. ExComm transcripts show that information received

through back channels not created deliberately by the Kennedys would

also be taken seriously. This was the case in the hint about the outlines

of a deal made by KGB rezident in Washington, Aleksandr Feklisov, to

the journalist, John Scali, who relayed the information to the State

Department (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 163–165).

The Kennedy White House exhibited sufficiently flexible institutions

that the president could act as an institutional innovator in ways that

would have been costlier and more difficult for Khrushchev in the

Kremlin. For, with the important partial exception of the military chiefs

(and even in that area, he was able to appoint Maxwell Taylor to chair

the Joint Chiefs), Kennedy could appoint his advisers dependent on

him, whose authority had to be earned both within the executive and

with him. This enabled him to trust more people in both deliberative

and decision-making roles than Khrushchev could trust among the

Praesidium members. Thus, he was able to see value in innovating

with formal institutions – such as the formal creation of ExComm on

22 and 23 October – in ways that would have had few advantages for

Khrushchev.

ExComm went through several phases. Sharp disagreements

between advocates of the principal options for the US response –

diplomatic negotiation, blockade with negotiations, blockade without

negotiations, ‘surgical’ air strikes, and air strikes followed by invasion –

initially dominated. However, the only clear and stable faction was a

somewhat enclaved group of military chiefs committed to invasion and

the overthrow of the Castro régime in favour of a pro-American Cuban

government (McKeown, 2001). Several leading figures changed their

recommendation. Rusk and Robert Kennedy both changed their views,

albeit at different points during the thirteen days. As early as Friday,

19 October, Robert Kennedy turned against attack without warning as

incompatible with US traditions and too redolent of Pearl Harbor.

When ExComm divided to develop rival proposals, initially on
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Saturday, the 20th, this was done artificially by way of the formation of

working groups, not all of whose members were necessarily committed

to the option they were charged with working up into a plan. The

division between hawks and doves – categories which appear to have

emerged for the first time during the ExComm debates over the Cuban

crisis – had more or less solidified by Saturday, the 20th. However,

again with the exception of a military enclave supported by some of the

Republican congressional opposition, members were attracted to hawk

and dove positions for very different reasons, not from shared principle.

At no point did all the members agree. Even after Khrushchev agreed

on Saturday, 27 October, to withdraw the missiles, LeMay and many

of the military chiefs still wanted to invade.

Saturday, 27 October, produced the greatest tension between

individualistic and hierarchical elements in the hybrid White House

(Welch and Blight, 1987–8). Kennedy worked hard to persuade his

advisers of the case for agreeing to withdraw the Jupiter missiles from

Turkey to secure Soviet retreat from Cuba. He argued that many people

would regard it as not unfair or unreasonable, and that holding out

risked escalation from incidents in theatre. He sought to persuade them,

feeling the need for consensus. Yet he was also perhaps using them as

a sounding board for his arguments, persuading himself and developing

his own commitment. Few of his advisers were convinced, although

after a while Robert Kennedy made a reasonable and dutiful show of

supporting him. When JFK absented himself, Robert Kennedy took the

president’s place in arguing for the ‘trade’. The advisers had no qualms

about contradicting their boss. Bundy recalled no rancour in the

exchanges of that day (Blight and Welch, 1989; Bundy and Blight,

1987–8, 31). Certainly, there were as many sharp disagreements among

hawks and among doves as between those two loose clusters.

Nevertheless, when the more individualistic process of debate among

ExComm members, treated as ritual equals in the interaction order,

failed to produce the agreement that Kennedy wanted, he finally took

the decision himself. Significantly for the ritual ordering, the final deci-

sion agreeing to withdraw the Jupiters was not actually taken in the

ExComm meeting in the Cabinet Room but in the Oval Office, in a

more informal gathering with a few selected individuals most trusted by

the president (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 279; Stern, 2005, 186).

ExComm members were not told in the formal group of the decision

to send Robert Kennedy to meet Dobrynin privately. As the crisis

seemed to be moving out of control, with the shooting down of the

U-2 and the possibility that the White House would be under huge

pressure to authorise military action, Kennedy made the decisions on
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his presidential authority alone. Moreover, more personalised methods

were chosen for implementing the decision, using Robert Kennedy to

meet privately with the Soviet ambassador. Both in the round-table

ritual order of ExComm deliberations in the Cabinet Room and in the

informal order of the closest colleagues in the Oval Office on Saturday,

the 27th, we see hybridity in institutional ordering. One was not

more hierarchical or more individualistic than the other. But between

the two rooms, decision-making processes differed, and relationships

too differed. Presidential authority was deliberately restrained in the

Cabinet Room, but not so in the Oval Office. Again, the cohesion of

the governing group of secretaries differed between the full ExComm in

session and the select and informally defined group. The role of consen-

sus in committee was much less significant in the Oval Office. In exactly

the same way, implementation differed between formal written commu-

nication drafted in ExComm and private oral communication by the

president’s brother authorised from within the Oval Office.

The overall process was indeed, as in one sense Allison’s and Zelikow’s

(1999 [1971]) model III recognises, one of competitive positioning among

players with some degree of independence. There was no bargaining, but

there was individualism. The individualism that we should expect in US

government between president and cabinet members is better modelled as

being akin to a patron–client system than a bargaining system. Bargaining

would only be expected in the US political system when the informal

institutions of presidential authority had been rather seriously eroded, or

else in the very early stages of a presidency when the chief executive is still

recruiting cabinet members. The president was the dominant individual

in this individualistic ordering, upon whose patronage the ExComm

members were personally dependent. This was shown in the final decision

to offer eventual but quiet removal of the missiles from Turkey, against his

advisers’ urging – indeed, without many of them knowing.

Recognising clearly the limits of his effective authority, the president

talked with Robert Kennedy of the possibility of his facing formal sanc-

tions, even to the point of impeachment, that might follow upon some

courses of action. He had to work with formal institutions which granted

powers to others – not least those which allowed General Thomas Power

to set a higher level of alert for the SAC and which gave the Joint Chiefs

privileges in the policy process. In managing these formal institutions,

Kennedy had to use his powers of individualistic patronage, especially

in appointing General Maxwell Taylor as chair of the Joint Chiefs.

Yet relationships between formal and the informal institutions were

much less polarised than was the case in the Khrushchev régime. Back

channels were used to fill out and complement (type 6 relationship
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between formal and informal institutions, in the terms used in Table 3.1)

what could be achieved through formal communications. Informal

groups of the closest advisers were used as a last resort when consensus

in the wider ExComm was unavailable, or when, even if some consensus

could be found, it ran contrary to the president’s own preferences, as

on 27 October, when most ExComm members wanted to reject the

Turkish missile ‘trade’. Robert Kennedy’s informal talks with Dobrynin

were an extension of the individualistic organisation using informal insti-

tutions to reinforce the authority and credibility of formal ones. When

Troyanovsky received Dobrynin’s report and relayed it to the Praesid-

ium, even though it indicated the possibility of presidential vulnerability

to pressure by the US military and to loss of control in theatre, it also

underlined to Khrushchev John Kennedy’s personal determination on

his core demands.

Much important deliberation inevitably took place outside and

between the meetings, but without undermining or replacing ExComm’s

deliberative role. Many other briefing materials and memos were pro-

duced which did not go through ExComm, but the White House made

extraordinary efforts to secure sight of as many as possible of the key

departmental ones, to ensure that information for deliberation was

centred on the president. That task was made easier by the secrecy rules

that limited access to information to a small group of officials in each

agency and department, especially before the presidential broadcast on

the 22nd. Rather, ExComm was used to filter potentially unwelcome

demands from individuals and cliques, and control them. ExComm

members had to bring arguments and disagreements from their other

conversations into the room. As it was meant to, this clearly frustrated

the hard-line military chiefs, and especially LeMay, who wanted more

separate meetings with the president; but it also limited Rusk’s aspir-

ations for his role as Secretary of State.

Ritual forms: meetings, conversations and rituals

of decision; communication

ExComm debates during the crisis (May and Zelikow, 2002 [2001])

have become famous in the political science and leadership literatures.

The legend emphasises the president’s commitment to open and fearless

exchange, his questioning and probing style (Grint, 2005), his willing-

ness to let his advisers debate for long periods, and his insistence on

thinking through consequences fairly. In legend, meetings were marked

by free and informal exchange without deference or efforts to tell the

president what people thought he wanted to hear, and for debating
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events and information as they happened without being tied rigidly to an

agenda. These things, to the extent that the transcripts can bear out the

legend, are indicators of the kind of ritual order in meetings that is

characteristic of individualistic organisation.

Naturally, legend exaggerates, because that is what legends do and are

supposed to do. ExComm meetings were not without structure or

agenda. There was significant social regulation, as well as considerable

scope for weakening it. The thirteen days show a fairly consistent rhythm

of meetings beginning typically at or around 10 am, allowing participants

time to gather necessary information and briefings from their home

departments beforehand. Meetings would adjourn later, and often be

reconvened at 4, 5 or 6 pm; on a few occasions (Thursday, the 18th,

and Saturday, the 27th, for example), there were late evening meetings

as well.

Typically, meetings began with a more or less formal briefing from one

of the principal advisers or officials. Near the beginning of the Tuesday,

the 16th meeting, Rusk provided the main opening briefing; that

evening, Defense Secretary McNamara presented an initial review of

options. Rusk again led on Thursday, the 18th. On Saturday, the 20th, it

was the turn of the CIA, and the role was given to Ray Cline, deputy

director of intelligence, a non-member. By Monday, the 22nd, ahead of

his broadcast to the nation, the president himself gave the opening

briefing to structure discussion. On Wednesday, the 24th, the CIA chief,

McCone, presented the opening briefing. However, there was much less

formality in response, no consistent pattern in who questioned the

briefer first except when the president himself was in the room and

therefore asked the first questions. No one but the president sought to

force discussion to preset agenda items, except where a prior decision

had been made that required the group to complete a particular task in

order. For example, there were points when Sorensen had to be provided

with enough material to draft a speech or a letter for the president.

The series of briefings gave the ritual order something of the rhythm of

a sequence of sales pitches from rival merchants, as in the ritual form of

the fair.

After the briefings, most interventions were short and pithy, with the

occasional exception of Rusk, who, and especially in the earlier meetings

before he appeared to learn the ritual code, sometimes spoke at length

and formally. Criticism of proposals was delivered typically without

rancour or blame, but in the spirit of fierce competition to persuade

the president of a preferred course.

Informality was, however, the prevailing tenor of the debate. Reveal-

ingly, only Rusk was quite often addressed in ExComm discussions
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by his formal mode of address, as ‘Mr Secretary’ (May and Zelikow

(2002 [2001], liv). This made him one of the few members other than

the Joint Chiefs addressed by his role title rather than by his first name or

even, as in the cases of Bundy, McNamara, Sorensen and Robert

Kennedy, by the abbreviated familiar form of the first name.

Absence of rancour is important in examining the ritual production

of emotion in ExComm. Whereas in the Kremlin, isolate ordering

cultivated alternating phases of resignation and rage in Khrushchev

and deferential acceptance or sullen acquiescence from his colleagues,

the emotional tenor in the ExComm meetings was much more even,

although presidential meetings with the Joint Chiefs were rather differ-

ent. For example, at one point in a meeting with the Joint Chiefs alone,

on Friday, the 19th, General LeMay tartly told the president, ‘You’re in

a pretty bad fix.’ Kennedy replied, ‘You’re in there with me. [Slight

laughter, a bit forced] Personally’ (Naftali and Zelikow, 2002 [2001],

588; cf. Stern, 2003, 126). Furious that the president was leaning

towards blockade, Army Chief of Staff General Earle G. Wheeler

remarked to his colleagues within the tape recorder’s range but after

the end of the Saturday, the 20th, meeting, ‘I never thought I’d live to see

the day when I would want to go to war’ (May and Zelikow, 2002 [2001],

117 and 137). There no such bitterness in full ExComm meetings.

There were, though, moments of great fear and great excitement. The

transcripts show the alarm under which deliberations were conducted,

especially after Thursday, the 25th. Fear briefly gave the president deep

pause at the moment when everything might spiral out of control as a

result of a confrontation at sea. Excitement and relief pervaded the room

when the information was received that some of the major Soviet ships

had stalled. These emotions were generated by external events and

amplified in the ritual process (cf. Collins, 2004). As we should expect

in a fairly individualistic context, they were soon channelled in the course

of less emotionally effervescent work. Instead, the principal emotion

produced was the one that perhaps mattered most, given the adminis-

tration’s overriding objective. This was the feeling of commitment to the

decision made by the president in the light of the groups’ deliberations.

Emotional commitment to the blockade decision was never fully

granted by the enclaved group of military chiefs, with the significant

exception of Taylor. Throughout, Taylor was sceptical of the invasion

proposal. LeMay had given ExComm evidence that the Air Force could

not guarantee the destruction of all the missiles in a first strike. By the

end of the Saturday, the 20th, meeting, Taylor recognised that, in the

minds of the civilian leaders, this was not the argument for comprehen-

sive air strikes and invasion that the Joint Chiefs thought it should be.
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Rather, the civilians regarded it as an argument for not using air strikes

at all unless all other options had been exhausted (McKeown, 2001).

Most important, though, was that the ritual process running through

the debates in ExComm had the underlying structure of extended

exchange between the advisers, and to a lesser degree between the

organisational arms of the executive. McNamara, at Defense, operated

more individualistically than might have been expected in relation to his

military chiefs, with whom he had the profoundest disagreements over

strategy. As he would later do for President Johnson, Rusk changed his

position as he sensed the shifting mood of the president, perhaps some-

what ahead of the preferences of his under-secretaries; he was perhaps

less responsive to departmental views at the State Department itself.

Ritually, for each proposal, counter-proposals were offered, and risks

and even ‘prices’ calculated in terms of potential losses and opportunity

costs. ExComm did not proceed by the kind of ritual order appropriate,

for example, to an analytical modelling exercise (McKeown, 2001,

arguing against Allison and Zelikow, 1999 [1971]).

The Kennedy administration took much greater care over drafting its

written communications with the Soviets than did Khrushchev when

dictating to a stenographer. Some drafts were written in competition

between different groups of ExComm members. All were discussed at

length, with each individual parading their own position in turn, as in

a kind of fair. By contrast with the long, ranting, circuitous, quirky,

hectoring, reproachful and even bitter style of Khrushchev, Kennedy’s

letters were agreed by the team. Those to UN acting Secretary-General

U Thant (appended in Kennedy, 1968) and Khrushchev alike were

short, crisp, sharply determined but largely free from general condem-

nation of their Soviet opponents. The letters were, moreover, largely

uninterested in attributing motivations to the Soviets or Cubans, and

more interested in explaining the USA’s own reasons for action (cf. the

letter of 25 October). These letters showed less interest in the super-

powers’ relative prestige than in specific outcomes vis-à-vis the missiles.

Only after the crisis had abated and attention shifted to implementation

of the accords and the Castro régime’s refusal to accept them, did the

rhetorical style of Kennedy’s letters to Khrushchev change to something

more extended and reproachful (e.g. that of 6 November in Chang and

Kornbluh, 1998).

The reason for Kennedy’s choice of tone and style is that, whereas

Khrushchev, concerned about prestige, hoped to ‘box in’ Kennedy, the

US president wanted to leave his opponent with an exit route; for that

purpose, a rhetoric of humiliation would have been self-defeating. In

short, being specific and instrumental in rhetorical tone and style served
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the administration’s sequentially ordered, specific and instrumental

objectives. Generality, emphasis on blame and prestige in Khrushchev’s

rhetorical style flowed from and served his less sequentially ordered

relationships between reasons and goals as well as his goals. Under

individualistic institutions, particularity, practicality and demonstrating

firmness of purpose is much more important than prestige, whereas the

converse is true in isolate life.

Individualistic political judgement: reasons and goals

The relationship between reasons for action and goals in the strategies

adopted by the Kennedy administration was much more straightforward

and ordered than was the case for Khrushchev. The overriding priorities

for the president, shared by all but the military top brass, were, in order

of importance:

(1) avoiding general war, which was assumed to be likely to escalate into

a nuclear exchange;

(2) removing Soviet medium-rangemissiles fromCuba; in consequence,

they had to find a way that the Soviet leadership could accept

withdrawal without general humiliation;

(3) demonstrating to Khrushchev and the Soviet régime that the

Americans were determined not to be bullied, thereby reversing

the impression that Kennedy feared Khrushchev might have gained

at the 1961 Vienna summit;

(4) by these means, if at all possible, demonstrating to potentially

critical domestic opinion that the administration had secured the

best available outcome for the USA; and

(5) if possible, demonstrating to Western Europe and Turkey that the

USA would not withdraw its support for them and so threaten

the general security just to protect its own position.

Like Khrushchev, the American president had multiple reasons for

his actions. Unlike the Soviet leader, these reasons did not point in

different directions, in the conditions that transpired. Maintaining goal

consistency is always conditional upon facts, opponents’ strategy and

circumstances. Had the Soviets succeeded in installing and making the

missiles operational before detection, it might have been much more

difficult for Kennedy to sustain the consistency of these objectives.

Moreover, because US objectives were more instrumental, problem-

oriented and defensive, consistency was easier to achieve.

Ideally, perhaps Kennedy might have wanted to see the end of the

Castro régime. Yet at no point in the ExComm transcripts did he
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suggest that he saw the crisis as an opportunity to justify an invasion for

that purpose. Certainly, at least some of the military chiefs around

LeMay and Wheeler saw it in just that way. Had Khrushchev not

accepted the terms for withdrawal on the Saturday, the 28th, we cannot

know whether Kennedy would have ordered air strikes and invasion

(the question has been much debated: Bernstein, 1980; Garthoff, 1988;

Scott and Smith, 1994). To do so would certainly have risked general

war. The USA did not know that the Soviets had tactical nuclear

weapons in Cuba, although they may have presumed that there were

some (Coleman, 2007). It is not difficult to think of invasion scenarios

in which they would have been used, perhaps despite Moscow’s insist-

ence on its own authorisation being needed.

His preparedness, had Khrushchev not climbed down, to have Cordier

ask U Thant publicly to propose mutual withdrawal of missiles from

Cuba and Turkey as the basis for a settlement suggests that Kennedy

might have been prepared to compromise the fourth consideration, had

he been forced to do so, by agreeing publicly to the withdrawal of the

Jupiter missiles which he had conceded in private (Bernstein, 1980;

Lipson, 1991; Nash, 1997).

Further showing the consistency of the preference schedule, the

fourth ranked goal was arguably the one with which Kennedy did indeed

take the greatest risks, to pursue those ranked higher. For the Joint

Chiefs, Republican opponents, Democratic congressional critics and

Cuban exiles, the blockade was insufficiently tough. In November,

Kennedy would resist Soviet demands for an explicit non-invasion

pledge and a written promise of the Turkish withdrawal, and he would

extend the removal demand to the Il-28 bombers. This toughening of

the administration’s policy in November may have been driven partly by

domestic political imperatives.

The most important factor effectively enabling the Kennedy adminis-

tration to maintain conditions in which its reasons for action could

remain consistent with its goals, however, was the less sequentially

ordered relationship between Khrushchev’s reasons for action and his

goals, which led to his retreat.

Several plausible accounts can be given of the factors that weighed

most with Kennedy by Monday, the 22nd, in choosing blockade without

negotiation. We lack information about the president’s own reflections

away from ExComm that would enable us to choose between these

factors. However, no plausible account makes ExComm a cipher. Nor

could it have been a simple coincidence that by the end of the Saturday,

the 20th, meeting, General Maxwell Taylor had recognised that he and

his fellow military chiefs were failing to convince the civilians of the case
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for attack and that Kennedy moved significantly that weekend towards

choosing blockade but without negotiations.

The decision to blockade did not emerge from a bargain, based on any

quid pro quo. Rather, it was an option accepted by a loose coalition of

people who each, for different reasons, otherwise would have liked

perhaps to have taken harder and softer action. They could unite around

it, even if they could not enthusiastically embrace it. It was not the safest

option,4 nor did it conform closely with international law. But, if escal-

ation risk could be controlled, it foreclosed fewer future options than

other decisions might have. Escalation to air strikes or invasion remained

available, should the blockade and political pressure on the Soviets not

suffice to bring about their retreat. The blockade’s justification was

pragmatic, not principled, even if Robert Kennedy could make prin-

cipled objections to the option of a surprise air attack.

The choice of the blockade, then, reflects a style of political judgement

shaped by individualistic institutions. It reflected limited goals, instru-

mentality, avoiding foreclosing options, and trying to preserve condi-

tions under which relationships between reasons and goals can remain

sequentially ordered, and it emerged from an effort to sustain consensus

in the civilian part of the administration as long as possible.

Deception and bluff were, as we have seen, at the core of Khrushchev’s

improvisatory strategy in his repeatedly brinkmanship. The Kennedy

administration engaged in deception too. Perhaps the least serious

example was the decision not to reveal its discovery of the missile sites

for almost a week until it had decided how to respond. Much the most

serious, however, was the cover-up of the withdrawal of the Jupiter

missiles. That deception was sustained for years, only being revealed

towards the end of the 1960s, principally in Robert Kennedy’s memoir

dictated shortly before his assassination. The issue here is not whether

the lie was morally any different from Khrushchev’s lies. Rather, it is

whether the form, character and organisation of the deception involved

in the cover-up exhibit fundamental differences in judgement style

from Khrushchev’s.

There are indeed critical contrasts, not in morality of deception, but in

strategy. Kennedy’s general policy towards the Soviet Union was not

based on deceit. Indeed, in not contradictingMcNamara’s andGilpatric’s

public admissions that the USA had more missiles than the USSR,

contrary to his own presidential campaign slogan about the ‘missile

gap’, Kennedy abandoned a deception-based nuclear policy. Moreover,

the cover-up was not a gambler’s bluff with an opponent, as Khrushchev’s

lies were. It was aimed at the domestic audience and at the NATO allies,

not at the antagonist state. The cover-up was the USA’s own part in a deal
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with the Soviets that effectively gave it the upper hand, and where its

antagonist was entirely privy to the truth. Kennedy’s lie was strategic and

bargaining-based; Khrushchev’s Micawberish lies formed part of a strat-

egy of imposition, not bargaining. In the manner of their lies, the two

governments replicated their own informal social and political organisa-

tion as significantly institutionally individualistic and isolate respectively.

Risk stance in the domain of losses

Prospect theorists such as Haas (2001) are correct that the Kennedy

administration was operating in the domain of losses. The administration

had, for example, blundered its way into the crisis, and faced significant

criticism in the USA itself. To the extent that, during the crisis week, all

three governments (and the rest of the world) faced the real possibility of

nuclear destruction, the prospective domain of losses was very deep for

them all.

Perhaps at least as important as the prospect of losses from the deci-

sion at hand was the administration’s experience over the previous year

and a half. The administration’s civil defence legislation was unpopular

and even subject to some ridicule at home. Kennedy faced increasingly

sharp criticism from major African-American organisations for failing to

support civil rights – in particular, for not supporting the Freedom

Riders convincingly. Several major pieces of legislation had been lost in

Congress. The administration had incurred the fury of business interests

by facing down the steel companies over counter-inflationary pay deals:

there were allegations of statism and worse (Dallek, 2003). Internation-

ally, Khrushchev had been seen to snub the American president at the

1961 Vienna summit; the domestic press had described it as a ‘disaster’

for Kennedy. The Berlin crisis had passed off without military incident;

but it had only subsided without real resolution. Talks on Berlin between

Rusk and Gromyko had led nowhere. De Gaulle’s France was no more

helpful in NATO to Kennedy than it had been to Eisenhower. In Laos,

despite major efforts, nothing had been achieved, and the administration

was no nearer to understanding just how critical the country was either

to Moscow or Beijing. The growing commitment to the corrupt,

unpopular and ineffective Diem government in South Vietnam was

causing disquiet in the press. The pretence could not long have been

sustained that the USA was not leading the fight against the Viet Cong.

The Soviet Union had defied the American president’s initiative by

resuming nuclear testing and refusing to sign a test ban treaty.

Cuban policy problems were merely the capstone upon the edifice of

Kennedy’s policy losses by late 1962. Shortly after coming into office,
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Kennedy had authorised the military to help the Cuban exiles attempt

an invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs. The USA had armed and trained

them, and provided transport. Kennedy had decided not to provide

air cover or any further backup for them, so that Castro’s army was

relatively easily able to defeat, kill and capture them, without the Cuban

revolutionary state facing a major threat. For Kennedy, it had been a

political as well as a military disaster and one that he felt keenly and

bitterly. It affected his mood and self-image for a long time. Even after

this, little else in Kennedy’s Cuban subsequent policy had been success-

ful. The president could surely only be thankful that the absurdities and

failures of the sabotage programme, Operation Mongoose, were still

secret. Soviet deployment of nuclear missiles in Cuba rendered the

American president’s position particularly weak, and his credibility for

determined and effective response to Soviet pressure was at a particu-

larly low ebb (Dallek, 2003, 328–534). He admitted to Robert Kennedy

that should he fail to convince domestic opinion of the toughness of his

response, he could have faced impeachment.

So far, the prospect theory account captures something important.

But not much further. Kennedy was certainly not operating so deeply in

the domain of losses as Khrushchev was. Even the remote possibility of

successful impeachment hardly represented a ‘precipice behind’ him

of the order of magnitude that Khrushchev faced. In October 1962,

Kennedy had no reason to expect assassination for his Cuban policy.

Whatever the change in coverage of the US mainland afforded by

the Cuban deployment, the quantitative missile gap hugely favoured

the USA. So did the technological advantage in speed of action. The

Kennedy administration was fairly sure that the Soviets understood this,

even if Khrushchev had to deny it in public. One reason that Kennedy

may have devoted such close attention during the thirteen days to the

tightest control over local military action that might trigger conflict may

have been a probably reasonable belief that the USA could, with some

effort, achieve greater control over risks generated by its forces than

could Moscow. Moscow’s communications with Pliyev’s forces, the

submarines, their shipping in the Atlantic and, above all, the Cuban

military were much weaker. More fundamentally, difficult as congres-

sional pressure was, Kennedy’s democratic mandate and the division of

powers also provided him with a margin of domestic credibility that

reinforced his room for manoeuvre; there was no analogue in the Soviet

Union. Finally, if all else failed, Kennedy had a fallback position that he

could, albeit with difficulty, have sustained with some credibility. Even

the Cordier manoeuvre, had it been needed, need not have been cata-

strophic: there was still time before the election to retrieve the domestic
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political damage that it would have brought about. Khrushchev had no

fallback. As ExComm discussed at length, the Turkish generals would

certainly have felt badly let down. Yet the Jupiter missiles were obsolete,

easy and immobile targets, and few in number, and a comparable

nuclear umbrella could be extended fairly quickly from US submarines

in the eastern Mediterranean. Probably, other assets could have been

offered to mollify the Turks. Moreover, as Kennedy himself pointedly

reminded ExComm, many people in the rest of the world would prob-

ably have seen the withdrawal of the Cuban and Turkish forward deploy-

ments as a fair deal.

The Kennedy administration was therefore less constrained and less

deeply in the domain of losses than the Soviet government. Kennedy

had resources to conserve and options that he could keep open. Once

Khrushchev’s government had committed missiles to Cuba, its polit-

ical options were already drastically limited. Hence a more cautious

strategy was entirely to be expected from the American administration.

Khrushchev appears not to have anticipated that accepting the missiles

as a fait accompli was, as the president’s remark to his brother that he

would likely have faced impeachment reminds us, probably, politically,

the riskiest strategy open to the Kennedy administration. As an impro-

vising isolate concerned with general prestige rather than with more

specific goals, he was anyway less focused upon anticipation than his

American antagonists. Moreover, like the Kennedy administration in

the opposite direction, Khrushchev assumed his opponents to be in a

similar institutional context to his own.

Prospect theory argues that in the domain of losses, people will take

great risks. If Kennedy was less deeply in that domain than Khrushchev,

presumably he should be expected to take lower risks. Yet the blockade

option was by no means a low-risk one. It was merely differently risky.

It postponed the need to face some of the greatest risks. It allowed time

for communication without formal negotiation. That carried domestic

political risks. It transferred direct control of other risks to the Navy and

Air Force. ExComm monitored developments at sea with close atten-

tion. Its members appreciated that the Soviet leader’s decision to run the

blockade and to treat any boarding as an act of war, and their own

decision to ask the Navy to try to surface Soviet submarines, could lead

at any time to skirmishes which might escalate beyond control. More

fundamentally, though, prospect theory cannot help us to predict just

which risks people in the domain of losses might run, of all those

available. The present theory predicts that they will choose ones that

maintain greatest recognition for their own social organisation. Thus, an

individualistically ordered government should prefer to run risks that
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enable it, should they pay off, to operate in the manner that it best

understands. This was indeed the great merit of the blockade. It created

both time for general bargaining and a focus for particular bargains over

particular ships that would open up a more fundamental conversation

with the Soviet leadership about the missiles. Choosing risks that keep

open opportunities for bargaining is precisely what the theory expects

under individualistic institutions.

Having won the presidential election of 1960 by the narrowest of

margins against Richard Milhouse Nixon and without solid loyalty

from Democrats, Kennedy had to hold together his fragile political

coalition. He had detached some Republicans (Bundy, McCone, Dillon)

to serve in his administration; they had only personal loyalty to him. By

October 1962, Kennedy was concerned with his own re-election pros-

pects. He hinted to his dwindling numbers of African-American sup-

porters that only when re-elected would he feel sufficiently emboldened

to tackle civil rights. Were domestic electoral considerations on his mind

in the decisions in the Cuban crisis? The question is usually asked, with

the implication that, if they were, this would have been improper or

ignoble. But that is neither true nor the reason for asking it here. It is silly

to complain of politicians in democracies that they take account of what

the public generally and their own supporters in particular will accept

(Hurd, 1979, 35–36), whether in foreign policy matters or anything else.

The issue is important only here in explaining the judgement style

exhibited in the Cuban crisis.

Paterson and Brophy (1986) argue that the November congressional

elections were a key consideration, pointing to Treasury Secretary Dillon’s

note to White House speechwriter Ted Sorensen on 18 October pointing

out the risk of Republican domination of the House in November if the

administration were perceived to have been insufficiently tough on the

Soviets and Cubans. These authors admit that the Democrats were not

doing especially badly before the Cuban crisis, a fact which might have

made the congressional elections a slightly less salient issue. Brugioni

(1991 [1990], 456) points out that on the 27th, at the height of the crisis,

Kennedy was sufficiently concerned about Richard Nixon’s guberna-

torial campaign for California to talk about it with Nelson Rockefeller,

governor of New York. Nowhere in the ExComm transcripts does either

the president or his brother, the attorney-general, refer directly to electoral

considerations. Some commentators conclude from this that Kennedy

was able and willing to insulate his Cuban policy from his re-election

strategy, and perhaps even willing to risk electoral unpopularity, if he

had to. Prior to the decision to establish the blockade, domestic political

considerations were rarely referred to. Yet domestic politics generally, even
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if not framed in narrowly re-electoral terms, certainly did enter into the

discussions (Weisbrot, 2001). ExComm did discuss the limited extent to

which the government could practically protect civilians in the southern

and coastline cities from attack, should hostilities break out. This suggests

that Kennedy was far from convinced that any initial popularity of military

action would be sustained, should war break out, and should he not be

seen to have taken all reasonable efforts to avoid it. Domestic political

considerations explicitly entered ExComm debates about the general

American perception of the threat represented by the missiles. Kennedy’s

arguments against his advisers on Saturday, the 27th, in favour of agreeing

to withdraw the Jupiter missiles from Turkey have prominence in one

consideration in particular. He pointed out thatmany people would regard

a deal onmissile withdrawal from countries adjacent to each superpower as

fair and reasonable. Kennedy pointed out that it would seem especially

reasonable to European allies, who had had to live with a nearby Soviet

threat for many years. But it would bewrong to think that public opinion in

the European allies was the principal category of popular sentiment

that Kennedy had in mind. It seems likely that he was also exploring his

understanding of domestic responses.

The Cordier manoeuvre was a fallback only to be used should the

crisis have continued into the following week. Because Khrushchev

agreed to withdraw the missiles on Sunday, 28 October, the text was

never used (Blight and Welch, 1989). Presumably, Kennedy calculated

that it would have seemed better in US public opinion for the president

to accept such a proposal from the UN than to be seen to propose it as a

concession extracted under Soviet pressure, so conceding the impotence

of the blockade.

More generally, Kennedy’s decisions during the crisis exhibited cau-

tion, not risk-seeing; he sought to avoid foreclosing options. This likely

reflected his judgement of what US public opinion would come, later on,

to regard more highly than the military action that might have been

popular in some quarters, in late October. That ExComm gave limited

time to talking about domestic considerations is not especially surpris-

ing, given the urgency of the situation: it was a crisis executive not a

political committee. At any rate, domestic considerations in favour of

blockade or communication by letter did not contradict foreign and

military ones, or threaten the consistency of reasons and goals or the

ordering of the preference schedule.

We expect an individualistic organisation to cultivate a more

anticipatory style of coming to judgement than would isolate ordering.

Khrushchev seems to have asked far fewer detailed questions of a pro-

spective rather than a retrospective kind about the military operations in
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the Atlantic and the Caribbean than did Kennedy. Although for the most

part, the American president did not seek to micro-manage the military

operations, he asked hard questions about the disposition of fighter and

bomber aircraft on US airfields, about the rules of engagement at sea,

about the discretion given to front-line officers, and about the likely

chances of success of air strikes. By contrast, Khrushchev had to be

persuaded by an alarmed Mikoyan to give time at a Praesidium meeting

to Admiral Gorshkov to inform them of the risks facing Soviet submar-

ines in the Caribbean. But the questions were Mikoyan’s, not the

chairman’s. On being told of the shooting down of the U-2 over Cuba,

Khrushchev demanded an explanation and fumed a little in retrospect,

but in general he allowed Malinovsky and the military to run Operation

Anadyr without detailed questioning or unasked-for decision-making

from him at every stage. He was provided with a steady stream of reports

and was consulted on key issues such as the terms of engagement. Once

at the height of the crisis, Khrushchev took the initiative to clarify those

terms in respect of reserving the authority to fire nuclear weapons, but,

for the most part, his relationship with the military during the crisis was

much less intrusive than was Kennedy’s. We know of no occasion when

Khrushchev or any senior civilian authorised to act for him overrode

military chiefs in the way that McNamara felt that he had to with

Admiral Anderson (McNamara in Blight and Welch, 1989, 63–64;

Dallek, 2003, 562–563, citing various sources). Khrushchev felt no need

aggressively to assert against his top brass civilian control of decisions

aboutmilitary escalation in theatre. Since bothKennedy andKhrushchev

had seen action in the Second World War, these differences do not

reflect personal experience, although Kennedy’s disillusion with the

US military was certainly deeper than any that Khrushchev felt from

time to time with his own generals. By contrast, in the Castro revolu-

tionary régime, the distinction between civilian and military leadership

was not heavily marked. Castro and his comrades had several years’

recent experience of low-level guerrilla conflict and a few months of

outright confrontation with Batista’s forces in 1958. His national

army and militia had achieved victory at the Bay of Pigs in 1961 over

CIA-backed exiles, whom Kennedy had denied direct US air support.

This experience gave Castro confidence in October 1962 that he could

take direct charge of the island’s defences against possible US air attack

and invasion.

Perhaps the most fundamental point about Kennedy’s and

McNamara’s framing of losses in the missile crisis is made by Craig

(1998, 152–162). In opposition and during his presidential campaign,

Kennedy had been critical of Eisenhower’s absolute commitment to
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inflexibility in nuclear doctrine. Eisenhower had refused to consider

arguments from within his own administration for what would come to

be called ‘flexible response’. He insisted that escalation from small,

regional wars to general war would be rapid and uncontrollable,

rendering ‘flexibility’ meaningless. Kennedy and McNamara inherited

contingency plans for the use of nuclear weapons which assumed

that the USA would quickly move to all-out nuclear attack on the

Soviet Union, with the aim of complete destruction. Eisenhower

adopted this with the aim trying to avoid nuclear war, by ensuring

that the US plans could only mean that any use would be so damaging

as to be unthinkable. In his first year and a half in office, McNamara

had worked assiduously to try to get his department to produce con-

tingency plans and a nuclear doctrine of flexibility. Yet, faced with

the immediate threat of nuclear war in October 1962, in substance,

Kennedy and McNamara entirely abandoned any idea of flexible

response. Instead, they focused on avoiding general war, fearing pre-

cisely as Eisenhower had that any use of nuclear weapons, however

modest, would quickly lead to unstoppable escalation. ‘Flexible

response’ had been envisaged as a strategy to enable control and

bargaining – one model of individualistic organisation in crises. Aban-

doning it did not mean abandoning individualism. On the contrary,

Kennedy and McNamara abandoned it because they felt that it had

failed the instrumental test: it did not in practice open up the space for

bargaining and flexibility they wanted.

Strategy under individualistic institutions

Strategy for the Kennedy administration, and in particular for ExComm

over the thirteen days, involved anticipating possible consequences of

actions and antagonists’ possible responses. Goals remained sequentially

ordered in relation to reasons for action, a condition maintained as

scrupulously under individualistic organisation as circumstances permit.

But all the options carried risks, differing mainly in the scope they

opened up before the worst harms might arise. The administration

developed a reasonably sequentially ordered preference schedule, down

which it could move if compelled.

Certainly, there were limits to the extent and quality of anticipation

in ExComm. True, the sophistication of political contingency planning

carried out in ExComm was limited by comparison with the modelling

exercises of later decades of the Cold War (McKeown, 2001). Argu-

ably, ExComm should have anticipated the blockade’s effects on

American assets, even if they could hardly be criticised for failing to
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anticipate Soviet responses. For example, Garthoff (1989, 69–70)

points out that very little thought had been given to the plight of

American registered ships already within the exclusion zone at the time

of the announcement. Polmar and Gresham (2006) argue that, after

the 4 September presidential statement, the decision not to authorise

further U-2 flights over Cuba reflected a major failure in anticipation.

Nevertheless, strategic anticipation was a central task for discussion,

repeatedly returned to, and given particular importance by the president

himself.

The contrast between ExComm’s commitment to anticipation and

the Kremlin’s more resilience-based approach in the Kremlin is very

marked. It is theoretically important, because some scholars argue that

anticipation should be expected to be found in hierarchical, and resilience-

based approaches found in individualistic, contexts (e.g. Wildavsky,

1988). The argument in Chapter 3 implies that this is mistaken. There

are good reasons for people who must behave instrumentally, who

must work in either bargaining or in patron–client organisations, or

who operate in competitive environments to engage in fairly extensive

anticipation. By contrast, isolates, who cannot rely on their anticipa-

tions being practically useful, for whom opportunities and constraints

alike are imposed on them with limited power themselves to control

them, will find little value for anticipation. Equally, people in enclaved

organisations, whose principles commit them to certain courses, come

what may, have little need for it.5

Indeed, under hierarchical institutions, it is considered simply

unacceptable to treat some possibilities outside the approved zone with

cool calculation of risks and costs, and purely instrumental anticipation.

For example, Robert Kennedy argued that a surprise air attack on Cuba

as advocated by General LeMay would be tantamount to the USA

perpetrating the kind of crime that Japanese Prime Minister Tojo had

ordered from Admiral Yamamoto at Pearl Harbor in 1941 and that it

was incompatible with US traditions. The argument was framed in ways

that appealed to hierarchical strands in the institutional hybrid in the

administration.

Category formation and anomaly management

Framing Soviet demands

A key problem for the Kennedy administration from the discovery of

missiles was to find appropriate framing and categories for such a major

anomaly in their understanding of US–Soviet relations.
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The president was baffled about Soviet motives and therefore about

how to frame and categorise the nature of the Soviet démarche. On

Tuesday, the 16th, in a meeting with his closest advisers, Kennedy

said:

After all, Khrushchev demonstrated a sense of caution over Laos, Berlin, he’s
been cautious. (May and Zelikow, 2002 [2001], 67; Stern, 2003, 86)

A little later in the same meeting, he admitted (p. 69):

Well, it’s a goddamn mystery to me. I don’t know enough about the Soviet
Union, but if anybody can tell me any other time since the Berlin blockade
[1947–8] where the Russians have given us so clear a provocation, I don’t know
when it’s been. Because they’ve been awfully cautious, really.6

The US response to the anomaly on Monday, the 22nd, was, in terms of

the theoretical menu of ways of dealing with anomalies and monsters set

out in Chapter 3, a complicated one. The core demand was for removal,

which, had it been backed by huge force, would have suggested one of

simple ‘monster barring’. However, it would be too quick an analysis to

suggest that this was the principal form of the response. For when Vice

President Lyndon Johnson on 16 October advocated monster barring

with all-out attack as soon as the military chiefs could present a feasible

plan (May and Zelikow, 2002 [2001], 46–47), the Kennedy brothers

immediately reacted by trying to broaden the range of options, to out-

flank the vice president’s case. By the time the blockade had emerged as

the favoured option, Kennedy and his advisers had accepted that it

would not be enough to secure the missiles’ removal. By Saturday, the

27th, Kennedy appeared to be hinting that he might have to make

concessions to secure their removal, and this can best be understood as

a form of ‘monster adjustment’. Above all, his view was that if the

Soviets were given to understand that the only line for retreat was one

of humiliation, then they would be much less likely to take it, or, at any

rate, if they were forced to take it, the next crisis would only be much

more serious. In this sense, Kennedy was if anything more determined

than many of his advisers, with the possible exception of McNamara, to

avoid a response of simple monster barring. For this reason, he was

willing to be patient for the several months after the October crisis that

it required to ensure the completion of the agreement. The military

chiefs were most determined to attempt monster barring by forcibly

destroying the missile installations, even risking war. They also wanted

to combine it with a measure of monster exploitation within the adminis-

tration in taking the opportunity to advocate the invasion of Cuba and

the overthrowing of the Castro régime.
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Only one aspect of the strategy finally adopted showed any element

of monster exploitation by Kennedy and his civilian advisers. This

hardening of the policy stance, after Khrushchev’s second letter of

27 October, signalled to Khrushchev their firmness of resolve and refusal

to accept bullying. It contained more adjustment than appears at sight,

with secondary elements of exploitation to demonstrate determination.

Monster-barring was only a subsidiary element. This is consistent with

the general hypothesis that the administration’s own informal institu-

tional ordering was a ground bass of hierarchy with an overlaid melody

of individualism, and enclave only in the hard-line elements. There was

no part of the Kennedy administration’s response that exhibited monster

acceptance in the isolate register, as Khrushchev hoped, and as he had

had to show in relation to US bases.

By Monday, the 22nd, Kennedy had set his administration to walk a

tightrope. They had to engage in monster adjustment but to present it to

the world as monster barring. They had to convince Khrushchev for the

future that its strategy represented monster adjustment only in minor

and subaltern aspects of what was a generally monster-barring strategy.

By contrast, Khrushchev was effectively strongly constrained by the

end of the crisis simply to accept the anomaly of his own withdrawal

of missiles from Cuba under the glare of publicity. Yet the American

withdrawal of missiles from Turkey had to be done by secret agreement

that would be declared void if the Soviets made it public. This left

another anomaly: the Soviet régime had failed to challenge the US

classification of forward deployments of Soviet medium-range missiles

in Cuba as ‘offensive’, yet it still tried to classify its own forward deploy-

ments of American medium-range missiles, albeit of obsolete design, in

Turkey as ‘defensive’.

Khrushchev’s framing of this issue after the October crisis was not

entirely one of resigned acceptance. Rather it was resentful acceptance,

provisionally, until some new opportunity might arise. Prevented from

publicly announcing the US concession over the Jupiter missiles in

Turkey, Khrushchev’s domestic grandstanding effectively reflected a

mix of acceptance and adjustment. He claimed that the overall strategic

balance was improving by the securing of Cuba against invasion,

but dressed his acceptance and climbdown as successful avoidance of

general war.

Categorising issue linkage

For most of the crisis, Kennedy’s advisers thought constantly about issue

linkage, but always as something they expected the Soviet Union to
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attempt to impose upon them, not as something which the USA could

itself seek to impose. The most that Kennedy tried to do was to limit the

tightness of the issue linkage pressed upon him by the Soviet leader.

Thus, he imposed a secrecy clause backed with a threat of denial and

voiding of the agreement if the Soviets made the Turkish missile with-

drawal public. Only after the October crisis had abated did he feel able to

contemplate attempting issue linkages of his own with Khrushchev.

This requires no particularly sophisticated explanation. The Cuban

deployment was a Soviet démarche; having to respond, the USA had

no very obvious other issues with which it could readily insist upon

linkage. Had the Kennedy administration tried to counter the Cuban

deployment with threats elsewhere in the world, either they would not

have been credible and effective in securing Soviet withdrawal (e.g. in

South-East Asia) or they could only have been made credible by the use

of force that would have risked general war. Nor could the USA hope to

use Khrushchev’s climbdown over Cuba as an opportunity to add many

extra or unrelated demands, without making a solution even more

difficult. Kennedy’s recognition that he had to allow Khrushchev an

exit route was inconsistent with any attempt to impose issue linkage

on the Soviets.

In the week after discovery, ExComm devoted time to speculating

about whether and how far Khrushchev would attempt to link a settle-

ment in Cuba with US retreat over Berlin. Later in the second week, the

central issue was Soviet linkage with demands for withdrawal of the

Turkish missiles. As we shall see below, the particular manner in which

these possibilities for issue linkage were framed in the ExComm

debates was especially reflective of its underlying informal individual-

istic institutional character.

Under individualistic institutions, we expect issue linkage, even

when imposed by antagonists, to be framed as a competitive process,

open for negotiation. The possibility that the Cuban deployment might

be an attempt to engage in issue linkage was explored from the time of

discovery. A fortnight before the discovery, Kennedy called a meeting,

for 29 September, about relations with Soviet Union generally, with

two former ambassadors to Moscow, Charles Bohlen and Llewellyn

Thompson. By the end of September, the conventional military

buildup in Cuba was public knowledge and already the subject of

some US-Soviet confrontation. At this meeting, Kennedy identified

possible links between the Soviet military buildup in Cuba and the

state of the ongoing Berlin crisis. The president focused as much on

Khrushchev’s most recent letter making minatory noises about Berlin

as on the circumstances on the ground in Cuba. His own framing was
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principally to think about how far the Kremlin might or might not

anticipate the US reaction, presuming that the other side engaged in

issue linkage with as much anticipation as the US administration

reasoned about its decisions. However, the categories used were vague

and general:

They must know that it [military buildup in Cuba] . . . I thought that one reason
why they [unclear] Berlin because we’d take a reprisal against Cuba . . . they want
to make that as difficult as possible. (May and Zelikow, 2001 [2001], 23–24)

Well, why would they build up Cuba? Why would . . . I mean he must . . . if he
calculates correctly, he must realise that what’s happened in Cuba this summer
makes it much more difficult for us to accept any, to engage ourselves now to
have a deal over Berlin. (25–26)

When Kennedy put the question a second time, Bohlen answered that he

doubted that the issue linkage in Kremlin thinking between Cuba and

Berlin was particularly close or strategic.7

Once photographic intelligence became available on Tuesday, 16

October, and the president was informed, a first meeting of advisers

was convened at 11.50 am. Rusk first introduced categories that

become central to the Kennedy administration’s framing of the

possibility of issue linkage. These were the terms, ‘bargaining’ and

‘trading’. Interestingly and prophetically, he introduced these terms

in making a suggestion that the USA should find ways to communicate

to Castro that the Soviets were using Cuba as a counter in a larger game

of exchange and that this would lead to a Soviet betrayal of Cuba.

He borrowed the terms from a piece of newspaper reporting and

speculative commentary:

You saw the [New York] Times story yesterday morning that high Soviet officials
were saying ‘We’ll trade Cuba for Berlin.’ (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 405)

However, Rusk also had other kinds of framing for possible issue linkage,

borrowed from the intelligence community rather than the media:

Mr President, about why the Soviets are doing this, Mr [John] McCone [CIA
Director] suggested some weeks ago that one thing Mr Khrushchev may have in
mind is that he knows that we have substantial nuclear superiority, but he also
knows we don’t really live under fear of his nuclear weapons to the extent that he
has to live under fear of ours.
Also, we have nuclear weapons nearby, in Turkey and places like that. (Naftali

and Zelikow, 2001, 410)

Rusk’s remark pointed to the strategic balance rationale, but also sug-

gested that the nature of the issue linkage might not be so much one of

bargaining as of balancing immediacy of countervailing threats.
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Returning to the question of linkage with Berlin, Rusk showed that his

categories were not yet fully consistent, for he advised the president

as follows:

For the first time, I’m beginning really to wonder whether maybeMr Khrushchev
is entirely rational about Berlin [acting UN Secretary-General] U Thant has
talked about his ‘obsession’ with it. (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 411)8

Lack of rationality, if Rusk meant the attribution literally, was hardly

consistent with a ‘trading’ strategy. The Secretary of State then immedi-

ately appeared to return to assuming Khrushchev to be rational, but he

introduced an alternative framing, using a category of issue linkage as

decoy and distraction for military action in a second theatre:

But they may be thinking that they can either bargain Berlin and Cuba against
each other, or that they can provoke us into some kind of action in Cuba which
would give an umbrella for them to take action with respect to Berlin. In other
words, like the Suez-Hungary combination [in 1956]. If they could provoke us
into action, then the world would be confused and they would have what they
consider to be justification for making a move somewhere else. (Naftali and
Zelikow, 2001, 411)

The decoy framing of issue linkage later dropped out of the ExComm

debates, when no evidence appeared of Soviet mobilisation in the

European or other theatres of Cold War conflict.

National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy seemed to change the

‘bargaining’ category in his intervention at the same meeting when

he suggested that Berlin and Cuba were asymmetrically weighted. In

his view, bargaining would threaten the cohesiveness of the NATO

alliance. He referred to

the certainty that the Germans would feel that we were jeopardising Berlin
because of our concern over Cuba. (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 412)

As the meeting on 16 October proceeded, the possibility implicit in

Bundy’s thought that any issue linkage with Berlin might be retaliatory

and military in character, rather than strategic and diplomatically

bargained, began to worry the president. By the 6.30 pm meeting that

evening, he began to think through the consequences of a US air strike

in Cuba, which now appeared unlikely to destroy all the warheads. He

speculated:

Then they just begin to build up those air bases there, and then put more and
more. I suppose they really. . . Then they start getting ready to squeeze us in
Berlin. (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 441)

Category formation and anomaly management 227

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C  B9  ,1  
. 3 7 8B :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 3 4B 97 2 7BC D 03 /3 3D C 4 75D D D:7 3 4B 97 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


This raised the possibility of counter-blockade in West Berlin. In turn

this occupied some discussion in subsequent days, when the blockade

option came to be explored.

Later on the sameday, 16October, the StateDepartment again began to

firm up the category of ‘trading’. This time, Under-Secretary George Ball

took the framing further. He first moved the concept of the bargaining into

the arena of ‘gaming’, by chaining it to theword ‘ploy’. Speaking about how

Khrushchevmight have intended to operate at the forthcomingNovember

meeting at the UN, Ball offered the following speculation. The second

sentence quoted below asserted the category of trading very forcefully,

treating it as if it were a fully defined diplomatic technical term:

Or possibly [Khrushchev will] use it to trade something in Berlin, saying he’ll
disarm Cuba if we’ll yield some of our interests in Berlin and some arrangement
for it. I mean that – it’s a trading ploy. (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 451)

Kennedy was not immediately convinced, as his subsequent ‘goddamn

mystery to me’ (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 458) statement showed.

When the advisers reconvened on Thursday, the 18th, two of them

returned the president to the possibility of retaliatory issue linkage

rather than ‘trading’ concessions. Former Ambassador Thompson sug-

gested the risk that air strikes against missiles in Cubawould bematched

by Soviet air strikes against American Jupiter sites in Turkey. The under-

secretary at the Department of State for political affairs, U. Alexis

Johnson, pointed out the risk that a US blockade of Cuba would be the

subject of a ‘counter’ (again, a gaming category), which would be a

Soviet blockade of West Berlin like that of 1947–8 (Naftali and Zelikow,

2001, 534).

A further major step in the firming up of the category of ‘trading’

occurred in the Thursday, the 18th, meeting when for the first time the

notion of a ‘price’ was introduced. The term was first used by

McNamara when he opened up some previously unconsidered risks with

the option of air strikes:

mcnamara : . . . And therefore the question really is, are we willing to pay some
kind of substantial price to eliminate these missiles? I think the price is going
to be high. It may be worth paying to eliminate the missiles. But I think we
must assume it’s going to be high – the very least it will be will be to remove
the missiles in Italy and Turkey. I doubt we could settle [the problem] for
that.

dillon : Well, I think they’ll take Berlin. (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 539)

After some brief circuiting of other issues, President Kennedy remarked,

The point is, he’s probably going to grab Berlin anyway.
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to which Under-Secretary Alexis Johnson, surprisingly, responded,

We pay that price.9 (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 539)

By this stage, then, the two forms of ‘bargaining’ framing of issue

linkage had been united by the introduction of the concept of a ‘price’.

One is strategic and oriented to the diplomatic settlement by mutual

concession both to withdraw forward deployment of missiles. The other

treats issue linkage as retaliatory action by way of blockade or invasion

of West Berlin for blockade or invasion of Cuba. Category formation

for issue linkage is effectively complete. For the remainder of that

meeting, McNamara continues to emphasise the term ‘price’, ritually

and rhetorically impressing the fixity of the category among the

ExComm members.

Interestingly, the president did not immediately adopt the language of

price in his own thinking about the risks of retaliation in Berlin. In his

dictated note of that evening, he described the possibility of Soviet

blockade or invasion of Berlin as a ‘reprisal’ (Naftali and Zelikow,

2001, 576). Instead, he began to the use the alternative framing of a

game (building on the earlier use of ‘ploy’), rather than a transaction,

when describing Bundy’s advice (at this stage, still a few days from the

height of the crisis; Bundy changed his mind subsequently) for caution

before action, as follows:

He [Bundy] felt we would be better off to merely take note of the existence of
these missiles, and to wait until the crunch comes in Berlin, and not play what he
thought might be the Soviet game. (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 577)

Indeed, ExComm remained focused on Berlin as a possible principal

Soviet objective of the Cuban deployment for some days (e.g. Gribkov

and Smith, 1994, 97–116).

For present purposes, we need not trace the use of gaming, trading and

bargaining languages for categorising issue linkage so closely over the days

following Thursday, the 18th, for by then the category formation and

fixing process was complete. Thereafter, they were used as if they were

entirely straightforward and obvious in meaning, even in briefing congres-

sional leaders on the 22nd. We need only ‘fast forward’ to the debates on

Saturday, the 27th, the last day of the crisis before the climbdown.

Kennedy was by then insisting on the only part of the issue linkage he

felt able to risk, namely the secrecy of his concession over the agreement

to withdraw the Jupiter missiles from Turkey. Examining a draft letter that

could be sent to Khrushchev, he summarised the issue before him.

I think we’ve got two questions. One is, do we want to have these conversations
go on about Turkey and these other matters while there’s a sort of standstill in
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Cuba. Or do we want to say that we won’t talk about Turkey and these other
matters until they’ve settled the Cuban crisis. I think these are two separate
positions.10

And I don’t think we’re going to get there. They are not going to announce
that [once] they have taken a public position. Obviously, they’re not going to
settle the Cuban question until they get some compensation on Cuba.11

Thatbeing true, I think thebestpositionnow,withhimandpublicly, is tosaywe’re
glad to discuss this matter [Turkey] and this whole question of verification, and all
the rest once we get a positive indication that they have ceased their work in Cuba.
Otherwise, what we’re really saying is: we won’t discuss Turkey until they settle

Cuba. And I think that he will come then come back and say that the United
States has refused his offer. Now I don’t think that is as good a position as saying
that we’d be glad to discuss his offer, if we can get a standstill in Cuba. Because
that puts us in a much stronger position because most people will think his offer
is rather reasonable. (Stern, 2003, 316; Zelikow and May, 2001, 397–8)

And later,

alexis johnson : The only question I would like to raise about that is it really
injects Turkey as a quid pro quo for. . .

bundy : That’s my worry about it.

president kennedy : No, but negotiations. . .12The point is thatwe are not in a
position today tomake a trade: that is number one.Andwewon’t be.The trade
may bemade in three or four days. I don’t know.We have to wait and see what
the Turks say. (Zelikow and May, 2001, 399)

By now, the language had solidified into a use of the word ‘trade’ as a

clear economic as well as a diplomatic analogue, and it is found associated

with such terms as ‘offer’ and ‘compensation’.

Khrushchev, by contrast, did not think of possible issue linkages with

the Berlin crisis and the missiles in Turkey in these ‘trading’ terms at

all. Rather, he treated them inconsistently, opportunistically and late,

without determination or any clear conception of ‘price’ or ‘compen-

sation’ attached. The Kennedy administration had spent some of its time

over the thirteen days developing categories and frames that led it to

misperceive Khrushchev’s understandings of any links. It did so, not on

the basis of but actually in the absence of any concrete intelligence about

Soviet military deployments in Germany or near the Black Sea that might

have even hinted that the Kremlin was thinking in terms of ‘trade’ or

‘price’ or even ‘reprisal’ at all. Moreover, it did so more than ten days

in advance of Khrushchev’s late, opportunistic second letter, raising

the possibility of an agreed mutual missile withdrawal. For Khrushchev,

even a secret US agreement to withdraw the missiles from Turkey was

a welcome bonus and a consolation for use in domestic damage

limitation.
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Why could ExComm so quickly and so readily have firmed up these

categories and frames for issue linkage either of trade, price and com-

pensation or else of ploys and games, almost completing their formation

in three days from receiving the photographic evidence?

The answer proposed here is that ExComm members were painting

their own fairly informal institutions onto the face of the external

problem. In Durkheim and Mauss’ (1963 [1902–3]) terms, the classi-

fication of issue linkage came to replicate the classification of the people

involved. A significantly individualistically organised cluster of people

were engaged in debate, using a ritual form of presenting rival sales

pitches and arguing by objection sequentially to sets of options that

were not always strictly alternatives (Anderson, 1983) rather than

themselves haggling. They were subject to a patron–client relation of

dependency on the president.

The present theory proposes that people operating under a particular

set of institutions (here, individualistic ones) will find the full repertoire of

thought styles sufficiently cultivated in them in latent form that, with the

appropriate cueing, the relevant categories may be elicited. It is not

necessary for tropes of trading and bargaining to become salient among

people working under individualistic institutions that the particular

model explaining their own behaviour with one another be one of bar-

gaining and trading. For any model – in this case, a patron–client one –

which realises individualistic institutions will cultivate a wider set of

latent categories for that set of institutions.

This process sustained the kinds of emotions required to achieve

commitment to an option that could be accepted, as in a bargaining

process by parties for different reasons, even if none achieved all that

they might have preferred. The very process by which they discussed

among themselves itself elicited the analogy about how their antagonists

might be framing their démarche as a ‘ploy’ in the same kind of bargain-

ing in the hope of a ‘trade’ in which they themselves were engaged to

‘settle’ upon an agreed action. The frames for issue linkage (other than

that of decoy) are summarised in Table 6.1.

That ExComm gravitated more strongly over the thirteen days

towards languages of transaction and that the framing of retaliation fell

away, only partly because there was by 27 October no objective evidence

for it, shows clearly the individualistic ordering of its judgement style.

In the ExComm transcripts, the issue linkages the USA might face are

seen as weakly regulated in the sense that they are expected to be at

Khrushchev’s discretion rather than by rule (for example, in inter-

national law), and weakly integrated in the sense that neither the pair

of Cuba and Turkey nor the pair of Cuba and Berlin is linked by any
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intrinsic connection other than the possibility of Soviet determination to

use them for their own strategic advantage. Weak regulation and weak

integration are both the observable institutional world and the assump-

tive world of individualism.

Offensive weapons and defensive purposes

Categories for understanding and framing the three anomalies of the

missile deployment, the Soviets’ reasons and goals for it, and the US

response to it were developed slowly and with difficulty over the thirteen

days. We can examine the transcripts, to identify the ritual process of

firming up categories and for its consistency with the institutional

signatures.

We begin with ExComm’s classification of the anomalous character of

the Soviet nuclear weapons. In particular, we examine the way that the

distinction between the notions of ‘offensive’ and ‘defensive’ weapons

was used.

There have long been various ways to try to draw a distinction

between the offensive and the defensive. The adjectives can be applied

to weapons systems; but more commonly they have described potential

uses of weapons systems and assets, capabilities, positions and strategies.

Indeed, efforts to distinguish between the offensive and the defensive in

military matters and to try to institutionalise them in norms and rules

governing international relations go back many centuries. Many people

today might believe that offensive action is presumptively less legitimate

than defensive, unless special circumstances obtain. But this has not

been true for very long. In many societies where military honour is

highly prized, offensive action is positively admired, at least among

warriors. In European absolutist times when military life was becoming

much more professionalised than previously, princes’ honour and glory

Table 6.1 Framing issue linkage in ExComm

Actor facing issue linkage

Imposition frames

Relationship with linker as. . .

Strategic: linker is

pursuing own gains

(markedly individualistic)

Retaliatory: linker is

pursuing other’s losses

(tending towards isolate)

Transaction: ‘price’, ‘trade’ Negotiation: linker is

pursuing own absolute

gains

Tariff: linker is pursuing our

absolute losses

Game: ‘ploy’, ‘move’ Competition: linker is

pursuing own relative

gains

Punishment: linker

is pursuing our relative

losses
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supported a high value being placed upon offensive action. In 1914,

French military doctrine put huge importance on the ‘cult of the offen-

sive’, embodied in Foch’s famous message at the First Battle of the

Marne: ‘Hard pressed on my right. My centre is yielding. Impossible

to manoeuvre. Situation excellent. I attack.’

After the Great War, efforts were made under the aegis of the League

of Nations to outlaw aggressive war and to deem legitimate only military

action in self-defence (Ter Borg, 1992). In the Paris negotiations, Lloyd

George tried to distinguish between offensive and defensive German

naval bases in the North Sea and the Baltic, hoping for demolition of

those which most alarmed Britain’s Admiralty: Clemenceau dismissed

the distinction as specious (MacMillan, 2001, 187).

President Kennedy’s application of these epithets to weapons in his

statement of 4 September and his broadcast of 22 October 1962 was

remarkable precisely because, with some notable exceptions, they had

not previously been attached to physical military assets.

One of those exceptions was World Disarmament Conference efforts

in Geneva in 1932. Many proposals put forward there distinguished

between offensive and defensive ‘capabilities’, but it was clear that

weapons systems were understood to be a key part of any individuated

‘capability’ (Ter Borg, 1992: the following discussion draws closely on

Ter Borg’s work). Previously, initiatives had been undertaken after the

Great War to address particular types of weapons, defined not as offen-

sive or defensive, but by their physical characteristics. A 1925 treaty, for

example, banned the use of chemical weapons, and other agreements

limited the tonnage of submarines and cruisers among signatory states.

The application of the offensive–defensive distinction to weapons

in the 1932 conference debates was described, to contrast it with

approaches focused on physical characteristics, as ‘the qualitative

approach’. Yet, in practice, to give content to the two categories of

offensive and defensive weapons, it proved necessary to use exemplar

weapons systems defined by their physical characteristics. It was simply

too difficult to specify clearly and unambiguously just which ‘capabilities’

were exclusively offensive or defensive. Ter Borg (1992, 149) notes that

‘the bomber aircraft and the heavy tank’ were of particular concern. He

quotes Liddell Hart’s reply to the obvious counter-argument that no

weapon is intrinsically offensive or defensive, save as those who use it

intend or actually use it in their strategy:

The point of the qualitative principle is not that certain weapons are in
themselves more offensive than others, but that they alone make it possible
under modern conditions to make a decisive offensive against a neighbouring
country. [It was] beside the point to argue that the country that is defending itself
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needs such weapons to eject an invader, for abolition of these weapons would
help the defender far more than the invader. (Liddell Hart, 1965, quoted by Ter
Borg, 1992, 149)

The conference was an abject failure in its set goal, principally because

Hitler’s Germany, the country which the participants most wanted to

constrain, was the country least willing to be constrained. Clausewitzian

arguments that attack is often the best form of defence were soon made

in Geneva (Ter Borg, 1992, 154). However, technical difficulties in

turning ‘the qualitative approach’ into a clear criterion were recognised

quickly. Still, brave advocates of ‘non-provocative defence’ in 1932

persisted in the hope that it might eventually be operationalised. Rec-

ognising that offensiveness and defensiveness were matters of degree

and relationship with strategy, they hoped to capture the thought that

some weapons were ‘particularly suited’ to offensive action (Ter Borg,

1992, 153). By the 1960s, the definitional problem was that the rela-

tionship was unstable between physical characteristics and the possible

purposes or strategies for which a weapon might be used. Some advo-

cates of the qualitative approach (Ter Borg, 1992, 155) argued that

there were intrinsic physical characteristics of weapons enabling them to

be used with surprise that would support very rapid mobility. But this

led nowhere. Moreover, technical innovation quickly circumvented

some of the categories considered by the delegates. Pocket battleships

were already Germany’s response to the tonnage restrictions. The

impossibility of defining a ‘bomber’ aircraft left it wide open for military

aviation engineers and designers to introduce craft that would escape

any criterion offered. Interestingly, Levy (1984, 225–226) notes that the

USA had in 1932 already declared that, in its view, the distinction could

not be applied to navies.

Under Truman in the late 1940s, the USA made efforts to prevent

some weapons systems coming under the control of the South Korean

president, Syngman Rhee. The term ‘offensive weapons’ may have

been used then to characterise those which the USA preferred that

Rhee should not possess. It was used in the secondary literature on the

early years of the Korean conflict (e.g. Stueck, 1973). But the weapons

refused were tanks, ships and planes, not nuclear assets. Truman’s

administration was concerned about Rhee’s ambitions for invasion,

not for nuclear attack on Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea. Nor

was the issue of whether the weapons denied were ‘offensive’ critical

to the issue. Similarly, the Eisenhower administration described as

‘offensive weapons’ the advanced conventional aircraft made available

to Jordan in 1957.13 Eisenhower did use the term on several occasions.

Before his presidency, in a 1947 speech, he used the term in passing.14
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More significantly, Eisenhower’s 1959 annual budget message to the

Congress included the following sentence:

The progress of the Soviets in long-range missiles and other offensive weapons,
together with their continuing rejection of a workable disarmament, compels us
to increase certain of our defense activities which we have only recently expanded
many fold.15

Overturning the US position in 1932 about navies, through the 1950s

the term ‘offensive weapon’ had come into popular journalistic use in the

USA, but it had no clear definition or criteria. By 1960 it was used to

describe, still very loosely, American nuclear weapons systems with

particular reference to intercontinental ones.16 In the 1950s, long-range

ballistic missiles had come routinely to be called ‘strategic’. Yet there was

still no consensus that the words ‘strategic’ and ‘offensive’, when applied

to missiles, were straightforwardly interchangeable even in American

parlance; Soviet doctrine continued to characterise only strategies as

offensive or defensive.

The missile crisis, however, presented circumstances where the

category cried out for a specific operational criterion, if anomalies

were to be contained. On 24 April 1962, a memo from Walt W. Rostow

to the Secretaries of State and Defense and the CIA director offered

‘possible lines of action’ in response to initiatives that might be taken by

the Cuban and Soviet régimes together in Cuba. One threat mentioned

was that of ‘an offensive base’; the memo noted that Soviet Foreign

Minister Andrei Gromyko had promised to forego such bases. The

memo then suggested that ‘an arms buildup’ could be treated as equiva-

lent to an ‘offensive base’. No explanation was given of this equivalence,

but Rostow apparently considered ‘extra-hemispheric military forces

emplaced in the western hemisphere’ to be inherently ‘offensive’ (Chang

and Kornbluh, 1998, 17).

An 8 August 1962 document from the Pentagon and the Joint

Chiefs (Chang and Kornbluh, 1998, 51) conceded that Cuban ‘military

capabilities’ ‘are oriented primarily toward defensive activities’ [emphasis

added]. However, the Joint Chiefs wrote that the fifty MIG fighters

‘could be used offensively against targets in Florida’ [emphasis added].

Capability at this stage still referred to possibilities of use. Those had to

be read in the context of intentions and prior events, not physical

characteristics. Interestingly, this sentence followed one setting out the

assumption that the USA had already attacked the aircraft. Therefore,

the Cubans and Soviets would presumably have regarded attempts to

use surviving Cuban MIGs against US bases in Florida from which they

were being attacked as ‘defensive’, unless the US air attack were already
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in response to unprovoked Cuban aggression. Read as a whole, however,

the document seemed to presume that the scenario under consideration

was a US invasion, not necessarily a response to unprovoked Cuban

attacks on US soil. It should be recalled that during this period,

Operation Mongoose was ongoing, sponsored by the CIA to support

terrorist activity within Cuba by assorted contras: presumably even the

USA would have considered Mongoose attacks to be offensive action, at

a low level.

Only in the 4 September presidential statement – which Kennedy

carefully repeated to Gromyko in his later meeting at the beginning of

the crisis – was the term, ‘offensive weapon’ introduced as a statement of

American policy on what would not be tolerated in Soviet military

support for Cuba.

Kennedy worked through the draft of that statement with his

advisers; the transcripts show the vocabulary developing. In one meet-

ing, McNamara and Bundy answered a question from Rusk about

whether the MIG fighters, for instance, were a ‘significant aggressive

addition’. Bundy remarked that ‘surface-to-surface missiles are the

turning point’ (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 21). McNamara, however,

thought offensiveness admitted of degrees (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001,

23). It was Rusk who offered the term ‘offensive capability’, to which

he added the term ‘offensive strength’ (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 21).

The president suggested ‘substantial offensive capability’ (Naftali and

Zelikow, 2001, 26), provoking some discussion of what this might

mean. The participants accepted by the end of that day’s meetings that

they had not defined this term. Nor did they want to, for the purposes

of the statement, lest they foreclosed future options. Bundy declared

fighter aircraft and SAM anti-aircraft missiles to be really defensive.

Rusk asked whether it was necessary to specify ‘ground-to-ground’

missiles as interdicted (p. 29). The president returned to his preferred

phrase (p. 29), but soon asked his advisers to do more work on its

meaning (p. 33), before himself wondering whether the statement ought

to mention ‘surface-to-surface’ missiles (p. 40). Treasury Secretary

Dillon, who would become a hawk in the crisis, said that he did not

know what an offensive weapon was (p. 41): ‘Might say tanks are, but

I don’t know.’ No one offered him an answer. Rusk tried ‘weapons

normally associated with defence’, but no one took him up. Here are

the exact words of the statement finally issued (Naftali and Zelikow,

2001, 80):

There is no evidence of any organised combat force in Cuba from any Soviet bloc
country, of military bases provided to Russia, of a violation of the 1934 treaty
relating to Guantánamo, of the presence of offensive ground-to-ground missiles,
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or of other significant offensive capability either in Cuba hands or under Soviet
direction and guidance. Were it to be otherwise, the gravest issues would arise.

In answering questions after briefing congressional leaders before the

statement’s public release, Marshall Carter said that there was no evi-

dence of offensive weapons in Cuba, but there were motor torpedo boats:

the issue might turn on how they were used. Again, at this stage, physical

characteristics do not suffice to determine whether something is offensive.

However, General LeMay pronounced these too to be defensive (Naftali

and Zelikow, 2001, 57), without explaining his reasons. Carter replied to

Republican Senator Dirksen that the existing sites in Cuba were not

convertible into what Dirksen had called an ‘offensive facility’, presum-

ably meaning one suitable for launching ground-to-ground missiles.

Thus, the term was still attached as much to capabilities and facilities as

to weapons. When determining application, as in the case of motor

launches, the question was still sometimes thought to turn on use. The

suggestion was that the relevant use might be one that brought substantial

damage to the US mainland, but this was not made explicit.

A 19 September 1962 intelligence assessment continued to worry

about whether the Soviets would establish ‘an offensive base’ in Cuba

(Chang and Kornbluh, 1998, 72). It then turned to the nature of the

‘action’ envisaged as being ‘of a more “offensive” character’ (the quota-

tion marks around the focal term are in the original), before discussing a

series of particular types of weapons (cf. Gribkov and Smith, 1994, 111).

These were ‘light bombers, submarines, and additional types of surface-

to-surface missiles’. Quite why these were ‘more “offensive” ’ is not

stated. Again, it is not difficult to imagine their use both in defensive

counter-invasion operations and in retaliatory, perhaps ‘offensive’,

attacks on the US coastline. The sub-category of ‘surface-to-surface’

missiles came to have the ostensive force of an exemplar used ritually

by which to fix the larger category (Douglas, 1992a). Nonetheless, the

text was significant, for it recognised that offensiveness may be something

admitting of degrees. It also attached the concept to specific weapon

types rather than to general capabilities.

After the discovery of the sites, ExComm discussed the term’s meaning

on 18 October. Llewellyn Thompson envisaged the Soviets trying to argue

that themissiles inCubawere ‘much less offensive’ than the American ones

inTurkey because they had not been actually armedwithnuclearwarheads,

again suggesting that offensiveness admits of degrees. Rusk replied, begin-

ning now to fix the definition by inference from physical characteristics:

Well, that would be patently false on its face because of the nature of the weapons.
(Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 534)
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The CIA intelligence briefing of 20 October described the Soviet mis-

siles in Cuba about which the greatest American concern was felt as

‘strategic’. Even when discussing their possible use against the US

mainland, it did not use the word ‘offensive’ (Chang and Kornbluh,

1998, 48).

However, in the 22 October broadcast to the nation and that day’s

letter to Khrushchev, President Kennedy dwelled at length on their

offensive character, basing his argument very significantly on this. By

then, the process of fixing categories was almost complete. In his

opening paragraph, he spoke of ‘a series of offensive missile sites’, going

on to say, as if in explaining the term,

The purpose of these bases can be none other than to provide a nuclear strike
capability against the western hemisphere. (Zelikow and May, 2001, 91)

Purpose was now inferred from physical characteristics. Identifying US

cities that could be reached by the medium-range missiles launched

from Cuba, Kennedy went on to describe these assets as ‘large, long

range and clearly offensive weapons’ and as clear contradictions of

Soviet assurances that their Cuban buildup ‘would retain its original

defensive character’ and would be ‘designed exclusively for defensive

purposes’.

The word ‘designed’ in the sixth paragraph may be the critical link in

the conception of the offensive–defensive distinction. For, in the context,

it appears that Kennedy and his drafters used it to imply that ‘design’

involves specification of physical characteristics, such as range, destruc-

tive power and location of deployment, that rule out all attributions of

purpose save one, namely the ‘offensive’ purpose. In his eighth paragraph,

he almost spelled out this purpose-filtering function of design and

deployment, and he did so in a fashion that specifically claimed the right

to infer intent and purpose from physical characteristics:

Nuclear weapons are so destructive and ballistic missiles17 are so swift, that any
substantially increased possibility of their use or any sudden change in their
deployment may well be regarded as a definite threat to peace. (Zelikow and
May, 2001, 93)

The first of his seven ‘initial steps’ announced in his broadcast to the

nation was the blockade, which was intended

to halt this offensive build-up, [and impose] a strict quarantine on all offensive
military equipment under shipment to Cuba. (Zelikow and May, 2001, 94)

Naftali and Zelikow (2001, 319) comment, ‘Everyone, including the

Soviets, understood that in this context offensive meant systems able to
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deliver nuclear weapons to the United States.’ It is an important ques-

tion whether it was understood by the Soviets and by Khrushchev in

particular. More exactly, it matters whether, even if they understood

that Americans used it in this way, this usage was accepted.

In the ritual order of the meetings, category fixing was carried out in

the context of and for the purpose of conducting international conflict. It

was also performed under domestic congressional and media pressure to

be seen to be tough on communism. By 22 October, the category of an

offensive weapon had become central to the administration’s strategy for

attaching blame to the Soviets. In Douglas’ (1990) terms, the category of

an offensive weapon is a ‘forensic’ one – that is, one used to define what

counts as incriminating evidence, and to level or avoid political blame.

Given the instability of its meaning, the most effective way for the

president’s advisers to give it fixity was to use ostension, or pointing

to cases that could be used as exemplars (Douglas, 1992a). Bundy’s

examples were surface-to-surface missiles. Placing the argument at the

beginning of Kennedy’s broadcast was the ritual performance of the

category’s significance. It enacted rhetorically the fixing of the category

and it sustained appropriate emotions of outrage and fear among his

listeners. This is precisely the causal path by which Durkheim (1995

[1912]) proposes that performance of a ‘negative rite’ achieves its effect

(cf. 6, 2007). Ritual enactment of blame is, Douglas’ theoretical frame-

work (e.g. 1992b) predicts, a critical indicator of solidarity maintenance.

In his 23 October reply, Khrushchev did not answer the argument

about the criterion of offensiveness, confining himself to this closing

paragraph:

We affirm that the armaments which are in Cuba, regardless of the classification
to which they may belong, are intended solely for defensive purposes to secure
the Republic of Cuba against the attack of an aggressor. (Chang and Kornbluh,
1998 [1992], 166)

In this brief sentence, Khrushchev encapsulated his rejection of Kennedy’s

conception of the distinction as resting on physical characteristics, the

presence of which supposedly warrants unambiguous inference of an

aggressive purpose. He also drew upon the military doctrine of concen-

trating investment in nuclear weapons, upon which he had insisted for

several years within the Soviet military, against his generals’ preferences.

He had argued for it, not only because nuclear weapons were supposed

to be cheaper than conventional ones, but also because he believed

in their deterrent effect. Khrushchev’s horrified reaction on receiving

Castro’s letter of 26 October, apparently pleading for a first-strike

nuclear attack on the US mainland, was entirely consistent with this.
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For Khrushchev, this showed Castro’s failure to understand that the

weapons were there, not to be fired, but solely to deter invasion precisely

because their firing was unthinkable (Taubman, 2003, 573). For

Khrushchev, as a strongly constrained, weakly bonded isolate, dispropor-

tionate capacity is the ideal defence, for it begins to undermine the loss

of prestige arising from the strong constraint; it also ensures the passing

on of constraint to others. By contrast, in more individualistic and

hierarchical contexts, disproportionate response undermines valued

strategic flexibility and credibility.

Probably, Khrushchev was in large part sincere in believing that the

deployment’s purpose was defensive in purpose, precisely because of the

disproportionate nature of its physical capability (cf. Castro’s commen-

tary on the distinction in Blight et al., 2002, 208–209). Ironically, for

Khrushchev, that defensive purpose was inferred (although he felt that

Castro had failed to infer it properly) from precisely the same physical

characteristics that the Kennedy administration used to warrant the

opposite inference.18

At the heart of the missile crisis, then, was an argument about some-

thing anomalous in both of the two superpower government construals

of the same terms of classification. In the ‘so-physically-brutal-that-they-

must-be-aggressive’ reading of the distinction, the missiles were an

anomaly, despite American recognition that they were under Soviet

control and that the Soviets wanted to avoid general war. The CIA

intelligence briefing, presented by the hawk, McCone, on 20 October,

offered the judgement that the Soviets ‘would almost certainly not resort

to general war’ and would only ‘consider retaliatory action’ to US

air strikes ‘outside Cuba’. Within the ‘so-physically-brutal-that-they-

couldn’t-possibly-be-aggressive’ reading of the distinction, the missiles

were anomalous because it was entirely predictable and presumably part

of the reason for deploying them so close to the USA, that the Kennedy

administration would feel at significantly higher risk of attack than when

the same missiles were deployed at bases inside the Soviet Union itself.

(In 1962, there were still few Soviet bases in eastern Siberia opposite

Alaska, from which missiles could reach US western seaboard cities.)

In the 22 October ExComm debates, discussion was about which

weapons counted as offensive, not about criteria, nor indeed about

missiles at all. The question was whether Il-28 bombers with a 740-mile

radius of action should also be counted. Further debate arose when

the president met with the congressional leaders to explain his blockade

proposal (May and Zelikow, 2001, 81–82). McNamara, following the

rule of inference from physical characteristics and location of deploy-

ment, defined the bombers ‘without any doubt whatsoever’ as offensive,
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because they could reach the mainland USA. This became a major

stumbling block to the implementation of the accords reached at the

end of the thirteen days. Arguments dragged on for months, over what

exactly was to be covered by Khrushchev’s acceptance of Kennedy’s

terms for withdrawing the weapons classified as offensive.

As a junior analyst in the State Department, Garthoff (1989) was

asked as late as 29 October to write a memo on what was to be included

in the category of ‘offensive weapons’ which were to be removed under

the previous day’s agreement, based on the president’s broadcast of

the 22nd.

Category formation about offensiveness was well developed but not

complete before the crisis of October. It was still fluid in early September

1962. The broadcast of the 22nd achieved complete fixity. Certainly, it

was set in stone by the time the CIA prepared a retrospective analysis of

the crisis. This was a long report written in 1963 but only submitted in

1964 after Kennedy’s assassination and declassified only in June 2007

(CIA, 1964). The differences between American definitions of ‘offen-

sive’ and ‘defensive’, as referring to capabilities, and Soviet definitions,

always denounced as duplicitous and deceitful, as referring to purposes,

were in most cases throughout the report actually underlined, a particu-

larly palpable piece of ritual reinforcement.

Each definition fit with the institutions in the superpower governments

under which the people worked who adopted them. The American

definition allowed scope for bargaining over what was to be withdrawn.

Allowing inference to intention from physical characteristics was useful

in defining the assets to be ‘traded’ and in focusing anticipation of

consequences and specifying options for US action. Defining something

by a set of physical characteristics readily enables it to be conceived as an

asset amenable to exchange. Defining something as part of a system of

intentions makes that difficult. For intentions are difficult to discern,

especially in conditions of opacity and conflict. Definition by physical

characteristics may seem rather forced. But it served the Kennedy

administration’s pragmatic, limited and ‘trading’ goals.

By contrast, the Soviet definition reflects isolate organisation. The

relationship was unstable between the enormity of the nuclear missiles’

capability for deterrent effect and the modest purported aims that

allowed scope for deception and for opportunistic shifting between

possible goals as conditions for improvisation. The ‘intentions’ definition

of the distinction gave an impression of massive threat, which the Soviets

could hope to use as a kind of portable umbrella under which to protect

their hopes for managing events as they arose. Just as with categories for

the anomalous issue linkage, categories of offensive and defensive
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weapons were developed by each side to replicate their own social and

political organisation. From the Soviet perspective, too, definition by

purposes was a ‘forensic’ strategy. In the particular context of the Cuban

crisis, it became one of self-exculpation rather than directly and imme-

diately of blame. For it enabled Khrushchev to claim that his deploy-

ment decision was a response to a prior threat from the USA to invade

the island, rather than to unprovoked aggression.

In the West, this category fixing did not last. By the later 1960s, most

literature on the distinction in military matters between the offensive and

the defensive related to the ‘balance’ between the two stances in coun-

tries’ military strategies and postures (see reviews in Brown et al., 2004;

Glaser and Kaufmann, 1998; Jervis, 1978; and for later debates, Levy,

1984). Discussion continued on whether one could confidently claim

that any particular balance of posture and strategy, in differing circum-

stances, might exhibit the least vulnerability once hostilities had broken

out. The question was debated whether some balances tended to lead to

arms races and outbreaks of conflict more often than others. No agreed

definition of the balance was found (Levy, 1984, 222–223). By the late

1970s, it was clear that no plausible approach to developing a definition

could even begin with, let alone be confined to, the physical characteris-

tics of weapons systems. The prevailing view was that even if earlier

decades could have used a distinction based on physical characteristics,

it would no longer work in the nuclear age (Levy, 1984, 225 ff.;

Schwartz, 1983, 61). Instead, if the balance could be measured at all

for weapons, then it would be necessary to address posture, strategy and

dispositions, and to distinguish between theatres and roles: one could

not look at each weapons system separately, nor even at a weapons

system and its set of counter-systems (Levy, 1984, 226).

Hindsight and foresight

The ExComm transcripts suffice to tell us that historical analogies

were used in deliberation, not only in public justification after the

decision. Munich was an obvious one to invoke, in the case for rejecting

negotiations. But many more were used. Advisers competed in using

analogies. Robert Kennedy offered the blowing up of the Maine in

Havana harbour in 1898 at one point. Many previous confrontations

with the Soviets were mentioned, including most obviously the series of

Berlin showdowns and Hungary in relation to Suez. Rusk’s briefings,

for example, on the 18th, reviewed Suez, Korea and Pearl Harbor in

passing. Although Kennedy himself mentioned the Bay of Pigs, few

advisers were sufficiently tactless to do so.
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Only the Joint Chiefs raised Laos, in a conversation among themselves

recorded with the president out of the room: it was used, as we should

expect of enclave enraged, as an example of Kennedy’s supposed soft-

ness on communists.

Robert Kennedy famously cited Pearl Harbor as a moral analogy

for action inconsistent with the US traditions and likely to attract oppro-

brium around the world (Tierney, 2007). The attorney-general was

located in some ways in a more clearly hierarchical location in ExComm

than most other departmental heads. His fraternal accountabilities left

both less scope to and less desire to contradict the president in front of

officials than the others, but he was also informally allocated the role

of representing the president in ExComm in John Kennedy’s absence.

Consistently with this hierarchical location, he used older analogies like

that of the Maine. Still more significantly, he used the Pearl Harbor

attack to mark the boundaries of the American moral community, but

with none of the ranting denunciation Castro used for those whom he

regarded as villains or the rancour with which the Joint Chiefs cited the

diplomatic strategy used in Laos in 1960. Nor, conversely, did he offer

heroes of the past for identification, as Castro endlessly did with the

nineteenth-century Cuban Poet and revolutionary, José Martı́.

Kennedy’s and ExComm’s planning horizon consistently looked

beyond the immediate resolution of the crisis. In an early meeting,

McNamara, arguing against an ill-thought-through air strikes proposal,

emphasised that he could not see what kind of world they would be in

afterward. The point of Robert Kennedy’s Pearl Harbor analogy was to

bring out the relevance of relations with other countries and of US

reputation in later years. Medium-term cohesion of NATO and other

alliances, should the USA be seen to sacrifice Turkey’s security for its

own interests, was a major issue of contention in the last days of the crisis

week, after Khrushchev’s second letter. The president’s conversation

with his brother about the risk of impeachment demonstrated that the

next Congress was in their thoughts. Douglas Dillon’s warning to Robert

Kennedy that too weak a response would give the Republicans the

November elections reinforces the point that the administration was

thinking at least some weeks or months ahead.

Misunderstanding the opponent

Just as Khrushchev and his advisers misunderstood their antagonist

largely because they painted their own informal institutional ordering

onto the Americans, so the Kennedy administration did the same thing

with the Kremlin.
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Having become circumspect about the Joint Chiefs’ agenda, Robert

Kennedy, when exploring the Kremlin’s stance with his back-channel

contact, Georgi Bolshakov, in June 1962, was unable to believe that

Khrushchev had complete authority over the Soviet military brass.

Already, we have seen how the formation of the categories of trading and

bargaining misrecognised the character of issue linkage in Khrushchev’s

approach.WhenKhrushchev’s ‘second letter’ arrived,making the linkwith

the missiles in Turkey, some ExComm members immediately concluded

that Khrushchev’s hand was being forced by the hardliners in the Kremlin,

but this was not the case.

Working from their own stance towards risk flowing from that of

the policymakers, the US intelligence community, too, projected that

approach onto the Soviets, unable to conceive of a superpower with

quite different informal institutions cultivating a very different stance

(Renshon, 2009a).

Institutional and ritual production of categories replicating institu-

tional organisation on each side could easily have brought about a worse

outcome than that which transpired. On the other hand, arguably, had

Khrushchev been institutionally located in an individualistic context,

then, if he had launched Operation Anadyr at all, it might have led to a

worse outcome. For he might have imposed tighter issue linkage and

held out for it. Perhaps it was precisely the improvisatory style cultivated

in isolate ordering that may have enabled him to back down.

244 The Kennedy administration

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C  B9  ,1  
. 3 7 8B :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 3 4B 97 2 7BC D 03 /3 3D C 4 75D D D:7 3 4B 97 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


7 The Castro revolutionary régime

Recent work on the missile crisis has emphasised that it was much more

than a superpower conflict which happened to be fought around a

particular locale. The Cuban revolutionary régime must be recognised

as an active participant in its own right, exercising its own distinctive

style of political judgement (Blight et al., 2002 [1993], e.g. 5; Brenner,

1990; Laffey and Weldes, 2008), despite its limited role in crisis week

diplomacy (Domı́nguez, 2000). Indeed, one of Castro’s and his col-

leagues’ principal resentments against Khrushchev after the immediate

threat of general war receded was precisely that he felt that Cuba had

been treated as merely a venue. Some commentators regard the super-

powers’ tendencies to treat developing countries in this way during

major conflicts as itself a source of instability and risk, over and above

those risks presented by the particular strategies adopted (Belkin and

Blight, 1991).

The Castro revolutionary government’s style of political judgement

was exercised most obviously in three clusters of decisions. In the

months before the crisis, Castro and his fellow leaders decided to accept

Soviet medium- and intermediate-range nuclear missiles. In September,

that acceptance was modified by the decision to send Che Guevara and

Emilio Aragonés Navarro to ask Khrushchev to consider making the

nuclear deployment public. In October 1962, the Cuban leadership

adopted a strategy of extreme confrontation of the USA. Mass mobilisa-

tion of civilians was introduced; apparently it was widely and willingly

followed. Castro’s letter to Khrushchev suggested a readiness personally

and on the part of many Cubans to die in battle, resisting the expected

US invasion. Most remarkably, it appeared to ask the Soviet leader to

launch a first-strike nuclear attack on the mainland USA, should the

invasion forces be launched. He authorised firing on US planes, surely

knowing the likely consequences. After Khrushchev accepted Kennedy’s

terms and announced the withdrawal of the missiles, Castro set his

government on a course of bitter obstruction of the deal. He reproached

Khrushchev in particular and the Soviet politicians in Moscow (but not
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the Soviet military in Cuba) with betrayal and selfish manipulation

of Cuba. He also sought – in the event, unsuccessfully – to impose

conditions for the withdrawal upon the USA, the Soviet Union and even

the UN. Nevertheless, by then dependent economically, in conventional

military materiel and for know-how upon the Soviet Union, Castro was

careful not to push Khrushchev to a complete break. Nor did the Cuban

leader, for example, at this stage seek the patronage of Mao’s China

(although he did briefly explore the possibility some years later, only to

be rebuffed).

This chapter explains the style of judgement exhibited in these three

clusters of decisions, again by the régime’s particular institutional form.

This was characterised pre-eminently by enclave, with hierarchy still

freshly developing; isolate and individualistic orderings were weakly

articulated.

At the time of writing, Fidel Castro is alive and still influential; Raúl

Castro is in power; few of their 1950s and 1960s colleagues are also still in

office. Of course, the Cuban régime’s institutional form has changed

several times since 1962. The ruling group’s institutional character in the

1960s cannot be transposed to the same individuals, decades later in quite

different circumstances. Indeed, its form altered soon after the crisis,

towards greater hierarchy following the process which Weber described

as the ‘routinisation’ or the ‘institutionalisation’ of charisma especially in

leadership (e.g. Aguirre, 2002; Azicri, 1980; Robinson, 1985).

Evidence about institutional and ritual forms of meetings and conver-

sations in the Castro régime is not easy to find in secondary sources,

although we have adequate evidence about its style of judgement. We

have few reliable memoirs, no transcriptions of records of meetings

and no detailed studies of the networks that made up the various organ-

isational leaderships (or cadres, in the Leninist argot). Much of what we

have was either written to glorify the revolution and its leader, or else

written by its bitterest enemies, mostly in exile, to vilify it. For example,

Gott’s (2004) study, written by a British sympathiser with Castro, offers

few criticisms. Quirk’s (1993) biography of Castro takes every oppor-

tunity to put its subject in the worst possible light. Although some regard

Szulc’s (1986) book as more balanced, extensive data have been released

since its publication; some of its judgements would now be amended.

Coltman’s (2003) book is balanced in tone, but – being unfinished at the

time of the author’s death – is entirely devoid of citations of sources. This

leaves readers unsure how to treat discrepancies between its reports and

those of other studies. Diez Acosta’s (2002) book makes no pretence to

be anything other than an officially approved history of the crisis from

the Cuban government’s point of view. He gives most attention in his
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factual coverage to military matters, but devotes many pages to apology

for the Castro régime and to denunciation of the USA and, a lesser

extent, of the Soviet Union. Betancourt’s (1998) article does not dis-

guise its author’s role in representing Castro in New York in the early

years of the revolution followed by his breach with the Cuban leader

when he moved towards communism, and the author’s efforts to foster

counter-revolution from 1960 onward. Two books describe themselves

as Fidel Castro’s autobiography (Castro and Ramonet, 2006; Fuentes

and Kushner, 2010 [2004]) but neither adds much to our knowledge

of the missile crisis. Each kind of material is unreliable, and the unreli-

abilities are easy neither to identify nor to discount. The following

account uses those things that are widely accepted as facts, but makes

only modest inferences from them. It draws mainly on the authors listed

above, and also on studies of the missile crisis by Fursenko and Naftali

(1997, 2003), Blight and Welch (1998), and Blight et al. (2002 [1993]),

which give particular weight to the Cuban government’s actions and

processes.

Enclaved institutions and networks

Internally and externally, between Castro’s movement seizing power in

early 1959 and the missile crisis, the Cuban régime was internally and

internationally enclaved. Internally, boundaries between the circle of

revolutionary solidarity and those without were very heavily marked;

constraint by greater powers was sharply rejected. The USA attempted

to isolate the country diplomatically. Until the late spring of 1962,

relations with the Soviets were poor.

The fact of enclaving is not inconsistent with the evident and well-

documented fact of the dominance of Castro within both the rebel army

in the Sierra Maestra in the 1950s and the revolutionary government in

the 1960s. Enclaves too have leaders, but those leaders face peculiar

institutional challenges (Douglas and Mars, 2003). Charismatic leader-

ship practice is one of the few solutions available to them; Castro

exploited this strategy in those years as much as possible.

The Cuban revolutionary régime also suffered from many of the

standard problems of enclaves. One of those is the risk of schism

between factions and sectarian conflict. Another is difficulty in sustain-

ing large-scale organisation based only on appeal to commitment and

without resort to external coercion. As a result, on seizing power, the

process described by Weber (e.g. Eisenstadt, 1968, 48–65) as routinisa-

tion of charisma tends to lead to hybridity; hierarchy grows in import-

ance in the mix, although enclaving may be preserved, at least initially, at
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the apex of the hierarchy. Just as the Kennedy administration and the

Khrushchev régime both exhibited much less hierarchical organisation

at the apex of the large ramified civil and military apparatus through

which they governed, so too with the Castro government over its much

smaller apparatus.

Castro returned to Cuba from exile in December 1956. He then

marshalled modest guerrilla forces in the Sierra Maestra. In January

1959, he had large enough forces to attempt to overthrow Fulgencio

Batista’s government. In exile, in the mountains, and even in its early

years in power, Castro’s 26 July Movement was markedly enclaved. Its

internal bonds of solidarity, especially among the rebels active on oper-

ations and based in the mountains, were very strong. Internal chains of

command were short, reliant upon shared political commitment rather

than upon either incentive or clearly specified status and role to provide

coordination. Many in the movement would both then and later roman-

ticise what was made possible by the enclave’s intense commitment;

some of Guevara’s subsequent writings did just this (e.g. 2006 [1968]).

Castro dominated the 26 July Movement, although during his years in

prison for the attack on the Moncada barracks in 1953, he fretted about

the risk of losing control to those at liberty. On his return to Cuba from

Mexico to establish his small guerrilla base in the Sierra Maestra in

Oriente Province, Castro provided his men in the mountains with the

kind of charismatic leadership (Azicri, 1980; Robinson, 1985) that is

almost the only viable form available in enclaved institutions, where

other forms are blocked by the distrust of bureaucratic or entrepreneur-

ial leadership (6 et al., 2006; Weber, 1958). He ensured that he was

photographed in heroic poses, honed the grandeur of his oratory, culti-

vated an imposing physique and beard, and associated himself with the

tradition of charismatic leaders of Cuban history, such as José Martı́.

There was, as we should expect in an enclaved context, only modest

status differentiation among the guerrillas in the Sierra Maestra. Castro

initially permitted no ranks higher than that of commandante, sometimes

translated as roughly equivalent to that of a major, although Guevara

pressed him during 1958 to create generalships. Because the numbers of

armed men under Castro’s command were modest (see Macaulay, 1978,

for detailed calculations) and because they relied on irregular military

tactics until the final stages of the revolt, this attenuation of hierarchy

was entirely viable.

Like many enclaved movements (Douglas and Mars, 2003), it went

through a cycle of self-reinforcing radicalisation during the rebellion

years in the mountains. By 1958, in an early sign of increasing radical-

isation, Raúl was engaged in kidnapping American citizens working for
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mining companies and some American soldiers (Quirk, 1993, 186 ff.).

As with the French, Russian and Iranian revolutions, so in the Cuban

case, the self-radicalisation of the enclave proceeded more rapidly in

power than when the enclave was still in opposition. Indeed, the few

years between Castro taking power in January 1959 and the height of the

missile crisis in October 1962 had been characterised by growing

radicalisation.

This can be seen to have been partly driven by external institutional

factors, which underscored the boundary between the governing clique

and others within Cuba and between the Cuban régime and the capital-

ist countries, and especially with the USA. Internationally, in its final

years the Eisenhower administration had sought to signal some efforts to

distance itself from Batista’s increasingly corrupt and authoritarian dic-

tatorship. It even hinted to Castro that it might be willing to offer him

some support, if he would tone down the anti-yanqui strands of his

rhetoric (Luxenberg, 1988). In his first year in power, Castro went to

the USA and addressed large crowds, as well as meeting many officials,

including Vice President Richard Milhouse Nixon in Washington. His

claim not to be running a communist régime appears not to have

convinced the Eisenhower administration, although he found a warmer

reception in Harvard. Seizure of US-owned companies, land and assets

finally made the Eisenhower administration into an avowed enemy. That

hostility was, if anything, exaggerated in Kennedy’s rhetoric as the

Democratic candidate for the presidency. When La Coubre, a ship bring-

ing Belgian-bought munitions to the country, exploded in the port of

Havana in March 1960, Castro immediately blamed the USA for sabo-

tage. There has never been any confirmation of CIA involvement; for

example, it was not one of the secret missions admitted in the ‘family

jewels’ document released on 26 June 2007, which included details of

several attempts on Castro’s life (CIA, 2007 [1973]). Nevertheless, by

the end of 1960, as his term came to an end, Eisenhower was unam-

biguously hostile. Under his watch, Bissell at CIA was authorised to

prepare plans for an invasion led by anti-Castro exiles. This would lead

to the disaster at Playa Girón, the beach at the Bay of Pigs where the first

defensive actions were taken by the Cuban revolutionary forces. It would

be unfair to continue to argue, as some have, that Eisenhower’s policy

pushed Castro towards the Soviets. Nevertheless, a detailed appraisal

has concluded that his policies certainly provided a foil against which

Castro could react and justify his radicalisation (Luxenberg, 1988). In

1961, under Kennedy’s authorisation, Rusk orchestrated diplomatic

efforts to persuade the Organization of American States to suspend

Cuba’s membership.
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Each phase of mounting American hostility was matched by corres-

ponding increasing radicalism from Castro’s government. In domestic

policy, the revolutionary state accelerated its seizure without compen-

sation of private assets, including those of US citizens and corporations.

In foreign policy, Castro sought and secured increasing involvement with

the Soviet Union and the socialist world, overtly threatening support for

revolutions in Central and South America.

Exclusion from US-influenced bodies such as the Organization of

American States was only modestly offset by increasing constraint by

Castro’s new allies in the Soviet Union. Despite his constant brinkman-

ship and adventures in the developing world, Khrushchev’s policy was

officially one of ‘peaceful coexistence’ between the socialist and capitalist

communities. Castro’s explicit threats to provide military support for

revolutionary initiatives in rural and peasant communities, using small

guerrilla bands in Latin America, represented the opening of new fronts

potentially threatening that coexistence. It indicated to Khrushchev that

Castro’s ideas, if they were genuinely communist, were much closer to

the aspirations of Mao than to the Soviet programme. Khrushchev was

initially cautious in 1959 and 1960 about making commitments to

Castro. He realised that the Cuban leader would be difficult to control,

and that he might well create circumstances from which the Soviets

could not easily extricate themselves.

Fairly quickly on coming to power, the fledgling Cuban régime turned

to the Soviet Union for assistance of economic and military kinds, and in

intelligence. The Soviet Union responded, if anything, with more gener-

ous offers than Castro felt ready to accept. Through 1960 and early

1961, Moscow was keener to work with Raúl than with Fidel Castro,

regarding him as the more orthodox communist. The Soviets were well

aware of a near public rift between the two brothers over the role of the

militia. Sergei Kudryavtsev, the Soviet ambassador to Havana, had

offended the Cuban leadership because of what they perceived as his

lack of revolutionary fervour and his closeness to Escalante’s communist

party. He was replaced by Aleksandr Alekseev, who initially had better

links with Che Guevara than with either of the Castro brothers. Only

through Guevara could he secure his first meeting with Fidel Castro.

Internally, Fidel Castro trusted very few people in this period. His

inner circle was very small (Quirk, 1993, 255). By 1962, the Secretariat

of the National Directorate of the Integrated Revolutionary Organisa-

tions comprised the Castro brothers, President Osvaldo Dorticós,

Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara, Emilio Aragonés Navarro and the communist

or Popular Socialist Party (PSP) leader, Blas Roca (Diez Acosta, 2002,

101–102). In addition, a few others, such as Juan Almeida, were close
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members of the inner group. Several events steadily reinforced his deter-

mination to limit trust to a small and tightly knit group that he could

have closely supervised (see e.g. Quirk, 1993, 155). These included

the flight of many Cubans to the USA, the Huber Matos affair and the

Playa Girón invasion itself. After the failed invasion, he ordered the

rounding-up and in many cases the shooting of people suspected of

support for the exiles. Anything that could be construed as ‘betrayal’

provoked near paranoid reactions in the Maximum Leader, as the Matos

trial showed (e.g. Quirk, 1993, 265 ff.). Indeed, his marking of enclave

boundaries went even further, in a speech given at Havana University in

October 1959 as part of his efforts to ensure control over the student

union. He would use the stock phrase that there was no middle ground

between full and total support for the revolution and outright opposition

(Quirk, 1993, 261), declaring all who were not revolutionaries to be

enemies. In similar vein, he slapped down Carlos Franqui’s suggestion of

free expression of opinion with the blunt statement that ‘all opposition is

counter-revolutionary’ (Coltman, 2003, 190).

Once in power, both Fidel Castro himself and his ruling clique

removed many domestic constraints. Urrutia was removed easily and

early from the presidency. Huber Matos was subjected to a show trial,

accused of treason for his decision to resign. In March 1961, to Soviet

chagrin, the Cuban Communist Party, the PSP, and especially their

leader Anibal Escalante, were purged (Fursenko and Naftali, 1997;

Quirk, 1993, 406). Thereafter, there were attacks too on religious

denominations. Castro’s agenda was increasingly sectarian. By late

1961, he had announced himself to be a communist. He had concen-

trated power in the hands of a small group mainly of 26 July Movement

people.

There remains some debate about when Raúl Castro joined the PSP.

It is commonly argued that he was a member even before the 1953 assault

on the Moncada barracks, for he toured eastern European socialist states

in that period (Coltman, 2003); others suggest that he became active

significantly later. If he was a member at this early date, then his radical-

isation would likely have come from his brother, because the PSP

condemned the assault on Moncada as adventurist and ‘putschist’. The

influence of the communists over the Cuban revolutionary movement

grew only when Fidel Castro had achieved power. Coltman argues that

from very early Fidel Castro was committed to Marxism, although not

at all to the PSP. Quite how far the radical agenda of extensive state

seizure of assets without compensation represented something for which

the PSP would independently have pressed, and how far they decided to

support Fidel Castro’s growing radicalism in this regard, we cannot know.
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Certainly, Raúl Castro’s contacts with Soviet sources facilitated negoti-

ations for the supply of arms to the Cuban revolutionary government

rather quickly after coming to power.

In the early years of the revolutionary government and in particular

from his 1960 May Day speech announcing that elections would not

be held, Castro emphasised what he claimed was direct participatory

democracy. This consisted in acclamation at large public gatherings in

the great squares of Havana. The crowd would roar their answers to

questions put by the Maximum Leader, only occasionally to be told that

he preferred another answer to the one offered.

Public ritual and ceremonial in Cuba for many years after the

missile crisis took the form of hierarchically mandated participation

in crowds engaged in simulating what may genuinely have been spon-

taneous and enclaved collective effervescence in 1959 and 1960 and

perhaps in October 1962 too, but was probably not so by the later

1960s (Aguirre, 2002).

In 1959 and 1960, bureaucracy within the revolutionary government

was extremely fluid. Roles were ill-defined. Credibility was largely

dependent, as one would expect in an enclave, on demonstrating loyalty

and commitment, rather than competence or achievement. Indeed, in

the early years, the most convincing demonstration was to have fought

in the Sierra Maestra. Competence could be demonstrated in working

for the Batista régime, but this made many officials highly suspect. Thus,

Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara was at an early date given the responsibility

for economic policy, having previously been column commander and

ideologue for the 26 July Movement.

Transforming an enclaved ordering into something that allowed a

greater degree of hierarchy began during the revolutionary war to over-

throw Batista. Castro enhanced the division of labour by granting spe-

cific commands to small brigades and regiments, often described as

‘columns’, to his fellow leaders, including Guevara. As the war moved

away from small-scale, hit-and-run guerrilla operations into a phase of

more conventional combat to defeat government forces and to take and

hold territory, greater hierarchical command of the rebel forces became

necessary.

On Castro’s coming to power, hierarchical elements continued to

have to be reinforced. Castro himself took on state roles, first as

commander-in-chief of the armed forces, and then prime minister

and president. New organisations and roles had to be created, of

which intelligence agencies were especially important (Amuchastegui,

1998). Internally, the revolutionary government felt the need to take

authoritarian measures to secure its power. Thousands of opponents
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are thought to have been killed or imprisoned without trial and in

some cases tortured. In all cases, their reputations were destroyed by

their being labelled as counter-revolutionaries, collaborators with

imperialism or even fascists. This left deeply embittered those oppon-

ents who managed to flee to form the beginnings of what would

later become the great émigré communities in Miami and elsewhere

in the USA.

Michels’ iron law of oligarchy can exhibit a steep gradient for some

revolutionary governments. Yet enclaved institutions were by no means

sloughed off in Cuba. The organisation of the revolutionary government

required the intensity of shared bonds, aspirations and fervour that

enclaved institutions furnish. On the other hand, emergency conditions

called for a more ramified division of labour and clear status for

governing.

Radical enclaving of the régime continued apace in its own policies as

well as in its external context after coming to power, even as elements of

hierarchy were added. After the brothers were reconciled, Raúl Castro

took over command of the entire military apparatus. Guevara was

instrumental in deepening anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist rhetoric and

extending the commitment to supporting revolutionary movements

across the developing world and especially elsewhere in Latin America.

Through 1962, indeed, the Soviet leadership was increasingly nervous

about the consequences for its own global policy of Cuban adventurism

in fomenting socialist revolution across the Latin American region. In

the 1950s, Khrushchev had found himself dragged into providing Soviet

support for the East German régime by its leader, Ulbricht, who had his

own agenda (Fursenko and Naftali, 2003; Taylor, 2006). The Soviets

could control their German subordinate and neighbour. They could not

control the more distant Castro. Moreover, Castro’s adventurism in

Latin America carried much greater political risks for the Soviets than

anything East Germany could attempt.

Among many citizens as well as in the inner organisation of the

revolutionary cadre, fear of US invasion during 1960 tipped the political

climate in Havana sharply towards enclave. The defeat of the invading

exiles at the Bay of Pigs in 1961 provided a further boost for radicalisa-

tion, just as had the explosion of La Coubre and the increasingly fer-

ocious hostility in rhetoric from the USA. The first stirrings of sabotage

under Operation Mongoose, too, including several efforts to assassinate

Castro, had the effect of sharpening the enclaving of the régime and its

support base. Ironically, the sense of being enclaved was reinforced by

Moscow’s initial suspicions about just how genuine was Fidel Castro’s

claim to be a communist, and its initial reluctance to commit to his
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support. It may well have been the Bay of Pigs that finally swung

Moscow behind the new Cuban revolutionary socialist government, just

as it increased the commitment of Castro’s régime to more authoritarian

control and internal intelligence-gathering.

Cuba quickly became dependent on the Soviet Union as a market for

its sugar, tobacco and other products, and for finance, arms and skills.

This created one of the central anomalies in its institutional ordering.

On the one hand, as nationalists, the Cuban revolutionary leadership

sought the greatest possible independence consistent with economic

and military survival. On the other, independence from its enemies

could only be achieved at the price of involvement with superpowers

which would have reasons of their own to make use of the new revolu-

tionary régime.

In Castro’s régime in its first few years, informal institutions were

very informal indeed, just as formal ones could be very grandiose.

Revolutionary style cultivated a highly grandiose style of informality in

the call and response between the Maximum Leader and the crowds at

his rallies. On the other hand, formality could reach great heights of

oratorical grandeur with the labelling of announcements of foreign

policy positions as the First and Second Havana Declarations. Like

many revolutionaries, Castro and his immediate circle kept extremely

irregular hours. Meetings were arranged very casually and at short

notice, but might take hours. Many matters would be kept waiting until

the leadership group decided to turn their attention to them. This

informality could conflict with the imperatives of effective government,

but served to cement the bonds of the enclave. Yet informality itself

quickly became formulaic. Castro, his brother, Guevara and other

leaders with any claim to have fought for the revolution dressed rou-

tinely in combat fatigues. They soon became as much prescribed as the

business suits and ties in Washington. The right to wear fatigues

became a public way of marking the boundaries of the enclave. Those

who were friends of the revolution were expected to observe the correct

dress code for their position. Fursenko and Naftali (1997) describe the

heavy-handed manner in which Castro and his fellow leaders com-

mented with disapproval on Soviet Ambassador Aleksandr Alekseev’s

presenting himself in a tie at his first meeting with the Cuban rulers. At

this stage in the development of the Cuban revolutionary government,

there is little reason to suppose that there was major tension between

the formal and the informal institutions. Indeed, both formal and

informal institutions exhibit a common and consistent style of high

rhetoric, self-importance and heavy marking of boundaries between

true believers and all others (type 7 or higher).
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Enclaved political judgement: reasons and goals

Enclaves cultivate a thought style in which the short-term emergency

and the eventual victory are clear and heavily emphasised, but the

medium term is downplayed, lest it give rise to pragmatic thinking which

might begin to undermine its members’ commitment to the shared

principles. Between 1961 and 1962, the Cuban régime’s short-term goal

was simply survival. Its long-term goal was to take an honoured but

much more independent place than it presently could in an international

commonwealth of socialist nations. By summer 1962, when Khrushchev

was willing to offer nuclear weapons as well as conventional arms to

defend the Cuban régime from what he took to be an immediate threat,

its medium-term goals were much less clear.

A crucial indicator of the régime’s style of political judgement is that

Castro was not prepared to pay any price to achieve survival. Nor could

he, even if he had wanted to, for the hard-line members of the enclave

around him would certainly not have tolerated deep concessions by the

leader. Guevara and even his own brother had, in recent years, been

prepared to take drastic steps to ensure that there would be no backslid-

ing on radical commitments. Castro probably had his own precipice

behind him, although it never became an issue for him in the way that

it did for Khrushchev, because he did not at any point, as far as we know,

contemplate major concessions.

Survival, therefore, meant survival as a revolutionary socialist régime,

neither as a government forced to seek popular support through elec-

tions nor even as a non-elected but still liberalising régime willing to

accommodate its own middle class with concessions on private owner-

ship. It also meant survival by deterring the USA from invading, not by

reaching any accommodation with the Kennedy administration, even

assuming that either side would have been willing to enter into talks of

any kind. Certainly, no other options were considered in Havana, nor

would they have been considered consistent with the very purposes for

which the enclave felt that its members had struggled.

What matters here is not the accuracy of the Soviet intelligence view

(and of some in Havana despite their own intelligence services’ advice:

Blight and Welch, 1998) that the Kennedy administration would follow

up the Bay of Pigs with a full-scale invasion by US armed forces. The

threat was believed to be real, especially in Moscow. In Havana, the

belief was partly the consequence of fears produced in the internal

process of enclaving. The Mongoose programme provided some signals

that could be read as indicating a US commitment to ‘régime change’.

At any rate, the Kennedy administration did little to signal to Castro that
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it was no longer contemplating invasion – a failure that may well have led

more or less directly to the missile crisis.

Seeking to survive by relying on deterrence makes partial sense of the

decision to accept the missiles when offered, so far as Castro and his

colleagues were persuaded of their likely deterrent effect. We still need to

understand, however, why the régime appears not to have suspected

until September 1962, when Guevara and Aragonés were anxiously

despatched to Moscow, that accepting the missiles would attract rather

than deter US military attack.

Part of the story could be a degree of deference to the supposedly

greater insight of Soviet intelligence. Castro did refer to the USSR in

one speech with the words, ‘Moscow is our brain and our great leader.’

On the other hand, such rhetoric may have been intended more to

frighten the USA than to indicate genuine deference, and perhaps

should not be taken literally. Cuban intelligence may have deferred

to Soviet intelligence judgements on the likelihood, after the Bay of

Pigs, of US invasion (Blight and Welch, 1998). Nevertheless, Cuban

intelligence officials had limited powers of persuasion over the political

leadership; they were more likely to defer to Fidel Castro than to

seek to persuade him of something of which he would be sceptical

(Amuchastegui, 1998).

The apocalyptic place of nuclear warfare in political imaginations

played a key part. In enclaved social organisation, apocalyptic imagin-

ation has powerfully motivating effects in sustaining the enclave’s

fervour. The Cuban régime believed – and the evidence of the Vietnam

War later in the 1960s suggests they may well have been right – that they

could sustain an irregular campaign of rural and highland resistance

against a conventional US invasion for many years, even though they

might have to give up their cities. On the other hand, the Cubans

expected any invasion to be preceded by massive air attacks on military

and industrial facilities and urban areas, and perhaps the destruction of

the economy. Exiles and counter-revolutionaries would form a puppet

government over the ruins, protected by US soldiers. Believing or at

least accepting advice that they faced such an apocalyptic threat, and

deciding to accept nuclear missiles as an apocalyptic counter-measure,

made some sense, within the enclaved imagination.

Kennedy’s 22 October broadcast suggested to Castro and many

Cubans that deterrence had failed and that a US attack was imminent.

Now they thought they might face nuclear obliteration, not merely

conventional massive aerial bombardment. This served further to

reinforce the enclave’s fervent commitment to defending the revolution

and Cuban sovereignty.
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What remained undeveloped in 1962 were medium-term goals that

might provide a causal path from short-term survival goals to longer-

term ones of greater independence and socialism other than of an

emergency kind. Indeed, the massive military dependence on the Soviets

which seemed necessary for short-term survival quickly came to com-

promise longer-term prospects for substantive independence.

This central anomaly flowed from the particular relationship between

reasons and goals in the Cuban régime. In enclaved thought style gener-

ally, reasons can readily come to dominate goals, when deontological

commitments to be a certain thing, or undertake some practice, stand

for and symbolise certain values and readily outweigh achieving instru-

mental goals. In the limit case, when self-radicalisation through positive

feedback has gone sufficiently far, these things can come to seem even

more important than life itself. As it was excluded from US–Soviet deal-

making and believed that withdrawing the missiles increased Cuban

vulnerability to US attack, despite Khrushchev’s claims to have secured

a non-invasion pledge from Kennedy, for the Cuban régime,

[f]aced with an array of choices essentially reduced to meaningless catastrophe
or martyrdom, the latter [was] a perfectly rational option. (Belkin and Blight,
1991, 737)

History is replete with sectarian movements prepared to accept defeat

and even death rather than compromise their principles. The self-

reinforcement dynamic of radicalisation was explored, for example,

in Mannheim’s (1936, esp. 211–219, but 192–263, passim) classical

sociological study of the same mechanisms at work among extreme

antinomian Anabaptists and the followers of Thomas Müntzer in early

Reformation Germany.

There emerged during October 1962 a widespread and apparently

genuine willingness to die in the island’s defence, not in the fatalistic

manner that one expects of despairing and disorganised structural serfs

but in the organised manner of people committed to an enclave. No

doubt, willingness to sacrifice oneself was less universal than Castro

stated to the 1992 Havana conference (Blight et al., 2002 [1993]). But

it is quite reasonable to accept that many people felt this way, and not

only the revolutionary ‘cadre’.

Thus, in circumstances defined as apocalyptic, reasons come to dom-

inate goals, driven by Mannheim’s mechanisms of positive feedback in

enclaved institutions. Strong bonds reduce the number of acceptable

reasons for action to far fewer than are found in individualistic and isolate

institutional orderings: only those reasons that serve the solidarity of the

enclave are acceptable. Goals in action, however, can not be rank-ordered.
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For that allows falling back to second and third preferences, when higher-

ranked options are unavailable. That possibility threatens the sanctity

of the principle that is the only thing holding the enclave together.

Weak external social regulation, when the self-radicalisation dynamic is

unleashed, tends to produce extreme and insatiable demands – what

Durkheim (1951 [1897], 287) called the ‘malady of infinite desires’.

In his lectures on utopian socialism Durkheim (1958) shows how the

sectarian nature of radical political organisation produces a thought style

in which insatiable political demands and ideals are sustained.

Risk stance in the domain of gains under threat

The revolutionary government was poor, facing economic sanctions,

and urgently needed Soviet military assistance to deter invasion. Yet it

was not in the domain of losses. In the domain of losses, an actor has

actually experienced a series of defeats in the last few gambles or expects

to do so in ways that it fundamentally cares about. And the Castro

régime cared more about preserving its revolutionary integrity than

preserving itself. Its reference point was an ideal, neither the status quo

nor the status quo ante.

From its own perspective, the Cuban revolutionary régime had

achieved significant gains. Despite the Eisenhower government’s luke-

warm and declining support for the incumbent dictator, Castro, Guevara

and their comrades had successfully overthrown Batista’s régime by

January 1959. They had begun implementing a radical socialist pro-

gramme of state ownership, land reform and collectivist economic plan-

ning. The Cubans had also secured more lavish Soviet military assistance

than had been offered to any state outside the Warsaw Pact. Finally, in

1961, even before the Soviet arms buildup, using local militias to supple-

ment the small rebel armies, Castro had defeated the CIA-supported

exiles who landed at the Bay of Pigs, and so humiliated the USA.

As late as summer 1962, Castro and his colleagues still had not

realised that accepting the missiles might well lead to the destruction

of all their achievements. Only after the US discovery and the arrival of

intelligence that the USA was massing huge forces in the south-east and

at airfields across the continent, and that US forces worldwide were on

the highest state of readiness short of actual war, did the Castro régime

appreciate that all could be lost.

Their apocalyptic risk stance is exactly that which the theory predicts

for people in enclaved contexts. For Castro and his comrades were in the

domain of gains under threat. They willingly ran huge risks. This sits at

best uneasily and at worst inconsistently with prospect theory, which
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universalises the expectation of risk-aversion in the domain of gains and

risk-seeking in the domain of losses, irrespective of institutional context.

Indeed, the anodyne epithet ‘risk-seeking’ understates Castro’s rhetoric

and behaviour in October 1962. The most important paragraph of

Castro’s letter to Khrushchev has already been quoted. The letter

appeared to urge him to make a first-strike use of nuclear weapons on

the mainland USA, should invasion appear to have begun. In subsequent

explanation, Castro simply said that he assumed that Cuba would in any

case have ‘ceased to exist’. At the Havana conference in 1992 (Blight

et al., 2002 [1993]), 251–253), Castro put it thus:

Now, we started from the assumption that if there was an invasion of Cuba,
nuclear war would erupt. We were certain of that. Everybody here was simply
resigned to the fate that we would be forced to pay the price, that we would
disappear. . . Yes, I would have agreed to the use of [tactical] nuclear weapons
[had the US launched massive air strikes followed by invasion of Cuba in
October 1962]. Because, in any case, we took it for granted that it would
become a nuclear war anyway, and that we were going to disappear. Before
having the country occupied – totally occupied – we were ready to die in the
defence of our country. . . I wish we had had the tactical nuclear weapons. . .
Of course after we had used ours, they [the US forces] would have replied with,
say, 400, tactical weapons – we don’t know how many would have been fired at
us. In any case, we were resigned to our fate. So the idea of withdrawing the
weapons didn’t cross our minds.

More than this, he was prepared to take, and urged the conscripted and

mobilised population to take, the most extreme risks of ‘fighting to the

death’ and ‘fighting to the last’ man or woman, never surrendering. This

vision of the kind of fighting in which the Japanese Imperial Army had

engaged, during the last stages of the Pacific war in 1945, appears quite

seriously meant.1 Blight et al. (2002 [1993], 249) summarise Castro’s

thinking as rational, if the premises are granted, in the following manner:

It was a rational choice between two options: annihilation with the honour of
going down fighting, or annihilation as cowards.

Framing the alternatives in these ways makes sense in the apocalyptic

thought style cultivated in enclaved institutions: simply dismissing

Castro as not being rational (e.g. Scott, 2007, 159) here is to misunder-

stand the enclaved risk stance and the inferences it authorises.

As the crisis sputtered on and occasionally raged through November

and December 1962, because Castro did all he could to obstruct the

superpowers’ deal, he again took huge risks by threatening war and

offending his Soviet quartermasters. During November, the USA reacti-

vated its contingency planning for invasion. Despite economic and
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military dependence, Castro even took risks with his relationship with

the Soviet Union by snubbing Mikoyan and frequently denouncing

Soviet betrayal, although he did not press his case so far as to risk cutting

Cuba’s lifeline.

At the 1992 Havana conference, the Maximum Leader discussed the

level of fear in Cuba at the height of the crisis (Blight et al., 2002

[1993]). He was responding, in part, to McNamara’s comments, in an

interview some years previously, that

There was just too damned much fear in the missile crisis. You keep piling it on,
well, people may crack. You do not want to reduce your leaders to quivering,
panicky, irrational people, do you?. . . there was, I assure you, plenty of fear to go
around in October 1962. (Blight and Welch, 1989, 198)

Yet Blight et al. (2002 [1993]) accepted as genuine, testimony from

several Cubans who lived through the missile crisis that they had felt

no fear at the time. Having described spending their days in preparing for

the invasion and their nights dancing in Havana’s clubs, one man who

had a civil defence role answered a question about whether he was afraid

in late October 1962:

No, not really. I do recall sadness at the prospect of the death of my wife and
children. But no fear. I mean: we knew we were going to die. (Blight et al., 2002
[1993], 249)

We need not assume that this feeling was shared universally throughout

the Cuban population. Blight, Allyn and Welch were probably able

to meet this man because he was regarded as a reliable party member

who could be trusted not to tell visiting foreign academics anything too

unacceptable. However, if his statement accurately reflects the emo-

tional climate at the time among many who supported the party or

at least rallied patriotically to their national flag, then it is indeed

important. It is also explicable by the present theory. Rallying around

the threatened nation extended the enclave in Cuba, generating deter-

mination and even recklessness rather than fear. By contrast, many

Americans certainly were afraid (Alice George, 2003; Weisbrot, 2001).

Certainly, the crisis week in Cuba contrasted sharply with the height of

the Playa Girón crisis. In the missile crisis, there was much less national

mobilisation for the militias than at the time of the invasion, and no

round-up of suspected subversives, but Castro’s rhetoric was much more

apocalyptic (Quirk, 1993, 434).

In highly enclaved contexts, Durkheim (1995 [1912]) argued, at times

of highly ritualised crisis, the emotional pitch of fervent commitment to

the solidarity of the enclave can be sufficiently great to block out fear
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to make space for the expressive emotions of solidary commitment.

Durkheim (1995 [1912]) gave the example of ‘piacular’ rites, or

ceremonies to ‘meet a calamity or remember and mourn one’: partici-

pants’ mourning is so intense that they do not feel the physical pain or

fear that the activities involved would normally cause them.

Castro is described as being in a state of elation during the height of

the missile crisis (Quirk, 1993, 414). Elated resignation may seem to

people in other institutional context to be at best an oxymoron, even a

contradiction in terms. Yet, seen in the context of radical enclaving, it

becomes entirely explicable. The ‘fatalism’ and ‘resignation’ described

here are very different things from those sometimes associated with

isolate ordering. For the fatalism of structural serfs is a passive affair

of endurance without active symbolic action. Enclaved fatalism is apoca-

lyptic, emotional and the subject of collective rituals of voluntary choice

of noble but doomed resistance to an outcome which is inevitable, rituals

in which emotions of solidarity displace those of fear.

Loss framing

Framing of loss plays a different role in the Cuban case from that in the

American and Soviet ones. In many ways, that framing was absolute and

extreme. Castro reported himself, at the 1992 Havana conference, as

having envisaged as nearly inevitable the complete destruction of his

country and the death of the majority of the population, either in

desperate militia battles to the last man and woman with invading

American troops, or in nuclear attacks on centres of population as a

result of escalation of the conflict (perhaps from the Soviet use of tactical

nuclear weapons against the US assault forces on the beaches).

One function of apocalyptic thought style in enclave is to create

reasons for the belief that defeat and the loss of life at the hands of the

enemy are by no means the worst loss that can be envisaged, in order to

motivate members of that enclave. This makes cowardice or capitulation

on the part of members, not merely shameful, but contrary to reason,

by the enclave’s standards of reasonableness. It also helps to sustain

collective effervescence in last-ditch resistance.

This framing also severely foreshortens the future (Rayner, 1982).

Immense effort in the immediate apocalyptic crisis dominates any

longer-range horizons that might call for pragmatic reasoning. Several

studies have examined the neo-Durkheimian prediction of distinctive

foreshortening of the future and correlative lengthening of historical

memory in enclaved contexts. Rayner’s pioneering 1982 study was

especially important in this respect. Peck and 6’s (2006) study on
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organisational memory and planning horizons provided additional con-

firmation of the hypothesis, and also developed the account of the

contrast between the four elementary forms in respect of both future

anticipation and planning horizons and historical memory.

We can contrast framings of loss between the three governments. The

Kennedy administration identified as the most serious losses the erosion

of credibility with the Soviet Union and the risk of the president’s

impeachment should his own response seem too weak. However, it

attached greatest priority to the instrumental goals of avoiding the ‘final

failure’ of escalation to general war and nuclear exchange. Khrushchev

too was concerned about Soviet credibility and global position but

also about the ‘precipice’ behind him. Instead of such medium-term

considerations, the anticipated future in the Cuban enclave was drastic-

ally foreshortened to the prospect of the immediate US onslaught, a risk

which enclaved thought style raised to near certainty and apocalyptic

severity. The losses that mattered were those of shameful capitulation

and the irrationality, within the enclave ranking of values, of preferring

life to the nobility of sacrifice for the cause.

Enclaved strategy

Strategy in ExComm was based on anticipation, and deception was

tactical, whereas Kremlin strategy was improvisatory and resilient, with

deception playing a strategic role. By contrast, Cuban revolutionary

strategy was at once anticipatory only at the apocalyptic extremes

of the distribution of planning. When the superpowers’ deal left that

strategy superseded, Castro concentrated on obstruction, blame and

efforts to sustain the heightened conflict which had given the enclave

the opportunity to radicalise itself and induced many of the Cuban

population to rally to them.

Castro sometimes justified accepting the missiles as fulfilling Cuba’s

duty to share the burden of defending the socialist bloc. Any enclave

takes pride in being among the chosen people. The Cuban revolutionary

cadre felt themselves marked out at the forefront of the cataclysmic

battle with imperialism. Accepting the missiles at the very front line

against the USA could be framed as an act for which their régime was

peculiarly destined.

Prior to the USA’s discovering the missiles, at the end of August

perhaps the Cuban government had briefly begun to think a little further

ahead about the US reaction than had Khrushchev, although in October,

as the crisis deepened, the future became increasngly foreshortened.

For Castro sent Guevara and Aragonés to Moscow for meetings with
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Khrushchev in early September to make the case once more for making

the deployment open. In part, the idea of a more open deployment fitted

the enclaved preference for a struggle unsullied by Machiavellianism.

But the more hierarchical strand of the Cuban strategic thinking, perhaps

the intelligence service, recognised the possibility of extreme reactions

from the USA.

During the thirteen days at the height of the crisis, strategy appears

to have consisted in little more than military preparation for noble death

for the cause in last-ditch resistance. The letter written by Castro to

Khrushchev apparently urging him to be willing to use nuclear weapons

against the mainland of the USA reflected this exactly.

If, before the US discovery, the Cubans had deferred to Soviet intelli-

gence’s supposedly greater insight into US thinking about the Caribbean,

thereafter they considered themselves to have had the better understand-

ing. After Khrushchev’s retreat, Castro would no longer defer to the

Soviets in the belief that the Soviet Union was still the senior revolution-

ary socialist state. From so enclaved a starting point, the recognition

came to Castro and his colleagues with bitterness and disillusionment

that, for all Khrushchev’s own rhetoric and in some ways his practice in

Laos, the Congo and Vietnam, Soviet aims were now clearly not guided

exclusively by the furthering of revolutionary socialism. Certainly, the

Soviets would not risk glorious defeat; they now seemed to be driven by

Machiavellian considerations of realpolitik. These, the Cuban enclave

with its internationalist revolutionary zeal considered little better than

bourgeois reaction.

After the October crisis, Khrushchev and Mikoyan tried to convince

the Cubans that the socialist community had won a great victory. This

struck the Cuban enclave as hollow. Indeed, Kennedy never had made

good on the promised pledge to rule out a US invasion. More centrally

repugnant to enclaved styles of judgement was that they saw the prac-

tical victories being achieved at the expense of principle. In this sense,

in its extreme and self-radicalised form, enclaved political thought is

at the very boundaries of what counts as political judgement at all;

it might even be described as opposed to that element in the character-

isation of political judgement given in Chapter 1 as something that

recognises the validity of rival claims. Very slowly and after several

months, the Cuban government withdrew to a less enclaved and more

pragmatic position. But the bitterness of being betrayed for a few

obsolete missiles in Turkey, as they would come to see it when

Khrushchev finally admitted the Turkish deal to Castro on his visit to

the USSR, did not evaporate for years after Khrushchev’s own

enforced departure from office.
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Marking political boundaries is central to the enclaved thought style.

Unsurprisingly, therefore, after Khrushchev announced retreat, Castro

pressed his demands fiercely for respect for Cuban ‘sovereignty’ against

overflights, subversion and sabotage, and against UN inspection of

the weapons sites. If total destruction in noble catastrophe could be

tolerated with equanimity in the apocalyptic vision of the enclave, the

less physically damaging intrusions were much less acceptable.

Issue linkage

In enclaves, issue linkage is done in furtherance of principle, if at all,

rather than necessarily in serious pursuit of self-interest. Therefore,

demands tend to be maximalist. If linkage is attempted, it will be

done on issues that are as strongly integrated and internally linked as

are the members of the enclave themselves. This indeed characterises

the style of issue linkage exhibited by the Castro régime in the wake of

the superpower deal of 28 October.

Kennedy strove to extricate his administration from the risk of being

the victim of Soviet issue linkage; Khrushchev paradoxically felt unable

to apply issue linkage. Ironically, only the Cuban government actively

sought to do anything reminiscent of issue linkage. Yet it could do so

only in the dying stages of the crisis, when it was too late and when it

lacked leverage to make it credible.

On 29 October, immediately after the superpowers had agreed to the

principles of settlement, a furious Castro issued his ‘five-point plan’,

setting out extremely demanding conditions under which his government

would accept the withdrawal. He demanded that the USA end the

economic embargo, its programme of subversion, ‘pirate’ attacks from

offshore bases by contras, and US violations of Cuban airspace; finally,

he demanded that the USA remove its forces from their base at

Guantánamo. With the exception of Guantánamo, these were not

linkages with issues for other jurisdictions. But each demand sought

to impose conditionality over missile withdrawal with other topics of

conflict with the USA. Although Mikoyan made a speech appearing to

endorse these demands, Khrushchev was never serious about them and

did nothing to press them upon Kennedy.

Category formation and anomaly management

For the Cuban revolutionary régime, a central anomaly in its classifica-

tion was a topic emphasised in Castro’s rhetoric: this was the category of

Cuban ‘independence’.
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From its beginnings, the 26 July Movement had been devoted both to

overthrowing the Batista dictatorship, and to a rather vaguely formulated

conception of Cuban independence. Anti-American rhetoric certainly

played a significant role in Castro’s speeches and writings from the early

1950s. In particular, in 1962 and 1963, Castro’s speeches and writings

made increasingly shrill use and increasingly extended applications of the

concept of sovereignty.

From the late 1950s to the early 1960s, consistently with an enclaved

style of political memory, his thought showed a long historical recollec-

tion of perceived attacks, violations and betrayals, and a foreshortened

future of crisis followed by a vaguely described but unambiguously

bright thereafter. Among the much remembered attacks was the blowing

up, in 1898, of a US battleship, the Maine, in Havana harbour, precipi-

tating the Spanish-American War, in which Cuba was portrayed as a

pawn in a superpower conflict. Also heavily underscored was the Platt

Amendment of 1901, which granted Guantánamo to the USA and

permitted US intervention in Cuban affairs. Castro dwelled too on a

history of intermittent US support for various twentieth-century Cuban

strongmen.

Independence or sovereignty for Cuba meant several different things,

some of which were advanced and some retarded or compromised by the

Castro government’s policies. Political independence of the USA had

been achieved, for example, at the price of very great economic and

military dependence on the Soviet Union (LeoGrande and Thomas,

2002; Quirk, 1993; Tsokhas, 1980). Independence of Soviet foreign

policy to allow support for Latin American rural guerrilla revolutionary

movements came at the price of risking the Soviet relationship, with no

guarantee of any equally valuable support from China.

Castro invoked sovereignty in the context of apocalyptic claims to be

prepared to risk the extermination of Cuba’s population rather than

compromise sovereignty. The cry ‘¡patria o muerte! ’ had been made at

rallies addressed by the Maximum Leader at least since 1960, and had

been used extensively at the time of Playa Girón. Its use in speeches

during the October crisis was especially emphatic.

Equally, Castro’s and Guevara’s slippage from nationalism to inter-

nationalism by promoting revolution across the continent represented

a major anomaly in their conception of Latin American countries’

independence from Cuba (Moreno and Lardas, 1979).

Evidence of the enclaved style of insistent rather than innovative

category fixing, by rhetorical repetition, can be found in Cuban govern-

ment policy statements and in Castro’s own letters and speeches. As

we should expect, there was much less change and development in the
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meaning of terms used in ritualised rhetoric than in the case of the

Kennedy administration’s feeling its way to substantively new terms

such as ‘offensive weapons’. Conversely, Castro’s decision that Cuba’s

acceptance of the missiles should be represented as its contribution to

the defence of world socialism was designed to avoid admitting its

military dependence on the Soviet Union (Betancourt, 1998, 83). This

particular anomalous monster was barred by simply being glossed over.

On 29 September, before the US discovery of the sites but in response

to rising tension with the Kennedy administration and the congressional

hardliners, the Cuban council of ministers issued a long, rhetorically

repetitive, bitter and rambling statement which shows many of the signs

of Castro’s own rhetorical style (translation reprinted in Diez Acosta,

2002, 213–223). Here we find such statements as the following (Diez

Acosta, 2002, 215–217):

The revolutionary government of Cuba declares once again that our country’s
foreign policy is based on the principle of non-intervention, on the right of
nations to free self-determination, on the recognition of the equal sovereignty
of all states. . .
Cuba . . . has been a constant victim of interference in its internal affairs . . .

[and] the victim of aggression coming from the territory of other countries of the
Americas. . .
We also proclaim that Cuba will never seek to extend aggressive or subversive

activities by force to any country of the hemisphere.

The final sentence was probably not meant sincerely, even in these early

years. In later years, the Cuban government certainly did deliberately

seek to, as the US government put it, ‘export revolution’. This mercantile

analogy of ‘export’ for their armed guerrilla activities in Latin America in

the 1960s particularly infuriated the Cuban leadership.

After some pages, the statement continued:

The Cuban people are prepared to fight to the last man for their revolution,
firmly convinced of the justice of the great historic work they are carrying out.

The trope of fighting to the last, of never surrendering, was to be repeated

with increasing shrillness by Castro during the crisis.

Towards the end of the statement, the words describing what the

Cubans are determined to defend are importantly varied:

they are prepared to defend the nation’s independence and safeguard its
territorial integrity.

Integrity, with its connotations of intact and unperforated boundaries, is

a common category in many styles of enclaved thought, from religious

sectarians insistent upon the resurrection of the body in the form of
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bodily integrity to moral enclaves demanding absolute integrity in polit-

ical life even at the expense of political survival or effectiveness. In

enclave thought style, integrity is used to indicate purity, or the marking

off of black from white, and treating all greys as black (Douglas, 1966).

This too would become a stock trope in Cuban revolutionary rhetoric.

The final words of the communiqué were, predictably, ‘¡patria o

muerte! ¡venceremos!’

The day after Kennedy’s televised address to his nation at the begin-

ning of the great crisis week, Castro addressed his people on television

and radio. Predictably contrasting with Kennedy’s concise and carefully

crafted statement, Castro’s address was long, repetitive, rhetorical,

rambling and utterly intransigent, and offered his opponents no possi-

bility of retreat with dignity (see translation in Diez Acosta, 2002,

224–255). The same tropes can be found again and again, as in the

29 September communiqué, but with even higher octane denunciations

and blame. Castro began with much older historical references, going

back to the Platt Amendment:

Our progress, our independence and our sovereignty were always undercut by
the policy of the Yankee governments – that is, intervention for imperialist ends.
Going back to the Platt Amendment. . .

Much of his speech was devoted to the tropes of Cuba as the noble victim,

of America as the bully increasingly frustrated by its failure to reverse the

Cuban revolution and to reverse Cuban independence per se. Not very far

into his speech, Castro refers to the American blockade as only the latest

example of ‘pirate-like sacking of our wealth and exploitation of our

workers’. (Ironically, just as Khrushchev had done at Novocherkassk,

Castro had had to order his forces immediately before the missile crisis

to suppress a protest in Cárdenas over high prices and shortages and low

wages: Quirk, 1993, 410–412.)

Territorial integrity was used for even more heavily scored boundary-

marking and monster-barring when Castro declares that US reconnais-

sance overflights, even at 30,000 feet, count as violations of Cuban

sovereignty. Thus, he extended Cuban sovereignty vertically from the

country’s ocean borders to the limit of technological data collection:

Regarding the question of surveillance of Cuba, their surveillance has consisted
in violating our airspace and territorial waters every day . . . each one of those
actions involves an act of illegality. (p. 34)

This was not, in 1962, an especially great extension of the concept

of territorial integrity, although it is decreasingly meaningful in the

twenty-first century. For only two years before, the Soviets had shot
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down Gary Powers’ U-2 over the Soviet Union and been able to protest

about US reconnaissance even at such great heights as a violation of

their territorial integrity. Indeed, Eisenhower, who had ordered the U-2

overflights, privately admitted his double standards on this, acknow-

ledging that he would have regarded Soviet overflights of the USA as

little short of an act of war. Nevertheless, the intensity of Castro’s

insistence upon territorial integrity as an absolute value was qualita-

tively different from Khrushchev’s treatment of the Gary Powers inci-

dent as another randomly occurring opportunity to lever political gain,

or indeed from the way that Eisenhower’s actual practice was always to

avoid superpower conflict that might escalate towards nuclear exchange

(Craig, 1998).

Castro repeatedly invoked the concept of sovereignty in this speech,

as in many others, to justify his government’s claim of right to accept

arms of any physical characteristics from any nation it chose. Below, for

example, is one passage from the middle of the speech. In it, Castro

ritually emphasised in rhetorical repetition the word ‘sovereignty’,

steadily increasing his claim to its absoluteness in decision and in right

to acquire strategic weapons. One should bear in mind when reading

this passage that there was hardly an effective non-proliferation régime

in 1962, so Castro’s claim was legally less immediately contentious than

was the case half a century later at the time of the Iraq War. On the other

hand, the missiles in Cuba were under Soviet control, something con-

veniently glossed over in Castro’s claim to absolute sovereignty. Even if

it had acknowledged the realities of Cuba’s military dependence in

October 1962, Castro’s notion of sovereignty would have represented

an extreme view in most political theory. Importantly, he linked abso-

luteness of his sovereignty with absoluteness in apocalyptic destruction.

Moreover, not only were the borders extended vertically into the skies,

they were extended to any form of unwanted observation.

Do we not have the rights that international norms, laws and principles recognise
for every sovereign state in any part of the world? What part of the world, what
country is denied the right to arm itself? What part of the world, what country is
asked to give an account of the weapons it arms itself with? What part of the
world, what country? What makes the imperialists think we are the only such
country, in the only such part of the world? Why, when we are a sovereign state,
just as sovereign as they are – and even more so, for we are not the slaves of
exploitation, the slaves of imperialism, the slaves of the war-mongering policy
they follow!
We are not sovereign by the grace of the Yankees, but by our own right. We are

not just sovereign in words, we are sovereign in deeds. And we are true to our
status as a sovereign state, so to take away our sovereignty it will be necessary to
wipe us off the face of the earth!. (p. 241)
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A little later:

We have armed ourselves because the people of Cuba have the legitimate right
granted them by history to defend their sovereign decisions, to lead their country
along the historic paths that our people have chosen in the exercise of that
sovereignty. (p. 243)

Later still:

We reject definitively any attempt at monitoring, any attempt at inspection of our
country. Our country will not be inspected by anyone. No-one will be able to
come and inspect our country, because we will never authorise anyone to do so.
We will never renounce our sovereign prerogatives. Within our borders, we are
the ones who rule, and we are the ones who do the inspecting – and no-one
else. . . We know how we must defend our integrity and our sovereignty. (p. 247)

There were many more speeches in much the same vein, but these

broadly typical examples suffice to illustrate the manner in which the

heavily marked boundaries of the enclave were painted onto the face of

the wider political world in the ritual performance of Castro’s address.

Hindsight and foresight

Time, for Castro’s government, was already an affair of a mythic past

and either a catastrophic or a vague but glorious future. The crisis was

but the latest in a long line of yanqui imperialist intrusions into Cuban

integrity; indeed, the Playa Girón was about to be repeated only one year

later but this time by US regular forces, Castro’s resistance but the latest

example of following Martı́’s commitment to selfless heroism. American

arguments that Cuba lacked the right to Soviet nuclear defence was

another case of the Platt Amendment, La Coubre and the Maine. Histor-

ical analogies sorted themselves neatly into villains to be denounced with

bitterness, and heroes with whom to identify both the nation itself and

the Maximum Leader. Conversely, the government only belatedly, and

after accepting the missiles, began to give any thought to the question

of whether an open deployment might not have been better, and almost

none to the consequences for Cuban independence of becoming eco-

nomically and militarily dependent upon the Soviet Union. The fore-

shortened future was one in which Cuba would be obliterated, but

perhaps it might induce the Soviets to take some US cities down with it.

Misunderstanding the opponent

Castro misread both the Soviet and US governments as much as they

misread each other and both misunderstood the Cuban leadership. That
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Kennedy did not order invasion, was prepared to withdraw the blockade,

and even, just before his death, began to try informal back channels to

open dialogue with Castro, confounded the Cuban leader’s expectations.

Lowering tensions in 1963, after the Soviets withdrew the missiles and

after the USA ransomed the last prisoners taken at Playa Girón, left

Castro’s rhetorical denunciation of the great imperialist enemy and his

invocations of 1898 and 1901 sounding overblown.

A much greater source of bitterness and anomaly, however, was his

misreading of the Soviet Union. Only when the Soviet leader announced

his decision to withdraw the missiles did the furious Castro realise

that he had been misguided in assuming that the Soviet Union was as

committed to principled confrontation with the capitalist world and

with the USA as Cuba was. That Khrushchev was engaged in the less

principled politics of national interest appears genuinely to have shocked

Castro in October 1962. Yet, in the late 1950s, Castro had fought shy of

aligning his 26 July Movement with international communism partly

because he appears to have recognised that the interests of the Soviet

Union diverged from those of radicals in the developing world. It seems

that self-reinforcement of enclave institutions once in power, together

with the need to rationalise a now unavoidable dependence, sustained

this style of judgement.
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8 Implications

This chapter examines, in turn, what we learn from this argument about

the missile crisis, about what political judgement and is and how it is best

explained, and how the argument develops theory in political science.

Implications for understanding the October crisis

The empirical chapters have argued that the neo-Durkheimian account

can help to explain puzzles about the Cuban missile crisis that remain

inadequately explained by other theories.

Firstly, it makes better sense of judgement style in the Kremlin than

other theories. In particular, it offers a more integrated explanation of

the series of Khrushchev’s decisions from the deployment through to

improvising in the crisis week, the instability of his issue linkages, and

the forces shaping his coping, opportunistic approach. Understanding

isolate ordering in the Kremlin makes sense of his willingness to bear

risks in some circumstances but to show caution in others. The zero-sum

view of prestige in isolate order makes good sense of the the choice of

Cuba as the venue for a large gamble. Secondly, it explains both Castro’s

decisions to accept the missiles, to call upon Khrushchev to attack the

US mainland at the height of the crisis, and to do everything he could to

obstruct the agreement.

Although each makes important contributions, none of the Allison

and Zelikow (1999 [1971]) models really performs well in explaining

Khrushchev’s deployment decision. Allison and Zelikow make few

efforts to try to apply models II (organisational routine) or III (internal

bargaining) to Khrushchev’s decision to deploy. They sometimes lean

towards the ‘Berlin’ hypothesis, but we have seen few reasons to think

that Khrushchev had a thought-through issue-linkage strategy. Haas’

(2001) prospect theoretic account captures something of his willingness

to gamble in the domain of losses, but cannot begin to explain why

Khrushchev should choose Cuba or strategic missiles, nor does it

explain Khrushchev’s two successive letters in the crisis week apparently
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proposing different terms for settlement. Haas (2001) claims that pros-

pect theory is true of decision-makers in the domain of losses quite

generally. But, as we have seen, prospect theory does not capture well

Khrushchev’s choice of Cuba rather than some other crisis, andKennedy’s

reasons for choosing the blockade option, in particular; nor can it handle

Castro’s risk-seeking in the domain of gains.

Good theories andmodels shouldbeable toanswerempirical challenges.

The model offered here would be vulnerable if, for example, the form

of isolate coping identified by the model were not well supported

by the evidence. Nash’s (1997) study might be read as challenging its

account of theKremlin’s strategy towards theUSdeployment of the fifteen

Jupitermissiles atCigli inTurkey.Nashnever says sobaldly, but sometimes

hints that Khrushchev consistently pursued US withdrawal of the

Jupiters as a long-term aim, that it was the principal reason for deploying

Soviet SS-4 missiles in Cuba, and that the possibility of a ‘trade’ was in

Khrushchev’s mind from spring 1962. (In other passages, Nash makes

altogether more cautious claims for his evidence.) This book argues that

such issue linkage was not especially central or strategic for Khrushchev.

The present argument is consistent with Fursenko and Naftali’s (1997,

2003) view that the defence of Cuba mattered to Khrushchev, with

Taubman’s (2003) that he cared most about Soviet status, and with

Blight andWelch’s (1989) that the ‘second letter’ was opportunistic.

Nash certainly shows that the Turkish deployment was regularly men-

tioned, privately grumbled about, and made the subject of occasional

reproach of the USA in diplomatic and official media communications

by the Kremlin. The present model does not claim that Jupiters were

raised for the first time at the height of the crisis or that Khrushchev had

no prior history of being interested in them at all. Evidence of grumbling

does not suffice to falsify the coping model. Nash’s evidence does not in

fact suffice to show that Soviet grumbles and complaints amounted to a

settled policy objective. Nor can he show that they were a principal

reason for the Cuban deployment. Indeed, he does not even show that

Soviet complaints about the Turkish deployment were generally greater

than their complaints about US bases both for Jupiters and for other

military assets in Italy, Iran, Japan or indeed Alaska, that part of the USA

that directly faces Soviet territory. Moreover, Khrushchev knew them to

have almost negligible and declining military value. Had they been such

a high and consistent priority, many simpler and cheaper ways were

available to persuade the Turkish government to withdraw their com-

mitment to accept them. Khrushchev did not need to mount a logistically

huge, financially expensive, risky adventure in the Caribbean risking

general war, if he wanted to remove fifteen obsolete missiles from Cigli.
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A theory should be preferred over its rivals if it can explain puzzles

they cannot and also if it can explain why its rivals appear to work on the

puzzles over which they do have some leverage.

Allison and Zelikow’s (1999 [1971]) model III of conflict in networks,

despite being a general family of models rather than a single well-

specified one, does in some ways perform better than the other two in

explaining the US path to choosing blockade – at least when the claim of

actual bargains is dropped. It captures the internal disagreements and

conflicts within the US administration. The problem has always been

that if the general notion performs well there, why not with the other

aspects of the case? Indeed, why not everywhere? What is required is an

account of conditions under which ‘bureaucratic politics’ would explain

well and poorly. The neo-Durkheimian institutional account offers a

well-specified account of the particular structures under which that kind

of substantive (as opposed to methodological) individualism of conflict

within networks can achieve real grip upon people, and where it will not.

It shows, in particular, why bureaucratic politics do not explain judge-

ment in the Kremlin or in Havana.

Many explanations of the missile crisis have pointed to mutual misun-

derstandings, typically of empirical matters. For example, the Kennedy

administration is often criticised for failing to recognise that Havana and

Moscow would conclude from the continuation of Operation Mongoose

and of hostile presidential rhetoric after the Bay of Pigs, as well as

military exercises, that the USA still intended to invade; Khrushchev’s

government is criticised for failing to appreciate the political significance

in the USA of Soviet missile deployment so close to the American

mainland. Yet only the neo-Durkheimian account offers an integrated

and symmetrical explanation of all these misunderstandings. Other

accounts of misunderstanding leave it as a matter of individual psy-

chology (Jervis, 1976; Kellerman, 1983; Tetlock, 2005). If that were

true, then we should expect patterns of misunderstanding to persist over

individual biographies, but we have shown that they changed over the

courses of the lives of the three leaders. If individual psychology were all,

then a government’s judgement style would simply be the net effect of

individual biases. The present theory argues, and the evidence mar-

shalled shows, that there is much more order and pattern in the judge-

ment style than this, and that it is best explained institutionally.

A third test is that a theory should integrate more facts about events

into its explanation than its rivals. The present theory explains the

process of category formation, how people dealt with things that

appeared anomalous within categories, and the significance of the

ritual order of interaction, meeting management, writing style and
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rhetoric. Sometimes, these things are invoked in other traditions, but

typically they are used merely interpretively or descriptively. In this

account, their causal explanatory role is fully displayed.

Fourth, although postmodernists and their archenemy Jon Elster

would both disagree, this book has argued that a good theory should

seek generality and integration. It should offer not just a menu of

‘sometimes true’ mechanisms to be used as they appear to fit particular

explananda, but also a general account of why some mechanisms fire in

some circumstances but not others, so explaining diverse outcomes

(Pawson and Tilley, 1997). This also produces greater parsimony. The

neo-Durkheimian account meets this standard. It shows why different

institutional processes led to different styles of judgement in Moscow,

Washington and Havana, using consistent types of evidence for an

integrated account of the limited plurality of mechanisms.

Good theories must trade-off parsimony, generality, goodness of fit

and causality in satisfying ways (Przeworski and Teune, 1970). This

theory is parsimonious in its limited plurality of institutional forms and

in treating informal institutions as fundamental. It is more general than

its rivals. The empirical chapters have made the case for goodness of fit.

The causes for styles of judgement invoked in neo-Durkheimian theories

are distal and fundamental ones, by contrast with such proximate ones as

psychological biases; this makes for more satisfying explanations (6 and

Bellamy, 2012). Causation takes the form, continuously and at any one

time, of the informal institutions shaping thought so that categories

replicate the organisation of people. Over periods of time, positive

feedback leads to institutions radicalising themselves, whereas negative

feedback by each of the elementary forms upon the others attenuates

that radicalisation.

Finally, good theories ought not to be unfalsifiable, although falsifica-

tion of a theory can only occur when all of the models it could support

have failed. A theory may degenerate, when models are developed in

purely ad hoc, data-saving ways (Lakatos, 1970). The models offered

here would be falsified if, for example, it turned out that Castro or

Khrushchev had been in 1962 an instrumental, entrepreneurial leader,

seeking to cut deals and make offers to secure his objectives, or had been

a purely bureaucratic hierarchical leader relying upon status, role and

rule, and well-structured, palpable instruments of policy. The bargain-

ing model of individualism was rejected for the Kennedy administration

in favour of a patron–client or ‘big man’ one. If that were to fail, and no

others were found to succeed, and neo-Durkheimians could only resort

to ad hoc redefinitions of individualism, then the theory might be in

trouble. But this book has argued that the model is robust. Like rational
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choice orWeber’s thought, the general neo-Durkheimian frameworkwould

only be in trouble when theories developed from it fail or are degenerate.

Implications for characterising and explaining

political judgement

Political judgement style matters, in its own right, independently of the

consequences of particular decisions.

Politics are much more than the material relations of brute power, the

pursuit of interests, or the distribution of benefits and burdens – ‘who

gets what, when, how’, as Lasswell’s (1936) phrase is nowadays usually

misunderstood.1 It is fundamentally the simultaneous conflict and

mutual dependence of institutional imperatives, exhibited in élite poli-

tics in political judgement styles, that shape what people can conceive,

sustain skills to do, feel, respect, secure support from others, settle upon

and so find ways to live together without slaughter. The cultivation

of styles of judgement both supports and undermines these nobler

aspirations of politics.

The theory helps explain not only the path to the decisions made in

the missile crisis, but also the manner and timing of commitment and

implementation, even in the months after October. More fundamentally,

political judgement styles sustained particular capacities and capabil-

ities. The Kennedy administration’s judgement style supported its cap-

abilities for moving relatively readily beyond initial fury that might have

led to a military attack, for undertaking extensive anticipation, and for

finding a way to a deal without engaging formal negotiations. Those

capabilities came at the price of very protracted and time-consuming

decision-making processes. In other circumstances, they might have

produced much worse results. In the Kremlin, the isolate judgement

style sustained capacities for improvising in ways that made climbdown

possible in the Kremlin, but at the price of supporting initial recklessness

and eventual retreat that brought about the leader’s humiliation. In

Havana, the enclaved judgement style enabled remarkable determin-

ation in defence of the régime, and courage even to try to hold both

superpowers to ransom in Havana, but with the correlative weakness of

dogmatism, aggression and willingness to bring on the most destructive

war then imaginable.

The enclaved judgement style exhibited the weakest capacity to find

its way down from crisis. The Joint Chiefs and especially LeMay con-

tinued to demand invasion, despite Khrushchev’s announcement of

withdrawal. Castro did everything he could to prevent the withdrawal

and to perpetuate the confrontation. Having once built up collective
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effervescence, enclaves often find it difficult to wind down to the world

of routine, because their support depends on the urgency, commitment

and simplification of foreshortened futures (cf. Douglas, 1999 [1987];

Rayner, 1982; Richards, 1996, 2010). It is therefore typically other

elementary forms of institutions which make possible this winding-down

from stand-off. Whereas Weber’s (1947, 363–385) ‘routinisation of

charisma’ model gives that defusing role exclusively to hierarchy, hier-

archical organisation in the missile crisis shared this role with individual-

istic and even isolate organisation and judgement. The coping and

improvising style of isolate life, which is so often disdained, in this case

made as significant a contribution to the capabilities for finding a way

out of the impasse as it had to creating it in the first place. This book

argues that the informal, quotidian ritual order of interaction in indi-

vidualistic, hierarchical and even isolate institutions plays as significant a

causal role in routinisation to wind down enclaved effervescence as do

overt, explicit manoeuvres, offers or policies. HowMikoyan could find a

way to carry out meetings with Castro and his colleagues mattered, long

before he made concrete proposals. The manner in which the Kennedy

administration dealt with the Joint Chiefs during November was as

important as what they talked about. Ritual style makes policy substance

possible.

Political leaders and subordinate public officials must often make

decisions in ignorance (as Lasswell (1936) stressed), both of the possible

consequences of the actions they are considering, and of whether their

counterparts will react to their decisions with resignation, hostility,

chagrin or otherwise. This ignorance can in part be managed by the

peculiar styles of political judgement, for these styles may guide or

misdirect imagination and empathy. The Cuban missile crisis shows that

institutional cultivation of thought styles can also reinforce ignorance by

misleading decision-makers into assuming that their antagonists or allies

are similarly minded. When political judgement must be exercised in a

crisis, shortage of time may concentrate minds to think carefully about

priorities and risks, as it did for some of Kennedy’s advisers during the

thirteen days. In other cases, crises may induce people to look for short-

cuts requiring only meagre deliberation, as occurred in the Kremlin over

the decision to broadcast the second letter. When outcomes are benign,

policymakers themselves often imagine that results reflect well on their

capacity for sagacious insight. When things turn out badly, other people

often blame the decision-maker for a deficit in some psychological

faculty of judgement. This book has argued that instead we should look

to the informal institutions in which decision-makers work, which culti-

vate particular judgement styles.
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In circumstances which call for political judgement, decision-makers

must strike settlements between competing imperatives (see Chapter 1).

Consistency is therefore difficult. Between the Bay of Pigs in 1961 and

the final withdrawal of Soviet nuclear forces on Christmas Day 1962,

neither the American nor the Soviet government consistently followed

any single imperative in its Cuban policies. Nor is it obvious that they

could feasibly have done so. General notions of self-interest, prudence,

national interest or moral duty, either to their own citizens or to the

wider world, would or could not have guided them adequately.

Rather, they had to strike settlements and compromises. A certain

kind of political thought is disdainful of compromise. Adjectives such as

‘unprincipled’, ‘grubby’ and even ‘sordid’ are often attached to the idea

of a compromise. Behind this vocabulary lies the thought, presumably,

that there is something inherently wrong with being unwilling to follow

to its logical conclusion the demands of the particular imperative to

which one cleaves, if it has the appropriate claim on our loyalties and

actions.

Yet, from the perspective of those who try to explain political judge-

ment, such general disdain should have little or no place (cf. Margalit,

2010). In many circumstances, even the grubbiest and most sordid of

compromises will be an entirely intelligent political strategy, whatever its

morality. The Cuban missile crisis ended with a series of them. Kennedy

agreed to remove the Jupiter missiles from Turkey, provided that this part

of the deal remained secret – indeed, it was the subject of a cover-up. The

deal certainly compromised his claim to have stood up to Soviet provoca-

tion. Khrushchev made his agreement without consulting Castro, despite

claiming to have acted throughout in defence of Cuban integrity and

interests. He then had to engage in strong-arming, cajoling, bribery

and threats to secure Cuban compliance. Many in the US administration

and certainly in Congress regarded the president’s decision to blockade

rather than strike and invade as compromising claims he made during

the 1959 presidential election campaign. For all three sides, there were

compromises between many political, moral and ideological imperatives.

The process of compromise-making was sometimes very grubby indeed.

Those who disdain such things may have the luxury of engaging in a

kind of fanciful counterfactual history-writing, in which Kennedy and

Khrushchev might have acted with consistent principle throughout and

avoided the crisis in the first place or else, having entered the crisis,

somehow extricated themselves by acting with perfect consistency. Yet

such stories nowhere engage seriously with the institutional realities of

exercising political judgement. They show a tin ear for the rough music

of real political action and decision-making. Political judgement often
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cannot be the pursuit of noble moral principle, logical consistency or

bending of conditions to suit one’s goals, but must be a practical affair of

constant adjustment of goals and principles to conditions for sustaining

the practices of politics. Alexander George (2003, 2006, 63–81) argues

that trade-offs are inevitable between the quality of decision-making, the

need for support, and the time and other resources to be committed to

making a decision. If we are to condemn political leaders for their

compromises, it should be by the standards of the political intelligence,

adroitness and careful attentiveness with which they strike them, not for

striking compromises at all.

Low politics entered the judgements made in 1962 as much as high

ones. No one should be surprised by this, still less regret it as somehow

unworthy of statecraft. The American president’s determination that his

concession on the missiles in Turkey should remain secret took due

account both of the need to retain the trust of NATO allies in the US

commitment to their defence and of domestic public opinion and his

forthcoming re-election campaign. Khrushchev’s decision to deploy the

missiles in April and May had much to do with his need for a major coup

that he could trumpet at home, to stave off his growing numbers of

domestic critics. His attempt after the crisis to disguise his climbdown as

a victory reflected the same concern. Yet it would be equally inadequate

to explain Kennedy’s judgement style as driven entirely by electoral

considerations: quite other options could have been electorally helpful

or unhelpful, and some of his decisions took domestic political risks.

Such factors are intrinsic to exercising political judgement. Loftier ideals

of promoting socialism or defending the West were important, but they

sufficed neither to indicate any particular course of action nor to solve

practical problems. Anyone who concludes from this with a shrug that

politics are a dirty business should be asked what they expected and

whether they can offer a better alternative.

The argument of this book is not the dreary one that interests are

‘constructions’ (Hemmer, 2000; Wendt, 1999), as though that explained

anything. Consider the claims that it was in Soviet interests to defend the

socialist republic of Cuba from an imperialist USA, to secure strategic

advantage in mutual deterrence, to humiliate the USA, or to secure US

withdrawal of its missile bases around the Soviet Union. If any of these

statements were true, that truth could not flow from any intrinsic char-

acteristics of the Soviet state, its ideology or its geopolitical position, or

from ranking objective pay-offs set by conditions: interests are indeed

not ‘given’. It is also true that these ideas were all, in 1962, rather recent

arrivals in Kremlin conversation. If that were all that would be said when

someone announced with the now standard but gratuitous flourish that
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they had ‘discovered’ that such things are ‘constructions’, then the

appropriate response would be not to disagree, but simply to yawn. Only

when we have developed an account of why particular ideas emerged

when they did among particular people for whom they secured whatever

degree of appeal and rejection they came to have, has social science

succeeded in saying anything explanatory about political judgement.

Fulfilling that ambition requires a political science of knowledge to

extend the sociology of knowledge. More precisely, it requires a strategy

for explaining the cultivation of ideas from institutions, practices, social

relations, informal rules and so on. In a short slogan, only when we

know how people are organised can we explain why they think and

decide as they do.

Political judgement, we noted in Chapter 1, begins with efforts to

distinguish between problemswhich are amenable to treatment and ameli-

oration, and conditions to which we can only adapt more or less intelli-

gently. This is rarely a once-for-all judgement. Typically, policymakers

undertake provisional probes before attempting decisions that might bring

irrevocable commitments to understanding a difficulty as a problem. For

the Soviet Union in spring 1962, being the only superpower encircled by

land-based missiles located near its borders seemed to be a problem, not

a condition. By 1963, it was beginning to seem a condition. Yet this

too would quickly change when submarine-based missiles became the

mainstay of nuclear deterrence. By contrast, on 4 September, in his state-

ment before discovering what was being done at San Cristóbal, Kennedy

formed the political judgement that if there did turn out to be Soviet

missiles in Cuba, that would be a problem not a condition. It turned out

the following month that he might have bet his administration on that

judgement. In one ExComm meeting, McNamara briefly reopened

the question of whether the missiles might be treated as a condition.

Rather than being a serious proposal, this was a device for developing

a clearer account of rationales for and expected consequences of the policy

to which the administration was now committed. Arguably, these

were among the most critical elements of the political judgements made

by each side.

Another cliché for which people too readily reach when thinking about

political judgement is that, conducted well, it is an affair of the head, not

the heart – that emotions should be quelled and reason should dominate

deliberation. Adjectives such as ‘calm’ and ‘controlled’ and nouns such

as ‘self-control’ are used with casual approbation. Khrushchev put long

self-exculpatory passages in his memoirs, insisting that his judgements

in the crisis week were not made in fear, but on the basis of careful

reasoning.
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Khrushchev’s claim in his memoirs is patently false. Equally, Kennedy’s

subsequent counterfactual claimmight have been true, that had a decision

had to be made immediately on the missiles being discovered, emotions

would have led to the wrong judgement. But judgement processeswere not

‘cool, calm, collected’. Emotions guided, shaped and focused the whole

process of political judgement on all sides. Fear was only one of the

pertinent feelings. Moreover, the fear of nuclear annihilation was by

no means the only fear that motivated people. Fears of impeachment,

exposure, dissensus and loss of control all mattered. Also involved were

amour propre, ambition, national pride, solidarities in small groups, rage

(for example, among some of the US military chiefs), sectarian fury

and loathing (for example, in Castro and some of his immediate circle),

and finally general relief. Without such emotions, attention could not

have been entrained (Collins, 2004) in the ways that it was. Nor can we

understand how priorities were attached to candidate goals or actions

during the ExComm deliberations or Khrushchev’s conversations with

his advisers and fellow Praesidium members. Hume (1969 [1739–40],

462) famously offered the insight that reason is and ought to be the slave

of the passions. About political reason, that must be right. Moreover, the

ritual order in ExComm meetings was implicitly designed to elicit apt

feelings among participants. Indeed, in this, it was often successful.2 In

anExCommmeeting at the nadir of the crisis,Kennedy’s handswent to his

face and he fell silent, when deliberating the risks at stake in a confrontation

at sea with a Soviet submarine. His feelings were entirely apt. The ritual

process within the group significantly contributed to eliciting those feelings

of anxious solemnity and concentration at that moment, and thereby

entraining attention.

Categories such as ‘offensive weapons’, ‘piracy’ and ‘sovereignty’

emerged from the informal institutions and relations among policymakers.

Categories formed and fixed enable policymakers to direct emotional

attention and energy at the things classified, in ways that may be apt for

the institutional ordering within which judgement is to be exercised.

This emotional ordering provides the material for the political process to

exercise reasoned judgement. Rational choice is blind without emotion, as

Simon (e.g. 1983) stressed. This too calls for explanation, which can be

provided only by a richer understanding of the causal force of informal

institutions.

Many measures can be used to gauge the character and style of political

judgement. A previous study (6, 2004) used the style and manner of

not using information in decision-making as a principal indicator.

In this volume, five clusters of measures have been used. A principal

measure, derived from Durkheim and Mauss (1963 [1902–3]), is the
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categorisation and classification of key terms. Douglas (1966) went on to

emphasise the handling of anomalies in practices of classification as a

measure. Linkage between issues, too, is a measure that reflects the

Durkheim and Mauss mechanism operating on the linkages between

people. Relationships between reasons for action and goals in action have

been given especial weight, because they go to the heart of the institution-

ally cultivated style of rationality. Finally, two clusters of measures of risk

behaviour have been used – namely, the risk strategy in the domain of

losses, and the framing of risks and losses, especially the framing of the

self in that context.

These five measures provide a sufficient set of probes to illuminate

some key dimensions of political judgement. Unlike those of memory

and emotion, those of issue linkage, risk appetite and the relationship

between reasons and goals are specific to the genuinely political charac-

ter of the judgement issues under study. They are also useful in enabling

an answer to be given those, such as Hennessy (2000), who criticise

political science theories of this type as showing a tin ear for real politics.

The central association proposed by Durkheim and Mauss that the

classification of things replicates the classification of people can be gen-

eralised to bias, judgement and cognition generally. The theory proposed

here suggests that we should explain political judgement by reference to

the replication process, and that replication will be, in a very significant

part, a ritual process.

It follows that political judgement is not something each policymaker

possesses, but something that they do together. Cognition cannot be

explained adequately by studying cognition alone: that is what anthro-

pologists call the intellectualist fallacy. Rather, political judgement is

something cultivated implicitly in action, a process rather than a cap-

acity. Moreover, political judgement is always a ritual process even – or,

rather, especially – when it is not ceremonial. Even among structural

isolates, it is carried out socially because it is achieved under institutions

which specify the particular character of the mistrust and straitened

circumstance of isolate life. Therefore, cultivating any style or hybrid

mix of styles of political judgement consists in sustaining a set of insti-

tutional capabilities and practices, not in applying a set of principles.

Implications for neo-Durkheimian theory

The argument of this book introduces several innovations in neo-

Durkheimian theory, and reasserts some features sometimes wrongly

eclipsed. To show that the tradition has more to offer than simply a

typology, and indeed that the typology is no mere heuristic or set of
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‘ideal types’, the argument emphasises causal mechanisms of institu-

tional cultivation of thought and systemic feedback. It makes clear that

informal, quotidian orders of ritual interaction provide underlying

mechanisms. This reconnects strands of Durkheimian argument from

Douglas (1966) with those from Goffman (1967c) and Collins (2004).

In political science, many institutionalisms tend to emphasise formal

institutions. Relations between informal and formal institutions are

still not well theorised. The framework set out in Chapter 3 makes a

contribution to that task.

Political scientists worry about the place of agency in their explan-

ations (Hay, 2009; Hay and Wincott, 1998). The neo-Durkheimian

framework obviously emphasises institutional structure. But it gives

content to agency in each of the elementary institutional contexts: agency

is not residual unexplained volition. In individualistic contexts, agency is

instrumental, strategic and medium term; in enclaved ones, principled,

under foreshortened planning horizons; in hierarchical ones, rule- and

authorisation-based; in isolate ones, coping, improvisatory and oppor-

tunistic. Other measures could be used to enrich these summaries. Far

from structure being opposed to agency, it constitutes agency’s meaning

and diversity.

The argument is grounded afresh in Durkheim’s and Mauss’ originat-

ing insight that the style in which we treat our ideas reproduces our own

social organisation. Ideological position cannot necessarily be read off

social organisation. In the missile crisis, enclaves were found among both

communist nationalists and hard-line anticommunists, and isolates

among people with strongly communist ideologies too. Yet the enclaves

of both extremes exhibited a style of thought marked by apocalyptic

foreshortening of the future, the most drastic and extreme emotion and

demands, and an uncompromising absolutism that is at the outermost

limits of genuinely political judgement. It therefore stands firmly against

the approach of simply measuring the consistency between general

world-views and specific policy ideas (e.g. Grendstad, 2000, 2003a).

For that surrenders the most important and distinctive contribution

of theory and gives way to the intellectualist fallacy against which

Durkheim (Rawls, 2004) and Douglas (e.g. 2004b) argued.

Too often isolates are thought of as passive, resigned, fatalistic and

occupying subaltern positions (e.g. Acevedo, 2005; Thompson et al.,

1990). This is but one model. A distinctive innovation introduced here is

the clearer specification of the context of the ‘structural despot’ – the

isolate who holds office and has the role of passing on or imposing strong

constraints upon others in isolate ordering. That context was suggested

by Douglas (1982a [1978]) and discussed by Coyle (1994, 1997), but
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few empirical studies have operationalised it. It is important to be clear

about just which differences between structural despots and structural

serfs are important and which are not, for the type of action or judgement

to be explained. Conversely, it turns out to be important to distinguish

between the style of fatalism exhibited among structural serfs and that

which may appear among enclaves in deepest effervescence. Distinguish-

ing bargaining from patron–client models clarifies the nature of ordering

under individualistic institutions. The argument here also offers a correc-

tion to Wildavsky’s attribution of anticipation to hierarchical contexts.

For too long, the neo-Durkheimian tradition has focused on the elem-

entary forms separately. Most empirical contexts exhibit hybridity

between them. We now need richer and more exact theorisation of

hybridity to explain why particular hybrids emerge in response to par-

ticular institutional dynamics.

This matters hugely in researching within organisations. All formal

organisations require a measure of strong regulation and integration,

and this is especially true of governments. However, even the most

hierarchical organisations tend to be less so at the apex of their structure

of offices. It may be that those at the apex will often be individualistically

organised, as was found true of the Kennedy administration: much

writing on leadership tends to suggest as much. But it is not true

generally, as is shown by the isolate ordering in the Kremlin and

enclaving in the early days of the Castro revolutionary régime. Even in

the Kennedy administration in October 1962, the Joint Chiefs exhibited

significant enclaving. The structure of hybridity in the organisation is

very significantly affected by the interface between those working at

its apex and those in its departments, agencies and bridging roles. The

neo-Durkheimian tradition will need to develop richer accounts of how

those interfaces work, not only for understanding political judgement

but for understanding many managerial and organisational processes.

Simple scoring by relative weights of the elementary forms in hybrids

will not be an adequate method for this purpose, useful as it has been

for many of the tasks that the tradition has set itself to tackle hitherto

(6 et al., 2007a). We now need to develop better analytic techniques for

mapping the causal mechanisms of conflictual dependence by which

the different solidarities are combined, and the relative instabilities of

those relations.

The present argument is not in the main a normative one. However,

all four basic styles of judgement have clear risks and weaknesses, or

imperatives for decision-making that might lead to disorganisation, sur-

prises or worse outcomes for the decision-makers, and not only for their

antagonists. This was clearly the case in the missile crisis, where all sides
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blundered in and nearly blundered out too. None is unambiguously

better in all, or even in any circumstances. Nor, because circumstances

are themselves hybrid, can we develop workable ‘contingency’ theories

of selecting the style appropriate to the situation: the result will be

surprises (Peck and 6, 2006, 199; Thompson et al., 1990, 71).

If we are interested in adroit, astute political judgement, then we

should look for ways simultaneously to use the strengths and weaknesses

of each elementary form to offset the weaknesses of the others (6, 2003a,

2007b; Hendriks, 2010, 135–156; Margetts, 6 and Hood, 2010; Verweij

and Thompson, 2006). In other words, the more genuinely political the

judgement style, the greater the chance, all other things being equal, of

its proving robust. ‘Political’ here means striking some settlement

between each of the solidarities, avoiding the domination of each, but

giving each some articulation, and perhaps giving each some way out

without imposing utter humiliation that would only lead to even fiercer

reassertion later. At different stages in 1962, each of the three govern-

ments nearly failed this standard, but, despite their contrasting insti-

tutional forms, they eventually found their way to meeting it, although in

some cases, they did so at very late stages indeed. Sustaining capabilities

for adequate articulation of all four basic styles of judgement can be

achieved only by requisite variety in institutional ways of organising, not

by adopting particular principles. Durkheim (1984 [1893]) called such

arrangements that accommodate dissimilarity, ‘organic solidarity’.

These arrangements too have their own weaknesses and vulnerabilities

to surprises and unwanted outcomes: however sophisticated, no style of

judgement can guarantee decisions that are robust against all risks. The

emerging priority research agenda in normative policy-oriented studies

using the theory is to develop a subtler account of more rather than less

sustainable forms of hybridity.

Implications for rational choice and for

institutional explanation

If Dean Rusk’s remark that perhaps Mr Khrushchev was ‘not entirely

rational about Berlin’ was more than a passing thought and if it was

meant also to describe Khrushchev’s judgement about Cuba, then it was

misguided (though some scholars continue to write of the Soviet leader

as deficient in rationality: e.g. Lebow, 2000). His actions in 1962 made

him, by October, a ‘goddamn mystery’ to Kennedy and his adminis-

tration. This means only that his judgement followed a different style,

not that it was irrational. Different risk strategies in the domains of losses

and gains are not necessarily irrational. Equally, just because someone’s
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relationship between their reasons for action and their goals in action

are not ordered in a preference schedule exhibiting completeness and

without cycling, they are not necessarily irrational, unless ‘rationality’ is

defined so narrowly as to turn the issue into a semantic quibble.

To understand what problem policymakers might be trying to solve,

one needs to understand their informal institutional context. At the

empirical level the besuited and dacha-enjoying Khrushchev was, by

1962 (despite being born into a peasant family in 1894 and spending

the first few years of his childhood on a farm), nothing like a 1940s poor

Calabrian peasant, except perhaps in a certain earthy and coarse manner

of speech and a love of parables.3 Yet the institutional structure in which

he was located in 1962 had important structural analogies with the

Banfields’ amoral familists, with the crucial difference that he was a

structural despot, not a structural serf.

Variation in elementary forms of rationality is, however, strictly

limited. Not everything is rational: the word is not empty of meaning.

That limited variety requires causal explanation. The present argument

is that we can explain it by understanding the relationship between the

two basic dimensions in which institutions vary.

It is too straightforward to identify the points of departure of the

present theoretical framework from the rational choice tradition. The

Durkheimian tradition recognises deeper roles for constraint than do

most rational choice theorists. Politics are regarded as driven more

often than conventional rational choice theory admits by bonds, fate,

accountabilities and even quixotic disregard for pay-offs. Yet this is not

irrational, when understood in an institutional context. People make

explicable, reasonable choices, where choices are available at all. These

choices can be modelled parsimoniously and explained causally. Politic-

ally significant connections between imperatives and commitments are

subtler than is recognised by the hierarchy of preferences in a schedule.

What counts as pursuing a goal intelligently, given tensions among

imperatives, looks very different under different elementary institutions.

That the style of rationality is cultivated and sustained ritually is, too, an

argument foreign to the questions addressed by rational choice, let alone

its approach to endogeneity. When rational choice theorists have sought

to accommodate ritual, they have used it mainly as a cohesion-promoter

rather than as category-fixer (Chwe, 2001: see critique by Wedeen,

2002). In any case, they remain on the margins of that tradition.

Perhaps, though, after a century of intellectual confrontation, it is

more useful instead to stress points of agreement and convergence

between the traditions. A grand reconciliation would be too much to

ask. As was noted in Chapter 2 in discussing Bueno de Mesquita’s work,
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many rational choice theorists are interested in a different question –

namely, given a preference schedule, which option gets chosen? For

those who adopt Friedman’s (1953) standard of explanation, that it is

enough to show that outcomes could be produced ‘as if ’ the actors were

rational, and who treat outcomes separately, inquiry into judgement will

by definition be irrelevant. Rather, the point of identifying points of

convergence is to suggest the scope for conversation, commerce and

mutual learning between traditions that will surely remain distinct

(cf. Chai, 1997). Conversation is more likely to be fruitful with those

institutionalists within the broad rational choice family who are inter-

ested in explaining why particular preferences come to be salient, than

with those, such as Bueno de Mesquita, who have no such interest.

In principle, though, the scope for commerce between Durkheimians

and the rational choice theorists today ought to be greater than when

Durkheim (1984 [1893]) criticised the utilitarians, the crude rational

choice theorists of his day. Some sophisticated forms of rational choice

theorising can accommodate a degree of preference endogeneity

(Becker, 1996; Katznelson and Weingast, 2005a, passim; Palacios-

Huerta and Santos, 2004). This makes it possible to accommodate

within rational choice theory (Pettit, 2000) the kinds of functional

explanations that are particularly critical for the neo-Durkheimian

approach (Douglas, 1986, ch. 3). This is a critical, but only a first step.

If the full range of institutions were allowed to enter the endogenous

formation of preferences and all that shapes them, then the next step

would be, if it could be made, to ask rational choice theorists to be

prepared to accept the endogenous institutional shaping of reasoning

styles, risk appetites and decision rules, and not only first-order

preferences. Within the rational choice institutionalist tradition, Greif

and Laitin (2004) and Pierson (2004) use some of the functional causal

mechanisms of positive and negative feedback emphasised by the neo-

Durkheimian tradition (6, 2003a, 2007b). They work only with indi-

vidualistic and aggregated ‘collectivist’ institutions (Greif, 1994). Yet

this does open a space for collaborative modelling of the impact

of institutions in ways that would allow greater formalisation of the

neo-Durkheimian framework. Hitherto, formalisation has mainly been

geometric (e.g. 6, 2006a) rather than algebraic.

It also matters to reopen the questions of what institutions are, what

they do and how they do it. The key question is whether rational choice

institutionalists can accommodate the argument that institutions are

not, at root, just rules – as if rules were a special kind of ideas that just

happened to be believed but with special entrenchment – but practices

(Garfinkel, 1967; Rawls, 2004). The fixity of practices is achieved, to the
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extent that it actually is, by endogenous institutional dynamics

(6, 2003a, 2006a, 2006b) and by ritual means.

For many rational choice institutionalists, institutions are simply instru-

mentally convenient equilibria (e.g. Calvert, 1995). Not only does this

provide too weak a force for the sheer ‘stickiness’ of what it is to be

institutionalised, but it also fails to give adequate force to the imperatives

for acting rationally under constraint, if actors can expect that almost any

constraint can sooner or later to be unpicked.To be sure, some institutions –

in particular, arbitrary but useful conventions – are simply equilibria.

Understanding institutions as equilibria may be helpful in explaining

certain decision outcomes or policies settled in games, if they are treated

for the purpose as institutions (Pierson, 2006). For example, if we want to

say that the Soviet withdrawal of the missiles from Cuba, the US with-

drawal of the Jupiter missiles from Turkey and the ending of the blockade

became a policy ‘institution’, then some form of equilibrium analysis may

be helpful in providing a proximate explanation of its adoption, and perhaps

even of its duration, for as long as it did last and shape superpower relations.

But it dilutes the force of the term to regard such things as institutions, for

they are not always particularly deeply institutionalised, and it provides no

satisfying account of the process of judgement itself.

The process of selecting from the vast range of equilibria theoretic-

ally available, and even the selection of solution concept is, the neo-

Durkheimian account proposes, itself the work of more fundamental

institutional processes. The stances towards risk, styles of hindsight

and foresight, manner of issue linkage, etc., used as measures of judge-

ment style also work to guide actors to particular equilibria among the

many which face them in complex political games.

A promising start for conversation between the traditions is North’s

(1990, 1998) dictum that institutions reduce uncertainty. The neo-

Durkheimian account offers four distinct, basic or fundamental styles

in which this is possible. However, to complete North’s thought, it is

necessary to recognise that in their overdeveloped forms, after positive

feedback has done its work, that very benefit may itself be eroded. Self-

radicalised institutions produce disorganisation and uncertainty. In con-

texts that call for political judgement, people resort to the institutions

available to them to help them stylise their judgement in dealing with

deep ignorance, a much wider and deeper problem or condition than

that of uncertainty. Institutions will not necessarily reduce ignorance in

any optimal way. They may do so in ways that turn out to weaken what

Hammond (1996) calls the virtue in judgement of ‘correspondence’

with facts, precisely because they can strengthen ‘coherence’, but only

within the thought style that they cultivate (6, 2006a).
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For some rational choice institutionalists, only where actors’ expect-

ations are in mutual equilibrium can decision-making be rational

(Knight and Sened, 1995, 8). This would be a very restrictive criterion.

The argument presented in this book proposes that we have good

methodological and substantive reasons to recognise rationality in many

circumstances not encompassed by equilibrium in expectations, but

that doing so requires us to develop a more articulate way of thinking

about social relations as constraints. This reworks Wildavsky’s (1994)

argument that rational self-interest has little empirical content independ-

ently of a social context. Yet, contrary to many postmodern accounts

(e.g. many of those in Dilley, 1999), context is not a mysterious and

unspecifiable force, but one that can be analysed rigorously for the elem-

entary forms of its variation and for its causal mechanisms. Then we can

begin to see why contexts shape not just preferences but also styles of

rationality, and we can begin to extend Davidson’s (1984 [1974])

principle of charity and Goffman’s (1983) principle of felicity into

contexts too often dismissed as zones of apparent irrationality. Rational

choice theorists have invested huge effort in recent decades in looking

for ways to accommodate deficient information. They have always

accepted the importance of constraints. Those who have worked with

social network theorists have come to accommodate some aspects of bonds

between people. Now, political science should deepen this recognition

to accommodate the institutional shaping of styles of judgement and

rationality.

Conversely, Douglas developed the Durkheimian tradition in ways

that make its approach valuable to open-minded rational choice theorists

who recognise endogeneity in decision processes. In her (1992b) papers,

she examined the ways in which transaction cost conceptions of institu-

tionalisation and de-institutionalisation could be supplied with more

adequate complexity to replicate some of the neo-Durkheimian appar-

atus. Douglas’ (1986) statement showed clearly that the Durkheimian

tradition does not use ‘culture’ to explain. Rather ideas, symbols, etc.,

are the things to be explained. Institutions do the explaining. Institutions

themselves are explained as the result of people acting under the pres-

sure of institutions that preceded them, not as the equilibria achieved by

exogenously given interest- or preference-driven action under mild insti-

tutional constraint. Appealing to ‘culture’ in explanation is precisely

what Rusk flirted with doing with Khrushchev on the subject of Berlin.

It risks attributing irrationality, or mystifying rather than explaining

(Douglas, 2004a). (For this reason, the choice of the term ‘cultural

theory’ as a label for the neo-Durkheimian institutional tradition has

been, in the present author’s opinion, a mistake.) Worse, pointing to
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‘culture’ in this fashion is often a form of blaming, when blaming is an

indicator of incompatibility between elementary forms of rationality,

that should alert the social scientist to the need, instead, to explain.

Durkheimians have much to learn from the rational choice and game

theoretic traditions about formalisation and modelling of interactions,

and about the manner of specifying constraints and the treatment of

information, but they have some important things to offer, by way of

richer accounts of endogeneity, the role of informal institutions, and the

impact of feedback over time. At least this should be the basis for a more

fruitful relationship than has been conducted over recent decades.

The Cuban missile crisis merits its place in the social sciences as a case

study against which theories should be measured, as their parent frame-

works demonstrate their development and maturity. It is not only that

the data now available are so rich that the case must sooner or later

tempt social scientists to reuse them. Such classics of social explanation

as Allison’s three models present a standard that a rival theory can

reasonably be asked to meet – namely, can the theory add explanatory

power to the resources that we already have?

The argument of this book has been that the neo-Durkheimian insti-

tutional theoretical framework can yield specific, testable, middle-range

hypotheses about the Khrushchev, Kennedy and Castro governments’

political judgement in the run up to and aftermath of October 1962.

These can be evidenced to provide additional explanatory leverage over

and above the achievements of the existing frameworks and theories.

The argument casts additional light on why some existing theories

perform better than others, but only on some parts of the case and

not others. More than this, the book has argued that the theory helps us

to understand what is centrally important about political judgement,

what varieties are possible, viable and sustainable, and what their

respective strengths and weaknesses will be in the different conditions

that cultivate them.

Implications for rational choice and institutional explanation 289

C B 7 DB 2 2: 23 2C 9CC B  2 3 :58  8 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  2 3 :58  8  ,2 3 :58 1 : B:C /2: .2 2C BD3 C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.009
https://www.cambridge.org/core


9 Coda

The night of 23 October 1962 was a late one for Nikita Sergeevich

Khrushchev, for a different reason than that which had kept him awake

into the small hours on the previous night. For when Kennedy’s broadcast

of 22 October was transmitted, it was 1 am, now the 23rd, in Moscow,

and the chairman had remained awake to find out what the US adminis-

tration’s reaction would be to its discovery of his Cuban adventure. Later

in the week of the crisis, too (26 October), he would sleep a few hours in

the office to handle urgent decisions.

After having written his reply to Kennedy’s announcement of the

blockade and demand for the missiles to be withdrawn, Khrushchev

decided to honour an engagement. He probably could have got out

of it, had he been willing to risk having to explain why a touchy ally

should not take offence. A delegation from the Romanian Communist

Party headed by Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej was visiting Moscow, and

Khrushchev agreed to be their host in a visit to the Bolshoi Theatre.

Accompanying Khrushchev were Mikoyan and several other members

of the Praesidium, including Kozlov (still thought at this stage to be the

heir apparent to the positions of chairman and first secretary), Kosygin

and Brezhnev. One reason for honouring the engagement might have

been to suggest to Muscovites that all was calm and that no one was

still needed at their Kremlin desk (Khrushchev, 2000, 563).

It is remarkable enough that a leader in the eye of a storm that might

result in nuclear war between the superpowers could take time out to go to

the opera. In some ways, Khrushchev’s particular selection was still more

so. Certainly, it was both convenient and most inconveniently ironic.

It was convenient for Khrushchev that the performance was given by

an American opera company – in fact, a touring group from the Metro-

politan Opera Company in New York. That an American company

should come to Moscow was rare in 1962. Khrushchev thought that

an additional reason for fulfilling the engagement as booked was that

attending an American performance would show that he held no deep

hostility to the USA or its people. Moreover, attending the opera might
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help to signal his calmness to his colleagues (Khrushchev, 2000, 562).

The performance was three and three-quarter hours long (Time maga-

zine, 1962). The chairman’s time away from his job was prolonged

by first going home and then by staying at the Bolshoi after the

performance.

So far, then, so instrumental. But this was more than banal political

semaphore.

The opera was Boris Godunov, which occupies a very particular place

in Russian traditions (Blustain, 1968). It tells the story of a usurper and

despotic tsar, haunted by his visions of the legitimate boy tsar whom he

overthrew and had murdered. Boris is increasingly alone. A pretender to

the throne arises, claiming – presumably falsely – to be the murdered

Dmitri. In a famous scene, said by some to be the fons et origo of all

twentieth-century musical innovation in rhythms and harmonies, he is

alone with his guilt. A clock chimes, and he sees the dead Dmitri – like

Macbeth seeing Banquo’s ghost, but alone rather than at dinner with

courtiers. Later, Boris dies unmourned, having been denounced as a

tyrant. The Russian people, the collective hero of Mussorgsky’s original,

endorse neither the new tsar proclaimed in Moscow nor the pretender at

the gate, but appear stoically to accept that any tsar will be a usurper.

In a scene not always performed, and added in the later version by

Mussorgsky, a boyar with the name usually transliterated from Cyrillic

with an ‘o’ as ‘Khrushchov’, is captured by a crowd of vagabonds. Only

when the pretender arrives is the hapless Khrushchov released. The

opera ends with the ‘holy fool’ or yurodivy, the licensed critic of old

Russian life, lamenting the woes of Russia and of the coming dark times.

The historical boyar Khrushchov was a supporter of Boris, and was

put to death by the new régime.

Did the American company perform the final scene, which is some-

times omitted? Even if they judged it impolitic to present the wretched

Khrushchov needing to be rescued by the next pretender, did the chair-

man see in the great American bass singer Jerome Hines’ performance of

the ‘clock scene’ anything of his own position as the brooding structural

isolate despot? Did he indeed recall the various Dmitris he had over-

thrown on his way to power – Beria, Molotov, Malenkov, Zhdanov,

Zhukov, Bukharin? What reflections went through the chairman’s mind

in the also famous scene just before the death of Boris, which takes place

in the Duma, when the boyars make decisions by voting?

Hines performed the role of Boris that night wearing the robes that

had been specially made for the great Russian operatic bass, Fyodor

Chaliapin. It was a role that Hines too would make his own. As a young

man, he had made his debut at the Met in New York in a very minor role
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in the same opera. Russians would tell him in later years when he

performed the title role, ‘You are Boris!’

One would like to know for sure whether the American company

performed the better-known orchestration of the opera by Rimsky-

Korsakov, with its slick and glossy tones, or the harsher but perhaps

in some ways more faithful version prepared in 1939 and 1940 by the

great yurodivy of Soviet music, Dmitri Shostakovich. It is known

that for much of the 1960s the Metropolitan Opera Company used

Shostakovich’s version (Taruskin, 2008, 154). If they had dared to use

Shostakovich’s version in Moscow, then October would have been the

latest date it would have been acceptable. For the Cuban missile crisis

coincided with the end of the thaw in Khrushchev’s policy towards

artistic expression, which would come to an end for Shostakovich in

December 1962 when his Thirteenth Symphony was premiered with its

setting of Yevtushenko’s poem, ‘Babi Yar’ (Fay, 2000; MacDonald,

2006 [1990]; Wilson, 2006 [1994]).

If Solomon Volkov’s still deeply controversial (1979) account of

Shostakovich’s views is to be accepted, then Shostakovich told him that

the tolling of the monastery bell in one scene in Boris Godunov was a

reminder ‘that there are powers mightier than man, that you can’t escape

the judgment of history’ (p. 181). Indeed, one way to read the libretto of

Boris is precisely to think of it as an encounter between the actor’s

prospective political judgement and the retrospective judgement of his

later self and others.

The chairman led the applause at the end of the evening. He is

reported to have looked happy. He did not mention events around Cuba.

Nor would he have done so: after all, nothing was being reported about

them in the Soviet media. He spent some time backstage afterward

congratulating Mr Hines and other members of the cast. Khrushchev

invited the cast back to the old tsarist box, which was by then reserved

for official visits from foreign governmental representatives, such as his

Romanian guests. ‘Champagne was served,’ writes his son Sergei

(Khrushchev, 2000, 563), ‘and they all drank to peace around the world,

to pure voices and the clear sky overhead.’ Whether the chairman

considered whether his own voice had been pure in his Cuban adventure

is not recorded. However, it is clear that Nikita Sergeyevich stayed late,

and did so at least in part to enact the ritual order required.

In a short stop at his house before leaving for the opera, Sergei talked

with his father about Cuba. An uncertain and anxious chairman left his

son incredulous that there was no fallback plan for the crisis, and

astounded that his isolate father seemed not to have thought out what

to do on the discovery of his missiles. In the death scene of Mussorgsky’s
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opera, Boris Godunov too appears to have no plan for what to do, should

his crime in having Dmitri murdered be exposed. In the opera, the

killing is revealed to an old man, who recites what he was told by

the now sainted Dmitri in heaven, by whose powers his lost sight was

miraculously restored.

The ritual order of both performing and attending opera is a compre-

hensive contrast to that of a political meeting, even when the opera

is Godunov and the meeting is that of the Praesidium. Yet the ritual

order of accusations laid against Khrushchev by his colleagues in the

Praesidium meeting on the day of his deposition in 1964 bears some

resemblance to the denunciations of Boris as Tsar Herod by the yurodivy

in Mussorgsky’s opera. But in both opera and the quotidian business of

conversations with aides, dictating to and dominating meetings, and

turning them from deliberative to ratifying occasions, institutions culti-

vate in the actors certain styles of judgement. For the ruler, attending a

ritual of this kind can be, and in Russia at various points in its history has

been, a highly ritually significant encounter with their own mirror. In

Boris, the style of the ambitious young pretender and individualistic

leader of rebel boyars gives way to that of the guilt-laden structural

isolate. In the case of the second historical Khrushchev, the one of the

Soviet era, the institutions of informal organisation in the Kremlin

cultivated an opportunism and a Micawberish sense that he could

roll the dice and surely something would turn up. That gave him the

wrong kind of inconsistency in his judgement to achieve what he hoped

at the denouement of his Cuban adventure. Unlike Boris Godunov,

when Khrushchev fell to the next pretender, he did not exit as a Macbeth

figure in the sense of one haunted by those he removed. Rather, he

made a quiet exit in 1964, his adventurist style of judgement having

exhausted itself.

Consciously or not, Khrushchev was engaged in several ritual perform-

ances at once at the Bolshoi, to cultivate and decultivate emotions and fix

and disrupt categories. One was the isolate ritual of the structural despot

looking in the mirror for princes, listening to the tsar who also had a

precipice behind him. Offering a symbolic olive branch by attending an

American production at the height of the confrontation was surely

another. With his Romanian delegation, perhaps a much simpler and

commoner ritual was being performed of playing host and reinforcing

socialist solidarity. There was huge ritual significance in the decision by

the Bolshoi Theatre management to allow Hines to appear in the mag-

nificent robes made for Chaliapin to perform the role of Tsar Boris:

wearing those robes made Hines doubly a pretender to a throne. Surely,

that would not have been lost on Khrushchev. In any ritual, classifications
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and emotions will differ among performers, designers, audiences and

leaders. Not all rituals are successful in fixing the categories and eliciting

the emotions that those who institute the rituals hope for. Perhaps the

ideas being reinforced in the minds of those Praesidium members who

dutifully trooped along to the theatre with the chairman, as they watched

the structural despot brought low by the consequences of his own actions,

may have been rather different from those fixed in the minds of Hines or

the director, let alone in Khrushchev’s own mind. Because several rites

were being performed simultaneously, the occasion served, at least in

retrospect, to turn Khrushchev’s performance into an enactment of some

central anomalies in the classifications of his position and his political

judgements, past and current.

In Russian tradition, the yurodivy give retrospective and moral judge-

ment on politics and rule. Like Lear’s Fool, they give it as contemporary

observers. In Mussorgsky and Shostakovich, they are closer to the

retrospective political judgement that was central to Arendt’s thought,

but they are always present beside the action like a Greek chorus. But

the politician’s own prospective judgement is worse, when that of the

yurodivy is given no ear at all. When Robert Kennedy told his brother

that to make a surprise attack from the air without warning or prior

ultimatum was contrary to America’s traditions, he was doing more

than reflecting a praiseworthy balance of interest and morality. He was

making a precarious but eventually more robust settlement between

actors’ prospective judgement and the anticipation of observers’ retro-

spective judgement than that exercised by any of Khrushchev’s advisers

(with the partial exception of Mikoyan).

In that respect, if in no other, the Cuban missile crisis provides a

parable for thinking about actors’ political judgement. For the gener-

ations since 1962, the crisis has acquired something of the resonance

that Mussorgsky’s opera has long had in Russia as a parable about

spectators’ retrospective judgement of politics. When the social science

is exhausted, politicians could do worse than reflect on parables of the

ritual cultivation of their judgement styles.
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Notes

Epigraph

1 Galbraith, 22 November 2003, Boston Globe. Available at www.boston.com/
news/globe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2003/11/22/john_kenneth_galbraith/;
also Stern, 2005, 217.

Chapter 1

1 Baron (2000, 8) defines judgement as evaluating one or more possibilities
against specific evidence and goals.

2 Fleck (1979 [1935], 99) introduced the concept. Douglas (1986, 12–18,
41 ff.) recast it, pointing out its roots in Durkheim’s concept of collective
representations. However, in assimilating it to the idea of a conceptual
scheme in that work, Douglas obscured the contrast that I draw for present
purposes, between thought style and content, the latter meaning ideological
position or beliefs. Drawing on Fleck, Hacking (2002) adapted Crombie’s
(1994) concept of a style of reasoning in science. Crombie identified uses of
genetic, analogical, geometric, mathematical and taxonomic procedures of
inference in scientific reasoning as distinct styles, each with its own standards
(cf. Rochel del Camargo, 2002). The present usage does not emphasise
aspects of inference and method in styles, but rather the manner in which
key generic categories such as distinctions and links between ideas, time and
risk are treated. Schöpflin (2002) used the concept of a thought style to
identify patterns of humanistic, artistic and high-culture work in regions,
distinguishing those which rely heavily on certain types of metaphor, the
importance of reference to a long past, the degree of articulation of individual
agency, pragmatism or principle in moral claims, etc. The concept used here
is not dissimilar. It is, however, much narrower than that of a ‘mentality’, as
used, for example, by Lloyd (1990: ‘underlying characteristics of the mind . . .
structures, processes, operations, habits, capacities or predispositions’),
drawing on the French Annales school from Ladourie, Le Goff and Braudel,
to encompass casts of mind, beliefs systems, aptitudes and fields of curiosity
as well.

3 The term, ‘political judgement’ is used by other writers to define the study of
citizens’ political views: e.g. Elkin and Sołtan, 1999; Lodge and McGraw,
1995; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Marcus et al., 2000; Yankelovich, 1991.
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The present book is not concerned with this topic. Some of the causal
mechanisms by which judgement is achieved that are found among citizens
are also found, or at least analogies are found, among élite policymakers too.
Indeed, the present theory is an indirect descendant of one offered to
explain political attitudes among citizens (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982).
However, by comparison with ministers, presidents, emperors, generals and
their staffs, on any given issue, few citizens often have opportunities to make
decisions, take actions and commit authoritative organisations to follow their
views and preferences. The study of élite political judgement is properly a
distinct field, even though some theory and some measures may be
transferable.

4 In describing the kinds of political judgement that he would like to see
encouraged among the wider public, Yankelovich (1991, 5) emphasises
thoughtfulness, weighing of alternatives, deep engagement with the issue,
taking account of the widest relevant considerations and recognising the
importance of norms as well as facts.

5 Of course, some compromises are morally indefensible (Margalit, 2010). We
hope that they are politically indefensible too. But it would be too optimistic to
assert that even morally rotten compromises will always exhibit poor political
judgement. The reader interested in moral questions about political com-
promise might consider, in later chapters, the manner in which the Kennedy
administration settled the matter of the Jupiter missiles in Turkey in Robert
Kennedy’s private meeting with Ambassador Dobrynin, and then lied to cover
it up, in order, the president believed, to avert a general war that might well
escalate into a nuclear exchange.

6 Rittel and Webber (1973) characterised wicked problems as ‘one shot’
dilemmas or games, at least as the term is used here, but this restriction is
not necessary: high risk of inference from one case to another is a weaker
condition.

7 Allison famously did not argue that any one of his models was unambigu-
ously superior to the others, although he did appear to suggest greater
sympathy for the third. For the record, the present author would not be
satisfied with the relativistic view that the theory offered here should simply
sit alongside many others as offering a partial view. Scott and Smith (1994)
claim that almost any of the available theories of the Cuban missile crisis is
as good as any other, that we should simply live with multiple incompatible
views, and that there ‘is no single truth’ (p. 678) of the matter about the
Cuban missile crisis on the basis of which we could confidently decide
between them. They try to support this relativistic argument by adducing
the fact that recent evidence has contradicted earlier understandings and
asserting that we can expect the same thing to occur again and again. Yet
this hardly provides any support for relativism. Since Scott and Smith go
on to draw a variety of ‘lessons’ from the new evidence, including inferring
the superiority of Model II over Allison’s alternatives, and offering
some prescriptive recommendations for policymakers, it is far from clear
that their official relativism is consistent with the rest of their argument
either.
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Chapter 2

1 Thucydides has long been co-opted, apparently exclusively by the neo-realist
tradition running through Morgenthau and Waltz. That tradition takes states’
interests more or less as given, regards them as correctly or incorrectly per-
ceived by particular politicians, and pursued with greater or less competence
by those leaders when in office, and tends to downplay the causal importance
of the process of construal. The argument of this book is, implicitly (since
there is no space for direct argument against the neo-realist writers), that this is
an inadequate account of political judgement. It is also an entirely inadequate
reading of Thucydides. More recently, both classicists and writers in inter-
national relations – including Lebow (2001) and Welch (2003), both of whom
are Cuban missile crisis scholars, as well as Ahrensdorf (1997) – have come to
question this neo-realist annexation of Thucydides. They argue that, on the
contrary, the Athenian historian gives a central place in his account to the
ritual and rhetorical processes by which interests are construed and the organ-
isation and the politics that shape the process of coming to judgement.

2 Thus, I shall disagree sharply with the commonly expressed view, put very
boldly by Hawthorn (2009, 225–226), that political judgement is formed by a
mutually consistent set of virtues: ‘There is no great mystery in the formidable
set of qualities, personal and political, that good political judgement demands:
a clear purpose and a practical view of what had to be done to realise it; an
achievable idea of how to command the power and resources to succeed,
including a sensitivity to the views and likely strength of those who might
support one and those who might not; a sense of how and when to tell the
truth, varnish it, lie, or be silent; confidence, courage, patience, and a good
sense of timing; the capacity to imagine the next move but one and the choices
that this can present; and what, all along, might go wrong.’ This book will argue
that the ‘senses’ and ‘sensitivities’ which Hawthorn identifies are inevitably
skewed into a modest number of basic ways, that no one can be equally
‘sensitive’ to everything that might matter, that what counts as good timing
will differ between different styles of judgement. And so on. Contrary to
Hawthorn, there is indeed an important puzzle of how these styles differ,
emerge and conflict, and this book’s project is to offer a candidate solution to it.

3 Compare the last words of Montaigne’s essay entitled ‘On the uncertainty of
our judgement’: ‘[E]vents and results, especially in war, depend for the most
part on fortune, which will not conform or subject itself to our reason or
foresight . . . our opinions and deliberations depend on fortune just as much,
and that she involves our reason too in her uncertainties and confusion’
(Montaigne, 1958 [1580], 129–130). In the terms of the theory outlined in
this book, Montaigne was a structural isolate, which makes his view under-
standable. Contrast this with La Rochefoucauld’s (1958 [1665], 48) epigram,
written from his experience of operating in the highly individualistic and
competitive world of the French absolutist court (for evidence of his location
in individualistic institutions, see Elster, 1999, 76–106): ‘Everybody com-
plains of his memory, but nobody of his judgement.’ He meant, of course,
that in such a setting no one publicly admitted failings in their own judgement,
not that no one privately doubted themselves.
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4 Because sometimes the argument presented in this book is mistakenly accused
of ‘vague situationism’, this note provides precision, distinguishing ‘situation’
from ‘puzzle’, ‘problem’, ‘condition’, ‘context’, ‘circumstance’, ‘locale’ ‘occa-
sion’ and ‘position’. They are defined as follows:

situation – (a) general environment for an actor, encompassing physical
conditions, problem or task, circumstances, and social relations; (b)
in Mischel and Shoda’s (1995, 251–252) sense: interpersonal
relations, principally considered as ranging in ‘valence’ from
friendliness, support and reward to hostility, criticism, ridicule,
threat and punish, which induce mood states, perceptions and
constructs; occasionally, the word ‘setting’ is used as a synonym;

puzzle – a situation, an action or an outcome, considered as requiring a
causal explanation in research;

context – the institutional ordering of social organisation facing an actor,
specifying accountabilities, imperatives and discretion; this
concentrates not on empirical circumstances, but underlying
institutional structure, of which informal institutions are
particularly important (see Chapter 3);

problem – (a) actors’ difficulties in achieving goals or tasks; (b) researchers’
difficulties in solving puzzles;

condition – (a) empirical aspects of situation, equivalent to ‘circumstance’,
except that the term is often used to emphasise information availability
or quality; (b) difficulties or adversities that are constant or at least that
actors themselves cannot change;

initial conditions – conditions in sense (a) at start of an episode selected
for explanatory modelling from initial conditions to a later stage
selected as the outcome;

circumstances – empirical, observable state of problems for actors at a
certain time, given the recent sequence of events; likely to be
changing; the term emphasises risks and opportunities rather
than information availability or quality;

occasion – momentary circumstance, typically selected because it opens
up a particular opportunity;

locale – a physical and empirical event in a bounded place, where people
gather for some purpose, such as a committee meeting, a cocktail
party, a gambling session in a casino;

position–(a)arole,postorofficedefinedby formal institutions; (b)someone’s
location in prevailing power relations; (c) a set of beliefs or ideology held.

5 Durkheim (1951 [1897]) used it to mean acting to benefit, not others classi-
fied as dissimilar (the ordinary sense) but others classified as similar within
some institutionalised group.

6 Green and Shapiro (1994) offered a different set of criticisms of rational
choice. Replies have been offered to some of them by, among others, writers
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in the collection edited by Friedman (1996). That debate does not squarely
address the present particular question.

7 Methodological individualism, the controversial claim about reduction of insti-
tutions and relations to characteristics of individuals in explanation, is to be
distinguished sharply from substantive individualism, a distinct institutional
style of social organisation: see Chapter 3.

8 Hammond (2007) lays great emphasis on the view that uncertainty about
the intentions of other playersmakes for more severe intractability of judgement
problems than does uncertainty about more observable facts. While this is
not obviously true in every case, it is certainly correct that it creates very
serious problems, especially when combined with the possibility of being given
disinformation by another player about their intentions, utility functions and
pay-offs.

9 Egon Brunswik (1903–1955), whose work has inspired researchers such as
Kenneth Hammond, argued that judgement should be understood as highly
contextually specific to local ecosystems of interacting factors, rather than as
the product of linear and additive relations of response to factors separately.
He further argued that people achieve higher degrees of accuracy in many
judgements of fact, through the use of tacit skills, than many psychological
studies had found them to do.

10 The meaning given in this paper to the term ‘positive feedback’ differs
sharply from that proposed by Page (2006, 88). For Page, positive feedback
requires positive externalities, in the sense of benefits, for other goods. This is
specifically denied by the Durkheimian tradition. Durkheim’s own (1951
[1897]) work on suicide was designed to show precisely the reverse – namely,
that radical self-reinforcement of certain kinds of social organisation has
negative externalities, bringing about disorganisation, even upon the will to
continue to live. Page’s (2006, 88) definition of self-reinforcement as a choice
or action that ‘puts in place . . . forces or complementary institutions that
encourage that choice to be sustained’ is more consistent with the neo-
Durkheimian understanding, although, in the Durkheimian account, self-
reinforcement will, after some time and some iterations, lead to exacerbation
and radicalisation of the institutions so reinforced, and will aggressively
increase the weight of that institution, even – if not contained by negative
feedback – to the point of its own eventual disorganisation (6, 2003a, 2006a;
Thompson, 1982, 1992, 1996).

11 It may also relax the assumption of the independence of irrelevant alterna-
tives, if the introduction of a formally irrelevant alternative has the effect of
shifting the benchmark treated as the default.

12 He considers several case studies from Kennedy’s presidency, but not the
Cuban missile crisis.

13 A major recent political science study using the theory is Weyland’s (2002)
attempt to explain differences between South American countries’ market
reforms in the 1990s. However, as Bird (n.d.: www.political-theory.org/
books/reviews/weyland.html) points out in his review, Weyland does not
specify whether the reference point yielded by the experience of ‘crisis’ is
subjective or objective, retrospective or aspirational, making it hard to be sure
which country was in which domain. This book will argue that institutional
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factors will help us to specify what losses matter and when, and offer a
qualitative strategy for operationalising them.

Chapter 3

1 The standard contrast is between ideational and material factors in explan-
ation. But this is no help here. A material constraint is just that – not an
institution. Practices are bodily affairs, of course, but it adds nothing to our
understanding to describe them as ‘material’.

2 Technically, adding rules and practices violates the institutional analogue of
the ‘stable unit treatment value assumption’ for cases implied in standard
regression models (Morgan and Winship, 2007, 37–40), which requires that
changes resulting from particular rules or practices are independent of each
other or of the fact of combination of rules or practices.

3 ‘Is this [free economic exchange alone] indeed the nature of societies whose
unity is brought about by the division of labour? If this were so, one might
reasonably doubt their stability. For if mutual interest draws men closer
together, it is never for more than a few moments. It can only create between
them an external bond. . . Self-interest is in fact the least constant thing in the
world. . . Thus such a cause can give rise only to transitory links and associ-
ations of a fleeting kind’ (Durkheim, 1984 [1893], 152).

4 In the words of the 1963 translation, Durkheim and Mauss in fact wrote
‘the classifications of men’, but it seems reasonable to assume that they meant
people generally, and today we would probably not use the masculine form in
this way.

5 This is not the place to enter into the debate which has raged for centuries in
the sociology of knowledge about whether this implies that we all stand in a
permanent condition of error which no scientific or other procedure can
remedy or mitigate. Mannheim (1936) was optimistic about the possibility
of science mitigating the effects of institutional bias. For a detailed discussion
of how Douglas herself dealt with this debate over the course of her work, see
Fardon (1999). What matters for the present argument is whether social
science can succeed in diagnosing the relationship between the thought styles
and the social relations of those under study, with sufficient accuracy
and without unacceptable degrees of bias arising from the social relations
in which, for example, the researchers themselves operate. On this topic,
Durkheim (1995 [1912]) concluded the greatest of his studies in the insti-
tutional shaping of cognition with the following remarks, which suggest a
degree of optimism about the possibility of accurate diagnosis of institutional
effects upon cognitive bias by social science, but with a more pessimistic view
of the possibility of relying upon social science ever to mitigate those effects
in the wider society, except in so far as social science gains any authority it
has from its place in social relations (cf. Durkheim, 1995 [1912], 210):

‘[E]verything in social life rests on opinion, including science itself. To be sure, we can

make opinion an object of study and create a science of it; that is what sociology

principally consists in. Still the science of opinion does not create opinion, but can

only clarify it and make it more conscious of itself. In this way, it is true, science can lead
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opinion to change, but science remains the product of opinion even at the moment it

seems to rule opinion; for, as I have shown, science draws the strength it takes to act

upon opinion from opinion itself.’ (Durkheim 1995 [1912], 439–440)

If Durkheim were to be proven right, then we need not succumb to wholesale
relativism about social science, although we clearly need suitable caution
about error, bias, noise in data and design weaknesses in research. On the
other hand, his argument does imply that we should allow ourselves only
limited scope to hope that we can derive from its findings about (for example)
styles of political judgement, recommendations that would in any unambigu-
ous way ‘improve’ that judgement that could be adopted and implemented by
policymakers in ways that would simultaneously mitigate each of the potential
sources of bias. For an approach to developing such recommendations within
that general spirit of modesty, see 6 (2003, 2006a, 2006b).

6 Table N3.1 provides a typology of forms or models that individualistic insti-
tutions may take, depending on the structural position of individuals at any
one time and their ability to attract others to work for them with or without
immediate payment or other reward. In individualistic contexts, individuals
will change positions as resources are accumulated and exhausted, resulting in
each person moving around the table over time.

7 Durkheim (1984 [1893], 222) allows that ‘peoples lacking any common link,
who sometimes even look upon one another as enemies’ may ‘exchange their
products in a more or less regular fashion’. Slightly oddly, he labels this
spasmodic and opportunistic exchange between isolates as ‘mutualism’, but
stresses that it does not sustain any institutionalised division of labour.

8 Some writers working in the neo-Durkheimian tradition suggest that isolates
will be ‘passive’ and subaltern. This is incorrect, if they mean that they will not
initiate action, or that they will not achieve high office. Nor is it suggested by
Douglas’ own major writings: she always regarded people, irrespective of their
location in the institutional order, as being best understood ‘in the active
voice’ (cf. Douglas, 1982a; Douglas and Ney, 1998). Note 7 above identified

Table N3.1 Models of substantive individualistic ordering

Basis of exchange Power

structure position

Quid pro quo;

transaction with

compensation

Strategic relation: transaction or

relationship without immediate

compensation, but on the basis of

anticipated future chances of benefit

Independent – independent

relationship (entrepreneur/

bargaining models)

One-off

agreement

Strategic alliance

Independent – dependent

relationship (patron–client

models)

Hiring; purchase

of service

Claque; bandwagon
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Durkheim’s label ‘mutualism’ as in fact describing isolate life. Barkdull’s
(1995) distinction between anarchic forms (e.g. the Hobbesian state of
nature, where isolates are vulnerable) and hierarchical forms (e.g. slavery,
or, more relevantly in the present context, the slave-owner’s position) of
mutualism more or less anticipates the present distinction between the
structural isolate despot and the structural isolate serf.

9 The argument, even at this stage in the exposition, is already sufficiently
powerful that we can readily demonstrate its superiority to some conven-
tional approaches used in social and political science for understanding
institutions. Levitsky (1998) pointed out that many standard treatments of
institutionalisation, a closely related term, failed to distinguish between
routinisation, or the entrenching of patterns of behaviour into rules or rule-
like practices, and value infusion, or treating social structures (such as roles
or formal organisations) as having value in their own right rather than
merely as instrumentally valuable for the pursuit of particular goals. He
pointed out cases where political parties might be weakly routinised but
show strong infusion of value in this sense: his case study was the Peronist
party in Argentina. Routinisation is one aspect of what we should expect to
find in the presence of strong social regulation or constraint. One might
expect to see value infusion, as something contrasted with instrumental
treatment of social structures, in the presence of strong social integration
or bonds. If that transposition of these standard concepts into neo-
Durkheimian ones were even roughly right, then we should expect to find
Levitsky’s analysis of the Peronist party exhibiting many of the character-
istics of enclave. But a careful reading of Levitsky’s empirical evidence
suggests this is not quite right. For the Peronist party in the period covered
by his review, he shows, allowed great individual discretion to its leaders,
suggesting a very significant hybridisation with individualistic institutions.
In fact, Levitsky’s account suggests that enclave was articulated more
strongly in some periods of the history of the Peronist party than in others,
in part because of the effects of waxing and waning individualism. The
neo-Durkheimian account, by providing for hybridity, for negative as well
as for positive feedback processes of institutionalisation and deinstitution-
alisation, and by providing rather richer categories, can therefore provide a
richer account of both forms and causation than can even Levitsky’s
clarification of the distinction between routinisation and value infusion in
the conventional understandings of institutions.

10 The next few paragraphs are taken from 6, 2007b, 40–42.
11 Strictly, by ‘collective effervescence’, Durkheim means a structural process of

positive feedback by ritual means within the social organisation of enclaves
(strong moral density), which produces a certain style of affect, not the affect
itself. For the affect might take a variety of intense forms ranging between joy
and rage, pride and shame: what is key to the character of effervescence is the
(usually but not necessarily temporary) partial disorganisation achieved by
the style of emotional performance elicited in the ritual order.

12 Those who want to restrict use of the word ‘variable’ to quantitative research
might substitute ‘factor’ (6 and Bellamy, 2012). Strictly, in an explanation
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using endogenous causation, it is inappropriate to speak of fully independent
and dependent variables or factors, because this ignores the lower backward
looping arrow in Figure 3.3 entirely, and reduces the argument to a single
linear relationship, described by Durkheim and Mauss’ (1963 [1902–3], 11)
dictum. This book focuses on evidencing the upper, forward-leaning series of
arrows, to make the analysis more tractable, but it should certainly not be
read as suggesting that the whole causal cycle is not important.

13 ‘Accountability’ is used here in its anthropological meaning (Douglas, 1980)
of being subject to demands, imperatives and pressures. Its meaning in
political science is much more specific. There, it means presenting an
account of action taken for appraisal and perhaps even sanction or reward
by others who act by authority of some formal institutional claim.

14 As used here, a demand is a strong request for a particular action made by an
individual or a group. An imperative is a call for an action arising froma context,
a situation or an event. Pressure need not be for a particular action but for a
general strategy or approach (the word’s other use is explained in Chapter 1).
Each is an empirical instance of accountability in the anthropological sense.

15 Blight et al. (2002 [1993], 446, n. 115) report that the political differences
between Robert McNamara and Ray Cline survived the period of their working
together during theCuban crisis under theKennedy administrationbut not their
much more difficult collaboration under Johnson over Vietnam, and that thirty
years later they were civil to each other but neither man had forgiven the other.

16 The Soviet government is referred to as a régime and that of the USA as an
administration at this period to indicate that the latter was elected and had
constitutionally and effectively limited authority over other parts of federal
and local government, whereas the former was not elected and the formal,
written constitution provided no effective limitation upon the central execu-
tive power over other parts of government.

17 See note 6, this chapter, above.
18 Available at http://ponderingmind.org/cultural_theory/cultural-theory-

bibliography/.
19 In political science, influential empirical studies reporting support for theories

from the framework includeCoyle and Ellis (1994) andVerweij andThompson
(2006), work by Hood (1995, 1998) on styles of bureaucratic organisation,
Stoker’s (2002) work on the British New Labour government, Grendstad’s
work on citizens’ political attitudes (e.g. 2000, 2001, 2003a, 2003b; Grendstad
and Sundback, 2003), Richards’ many studies on enclaves in the Sierra Leone
civil wars of the 1990s (see e.g. Archibald and Richards, 2002; Richards, 1996,
1999),Maesschalck (2004) on administrative ethics, Bale’s (e.g. 1997) work on
the British Labour Party, Coughlin and Lockhart’s (1998) examination
of political culture, Hendriks’ (1999) comparison between Munich’s and
Birmingham’s transport policies, and Verweij’s (2000) study on the manage-
ment of international rivers and lakes. Using various methodologies, data types
and analytic techniques, each study has shown the distinctness of the
elementary forms, the robustness of the core association, and the explanatory
power of the thesis of shaping of thought style by informal institutions and
practices. These studies use slightly different variables of thought style, ranging
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from policy preferences (e.g. Hendriks, Stoker and Bale), through political
attitudes and especially attitudes towards political risks (Grendstad, Coughlin
and Lockhart) to the willingness to act in particular ways in specific organisa-
tional contexts (Hood, Richards and Maesschalck).

Chapter 4

1 See http://whitehousetapes.net/transcript/kennedy.
2 http://avalon.law.yale.edu/subject_menus/msc_cubamenu.asp.
3 www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nsa/cuba_mis_cri/.
4 The following account accepts the mainstream view among Western academic

historians. There are of course other views of the crisis (e.g. Amuchastegui, 1998,
and for an even more drastic departure, see Gonzalez (2002); Dobbs’ (2008)
evidence appears finally to demolish Gonzalez’ claims). These are not examined
here, because the principal purpose of the present argument is theoretical rather
than historical. If thesemainstream views on these questions are wrong, then our
whole understanding of the events of 1962 and their significance might change.
However, it is also quite possible that the core theoretical argument presented
below about the styles of political judgement exhibitedmight still be correct, even
if it were necessary substantially to revise these facts of the case.

5 In October 1962, Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev was First Secretary of the
Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Chairman of
the Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet, and Chairman of the Council of
Ministers. In most of this book, he is referred to as chairman, because that
was the authority under which he acted in foreign policy and because his
relations with the Praesidium are of central importance for the argument.

6 In fact, the US missiles were near Izmir, on the same latitude as Athens, facing
the Aegean, not the Black Sea.

7 The main source for this is Volkogonov (1998, 236). Fursenko and Naftali
(1997, 171) translate the remark, ‘Why not throw a hedgehog at Uncle Sam’s
pants?’; Taubman (2003, 541) prefers ‘what if we throw a hedgehog down
Uncle Sam’s pants?’

8 For Udall’s report of the meeting, see Foreign relations of the United
States, 1961–1963, vol. XV, item 112. Available at: http://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1961–63v15/d112.

9 The possibility has been raised by Peter Wright, author of Spycatcher (Wright,
1988), and Chapman Pincher, author of Their trade is treachery, that Pen-
kovsky may have been a Soviet plant and his subsequent trial and execution a
fake. In Wright’s judgement, it was just too convenient that the missile
manuals should be betrayed to the West at the very time the same missiles
would be visible from the air in Cuba. Wright thought it highly suspicious that
someone genuinely offering to help the West would offer such apparently
valuable material at such an early stage in the contact. If he were a plant,
then could the USSR have positively wanted the USA to see the sites and
identify them, perhaps because they were not the true sites, which would have
been disguised elsewhere, or perhaps because missiles of another design had
been used? The mainstream view has generally dismissed this idea as one for
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conspiracy theorists rather than a plausible account of Soviet maskirovka
capabilities in Cuba, which are thought to have been rather poor. The
mainstream view is argued in Scott (1999b).

10 Just one Latin American country abstained, and then only because instruc-
tions could not be obtained from the capital in time.

11 Na krayu propasti [On the brink], published in only thirty copies.
12 For more details, see www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nsa/cuba_mis_cri/dobbs/

warheads.htm.
13 It is sometimes suggested that the decision to put SAC at Defcon-2 was

not authorised by the president or by McNamara, or even that Kennedy
disapproved of putting SAC at Defcon-2. Sagan (1993, 68) reports clear
documentary evidence to the contrary: Kennedy even approved bomber
flight routes. However, the politicians appear to have been concerned retro-
spectively that the decision to send the order for Defcon-2, in the routine
manner, en clair, might have caused Soviet troops to be put on the highest
alert, if they were not so already, and might appear to the Soviets to be an
escalation by the USA.

14 A rezident was a senior KGB officer in a foreign country who directed the
operations of a network of agents. A rezident, such as Feklisov, held a status
equivalent to that of a stationchief in theCIA.Aswas common forKGB rezidents
in many Western countries, Feklisov was legally registered under a valid visa.

15 Sorensen admitted that he had amended Robert Kennedy’s (1969) account
to disguise the degree to which the attorney-general showed willingness to
agree to the removal of the Jupiters: Blight and Welch (1989, 341).

16 Indeed, a pledge was only made years later by Kissinger in 1970 after the
Cienfuegos incident: Griesdorf (2008, 309).

17 This would still probably help to explain his own motivation, even if he were
manipulated by anti-Castro Cubans, as Talbot (2007) suggests.

18 The USA went to Defcon-3 at the height of the Yom Kippur War in 1973
(Horne, 2009, 300; Kissinger, 1982, 588). Defcon-3 was also proclaimed on
11 September 2001.

19 I also set aside the extensive literature asking evaluative questions about the
merits of the decisions taken (e.g. Herek et al., 1989; Kahan and Long, 1972;
Nathan, 1975; Welch, 1989); interpretive literature that describes tropes,
metaphors, frames, etc., without causal explanation of policymaking in the
crisis itself (e.g. Weldes, 1999); and studies on the consequences of the crisis
for nuclear doctrine, Cold War and subsequent politics, military practice,
etc. (e.g. Blight, 1987; Cimbala, 1999; Lebow, 1983).

Chapter 5

1 But see the declassified rough notes at www.millercenter.org/scripps/archive/
kremlin.

2 Actually, Dickens’ own Micawber in David Copperfield is more complex than
this. He thinks for the long term sufficiently to be determinedly honest, even
exposing Uriah Heep. What matters here is the popular use of his name to
symbolise short-term coping.
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3 Cf. Troyanovsky (2000, 219) reported asking Khrushchev in late 1958 or
early 1959, à propos the looming Berlin crisis, what plan of action he had.
‘[He] referred to Lenin’s words in 1917, just before the October revolution,
about first getting involved in a battle and then deciding what course of
action to adopt. Actually, this was a Russian version of Napoleon’s saying,
“On s’engage et plus on voit”.’

4 Against the mainstream historical view, Polmar and Gresham (2006, 217)
claim that the letters arrived in the wrong order, the one demanding with-
drawal of the Jupiter missiles simply having been written earlier. They cite no
evidence for this claim, merely claiming that, having sent the letter
demanding the withdrawal of the Jupiters, Khrushchev began to question
overnight whether that demand had been wise. Although Polmar and
Gresham cite Khrushchev’s son Sergei’s book (Khrushchev, 2000), that
account does not support Polmar and Grisham. On the contrary, Sergei
writes that the first letter was dictated to a stenographer immediately after a
Praesidium meeting (p. 584) and in the presence of Praesidium members
(cf. Fursenko and Naftali, 1997, 275).

5 Compare Fursenko and Naftali’s (2003, 263–291) account of the Powers
U-2 affair, which shows Khrushchev instead hoping for concessions at the
forthcoming summit and fantasising that he could help Eisenhower with-
stand supposed hardliners in his administration.

6 Beschloss (1991, 457) reports Gromyko saying later that he did not lie, in the
sense that he expressly told an outright untruth (this is correct, but misses the
point that he maintained the existing deception), and that his instructions,
had Kennedy raised missiles in Cuba, were to admit to a small number for
defensive purposes.

7 www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/volume_vi/exchanges.html.
8 Berlin is mentioned in the letter of 22 October but no concrete demands or

threats presented to the western sectors.
9 Recollections of Khrushchev’s sharp dismissal differ. Sergei Khrushchev

(2000, 560) offers the following version of his father’s words: ‘Keep that
kind of advice to yourself. We don’t know how to get out of one predicament
and you drag us into another.’ Relying on a 1993 private interview with
Troyanovsky, Zubok and Pleshakov (1996, 260–261) present the following
formulation: ‘We are trying to get ourselves out of this avantyura [reckless
gamble] and now you are pulling us into another one!’; Taubman (2003,
538), translating from Troyanovsky’s memoirs, has this version: ‘We are just
beginning to get ourselves out of one adventure, and you’re suggesting we
climb into another.’ Whether Khrushchev was boasting of extrication or
admitting his inability to do so, the basic point stands.

10 Most of the declassified US government papers from 1961 and early 1962
collected by Chang and Kornbluh (1998 [1992]) are concerned, as we
should expect at that time prior to the knowledge of the presence of the
missiles, not with particular weapons systems but with the question of
whether the overall military posture, location of bases and strategy of the
Soviets in their military support for Castro could be classified as offensive or
defensive. For example, the memo of 24 April 1961 by Walt W. Rostow, then
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counsellor at the State Department and chairman of the Policy Planning
Council (Chang and Kornbluh, 16–19), worries about whether there is a
‘threat of an offensive base’.

11 The US official term for the blockade used in the president’s broadcast of the
22nd was ‘quarantine’. This was suggested by a legal adviser to the State
Department, Leonard Meeker, as more likely to be capable of being passed
off as compatible with international law (Naftali and Zelikow, 2001, 575).
Rusk introduced the term and this argument into ExComm discussions on
Saturday, the 20th.

12 For Khrushchev, American business power was personified by Nelson
A. Rockefeller, then working as an adviser to President Eisenhower on foreign
affairs andSoviet relations,whomhewas apparently astonished tomeet dressed
in normal attire when introduced to him in 1955 (Taubman, 2003, 351).

Chapter 6

1 It is by no means the only causal process through which small groups under
enclaved institutions might pass. ’t Hart et al. (1997) set out several other
possibilities, some of which involve hybrids with isolate or hierarchical ordering.
In that volume, Stern’s (1997) chapter suggests a somewhat different causal
path still running through enclaved institutions by which the policymaking in
the Bay of Pigs case may have passed, as a corrective to Janis’s (1982 [1972])
thesis. For the present purpose, of course, neither the groupthink hypothesis nor
Stern’s alternative model of enclave dynamics is very helpful. In the case of the
Soviet leadership, it has little application because the informal institutions were
significantly cut with isolate ordering, weakening the effect of the hierarchical
institutions thatmight otherwise have provided a strong enough group to enable
small group dynamics to operate. The Praesidium hardly operated as a delib-
erative body, and even in the smaller ad hoc groups of advisers with whom
Khrushchev sometimes worked, his dominance and the lack of continuity in
themembership of these informal groupsmeant that neither groupthink nor any
enclaving mechanism could really be sustained. In the case of ExComm, it is
hardly arguable, given the evidence of continuing disagreements about strategy,
that there is any evidence of groupthink, and in any case, the factions within it
qualified departmental loyalties in some cases (e.g. Ball), and bilateral ties to the
president in many cases were more important.

2 Janis (1982 [1972]) famously exonerated Kennedy’s ExComm during the
missile crisis of groupthink.

3 Despite the reputation that McNamara acquired during the first half of the
subsequent Johnson administration for his support, which was in fact reluc-
tant, for ‘strategic bombing’ in Vietnam, McNamara in fact continued to
clash with the hardliner General Curtis LeMay during that war just as he did
during the Cuban missile crisis. The common criticism of McNamara’s
book, In retrospect, as showing a man only concerned with financial costs
and benefits rather than human life, was wrong, both about the VietnamWar
which prompted it and about McNamara’s previous tenure: the ExComm
tapes from the height of the Cuban crisis show clearly that this was not the
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case about the Defense Secretary’s thinking about the arguments for and
against the blockade, air strikes and invasion proposals.

4 Haas (2001) is surely correct about this, although he is wrong to regard it as
being as risk-neutral or risk-tolerant in the domain of losses as Khrushchev’s
decision to deploy the missiles.

5 Wildavsky (1988) is not completely consistent. He sometimes wrote of resili-
ence as an altogether more thoughtful process, once the harms to be dealt
with had actually transpired, than it is commonly conceived. He tried to
distinguish those resilience-based approaches that he advocated from the
short-term, opportunistic, coping behaviour of isolates. He seems to imply
that isolates would exhibit a poorer quality of resilience than would people
under individualistic ordering. Moreover, in characterising individualism, he
smuggles anticipation back in. His 1998 argument was that individualistic
institutions can be manipulated in ways that allow externalities to be internal-
ised under certain conditions of negotiated agreement. This implies a culti-
vated practice of anticipation as part of the calculation process. Those who
face institutional pressures to think out their fallback positions are, by defin-
ition, engaged in anticipation.

6 Stern (2003, 89) reports the president as emphasising the words ‘goddamn’
and ‘any other’. His version has the sentence end, ‘I don’t know what it’s
been’, as opposed to Naftali and Zelikow (2001), who have, ‘I don’t know
when it’s been.’

7 This advice appears to have been regarded seriously. Scott (2007, 12) suggests
that the imperative to prevent the loss of West Berlin was a major reason for
Kennedy to demand the removal of the missiles from Cuba in the first place.

8 Stern (2003, 70) has Rusk emphasise the word ‘really’, and Stern’s version
does not include the word ‘maybe’.

9 It is not clear even in the context whether he meant ‘we would be put in a
position where they would ask us to pay that price’ or ‘we ought to be
prepared to pay that price for the security of the missiles being removed from
Cuba’. But, after what the president had said, the latter interpretation seems
rather unlikely.

10 Stern (2003, 315) has ‘Two different questions’ rather than Zelikow and
May’s ‘two separate positions’.

11 Of the passages quoted from the transcripts in the present book, this is the
sentence over which there is the greatest disagreement between the Miller
Center team and Stern. Where Zelikow andMay (2001, 397) have ‘compen-
sation on Cuba’, Stern has ‘conversation on Cuba’. Stern, in an article
(2000), notes as follows in support of his reading, ‘It’s easy to imagine how
Cold War veterans like Rusk, Bundy and McCone would have reacted to any
suggestion of compensation for the Soviets in Cuba.’ Readers who would like
to listen to the passage for themselves should follow the link embedded in the
online copy of Greenberg’s 2003 review of the debate, at www.slate.com/id/
2085761, and search through the article for the word ‘compensation’. The
quality of the recording makes it genuinely difficult to be sure, but to my ears
May and Zelikow’s reading as ‘compensation’ sounds more convincing.
Stern’s argument does not seem convincing that the idea of ‘compensation’
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would be so unmentionable in the discussion among these people. After all,
this discussion is being conducted on Saturday, 27 October, when the entire
discussion was dominated by the question of whether and, if so, how far, to
cut a deal over the Jupiter missiles in Turkey, and what demands Khrushchev
might make, and what he might settle for. Most of those present accepted
now that the Soviets had made a bold move and had risked a great deal, and
that they would need to be offered something to be induced to withdraw. In a
group that had been discussing ‘trade’, ‘trading ploy’ and ‘price’ for many
days, the idea of ‘compensation’ hardly seems a step too far. Indeed, Stern
himself emphasises other passages that imply something not unlike ‘compen-
sation’ in this particular meeting of ExComm. For example, Stern (2003,
336) stresses Bundy’s repeated remark, ‘You’ve gotta give him something to
get him back on this [Friday] track.’ In any case, the disagreement may be
rather less significant for the present argument than for Stern’s concerns
about accuracy generally. In this context, even if Stern is right that the word
is ‘conversation’, the meaning of a conversation between the USA and
the Soviets over what the Soviets might settle for is framed by the idea of
trade, exchange and some rough parity between what each side might give
up, accept or offer, and that is the point that I am using this passage to
illustrate.

12 There is disagreement between May and Zelikow (2001, 398) and Stern
(2003, 316). Stern has JFK reply, ‘testily’, ‘No, with negotiations!’ [emphasis
by Stern]. Because neither ‘but’ nor ‘with’ provides any very obvious con-
tinuation either from Ball’s uncompleted sentence or from the president’s
own immediately prior intervention, it is hard to know which is right or how
much it matters.

13 See www.eisenhower.archives.gov/Research/Subject_Guides/PDFs/Jordan.pdf;
www.eisenhower.archives.gov/Research/Finding_Aids/PDFs/Dulles_John_
Foster_Papers/White_House_Memoranda_Series.pdf.

14 www.eisenhowermemorial.org/speeches/19470117%20Notes%20for%20
address%20to%20Industrial%20Associations%20Chicago%20Illinois.
htm.

15 See www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid¼11323#axzz1IGUVsKqm.
16 Thus, Time magazine, 18 April 1960, ‘Accent on offense’: http://www.time.

com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,874032,00.html?promoid=googlep.
17 Mentioning ballisticmissiles presumably implies that he would have excluded

the tactical or battlefield nuclear weapons from this statement, had he known
of their presence in Cuba. Their presence could not threaten an attack on the
mainland USA, and they would likely have been used when peace had
already ended, rather than to begin hostilities.

18 Scott (2007, 42) writes that Khruschev implicitly recognised the distinction
in physical characteristics by sending the tactical weapons as well. The
inference from behaviour to thought style is invalid: Khrushchev regarded
the intermediate- and medium-range missiles as defensive because they were
intended to deter invasion, and the tactical ones as defensive because they
would be used, perhaps on the beachheads, to repel an invasion if deterrence
failed.
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Chapter 7

1 Churchill’s ‘fight them on the beaches’ speech in 1940 famously promised the
same kind of thing. In practice, few people, after the Dunkirk debacle, would
seriously have expected the British army, let alone the Home Guard, literally
to have fought to the last man, had the German army invaded in 1940. Most
likely, the speech was morale-building hyperbole appropriate to the occasion,
but not a description of a serious plan.

Chapter 8

1 Lasswell (1936) himself understood it much more widely, allowing him chap-
ters on symbols, violence, skills, practices, attitude, etc. He devoted extensive
work to political emotion.

2 Cf. Gibbard (1990), where a quite different kind of theory is used to make the
same point that social institutions cultivate emotions that shape rationality.

3 It is not uncommon to read accounts of Khrushchev’s decisions as premier as
somehow inspired by ‘peasant’ thinking. Even the historian Niall Ferguson
(2006, 605) writes of the Soviet leader’s ‘humour’ in self-justification after the
end of the crisis in this way. An anonymous reviewer (The Economist magazine,
2006) of Fursenko and Naftali’s (2003) book described Khrushchev’s general
Cold War strategy as ‘peasant logic’ (as though that kind were inferior to
anyone else’s). It is true of course that Khrushchev was the son of a peasant
farmer. But he lived on the land only for the first few years of his childhood,
and he himself never worked the land. His early life was spent in mining,
where he became a trade union activist and later a party official (Taubman,
2003). Moreover, because peasants vary hugely in their organisation, relations
and thought style, at least as much as do artisans, aristocrats or professionals,
the term carries no information other than that the author may well be being
patronising about Khrushchev.
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Boholm Å, 1996, The cultural theory of risk: an anthropological critique, Ethnos,
61, 1/2, 64–84.

Boin A, ’t Hart PM, Stern E and Sundelius B, 2005, The politics of crisis
management: public leadership under pressure, Cambridge University Press.

Boudon R, 1982, The unintended consequence of social action, Basingstoke:
Macmillan.

Bourke R, 2009, Theory and practice: the revolution in political judgement, in
Bourke and Geuss, eds., Political judgement, 73–109.

Bourke R and Geuss R, eds., 2009, Political judgement: essays for John Dunn,
Cambridge University Press.

314 References

C B 7 DB 2 2: 23 2C 9CC B  2 3 :58  8 C B 9CC B 5 : 8  , 0  
25 5 7 9CC B  2 3 :58  8  ,2 3 :58 1 : B:C /2: .2 2C BD3 C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738.012
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Bowie R, 2001, Informed judgment: Eisenhower’s system for effective policy-
making, in Lobel A, ed., Presidential judgment: foreign policy decision-making
in the White House, Hollis, NH: Hollis Publishing, 5–20.

Boyle PG, 1996, The British government’s view of the Cuban missile crisis,
Contemporary British History, 10, 3, 22–38.

Braddick M, 2008, God’s fury, England’s fire: a new history of the English civil wars,
London: Allen Lane.

Brams S, 2001, Game theory and the Cuban missile crisis, þplus, 13, 1–11
January. Available at: http://plus.maths.org/issue13/features/brams/2pdf/
index.html/op.pdf.
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59, 63, 64, 71, 73, 83, 87, 92, 110,
113, 262, 274, 276, 283, 285, 288,
289, 303

definition, 64
hybridity, 99

Elster, Jon, 21, 24, 44, 45, 46, 47, 108,
109, 184, 274, 297

enclave, 56, 67, 71, 94, 95, 100, 101, 102,
103, 106, 109, 163, 164, 169, 171,
202, 222, 224, 246, 247, 248, 251,
252, 253, 254, 255, 256, 257, 259,
260, 261, 262, 263, 265, 266,
270, 275, 276, 282, 283, 302,
303, 307

agency, 282
anomaly management, 88, 269
blame ritual, 86, 262
boundary, 67, 71, 262, 264
category formation, 90
collective effervescence, 76, 256,

260, 302
consistency and integration of rule

sets, 56
definition, 67
difficulties in exit from crisis, 275, 276
difficulties in sustaining in government,

68

examples, 67, 68, 89, 94, 95, 97
fatalism not confined to isolate ordering
elated resignation in enclave, 283

form of disorganisation, 67
issue linkage, 98, 264
not confined to one type of ideology, 63,

72, 282
past and future, 91, 92, 255, 256, 261,

262, 269
reasons and goals, 97, 257
relationship with groupthink, 81
risk stance, 94, 258, 259, 261
self-efficacy, 95
US decision-making on Bay of Pigs, 202
US Joint Chiefs of staff, 205, 206, 210,

243, 283
endogeneity, 13, 17, 18, 32, 33, 36, 38,

81, 111, 186, 285, 286, 287, 288,
289, 303

Escalante, Anibal, 178, 250, 251
Executive Committee of the National

Security Council (ExComm), 83,
87, 96, 106, 116, 117, 124, 125,
127, 128, 129, 130, 132, 134, 136,
137, 138, 139, 142, 143, 144, 145,
147, 148, 153, 154, 155, 156, 157,
158, 170, 174, 176, 181, 187, 192,
195, 202, 203, 205, 206, 207, 208,
209, 210, 211, 212, 213, 217, 218,
219, 221, 222, 225, 227, 229, 231,
232, 237, 240, 242, 243, 244, 262,
279, 280, 307, 309, 315, 337

falsifiability, 107, 274
fatalism

not confined to isolate ordering
elated resignation in enclave, 261

Feklisov, Aleksandr Semyonovich, 139,
140, 146, 148, 166, 167, 182, 205

Fursenko, Aleksandr, 82, 96, 116, 117,
119, 120, 122, 126, 129, 130, 131,
133, 134, 135, 136, 137, 138, 139,
140, 141, 142, 143, 144, 146, 147,
149, 163, 166, 167, 168, 169, 170,
171, 172, 173, 178, 182, 183, 187,
190, 193, 194, 195, 197, 199, 204,
205, 206, 247, 251, 253, 254, 272,
304, 306, 310, 320

Garfinkel, Harold, 33, 34, 48, 54, 59, 286
Gheorghiu-Dej, Gheorghe, 290
Goffman, Erving, 29, 54, 56, 59, 60, 73,

74, 76, 83, 282, 288
Gorshkov, Sergei Georgevich, 169, 220
Grechko, Stepan, 143, 166

340 Index

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 3 7 3D :DD C  53 B 697 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1
. 3676 8B :DD C  53 B 697 B9 5 B7 3 B 697 2 7BC D 03 /3 3D C 75D D D:7 3 B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511920738
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Gromyko, Andrei Andreevich, 126, 129,
147, 192, 215, 235, 236, 306

groupthink theory, 48, 78, 81, 155, 156,
202, 307

Guevara, Che, 173, 245, 248, 250, 252,
253, 254, 255, 256, 258, 262, 265

Helmke, Gretchen, 60
heuristics, 13, 17, 18, 37, 40, 44, 45, 46,

47, 51, 87, 153, 184
Heyser, Richard, 123
hierarchy, 65, 70, 77, 100, 101, 102, 103,

112, 164, 165, 166, 169, 171, 190,
197, 202, 206, 207, 222, 224, 240,
243, 246, 247, 248, 252, 253, 263,
274, 276, 283, 285, 302, 307

agency, 282
anomaly management, 88
articulation in governments, 100, 101
blame ritual, 86
boundary, 71
category formation, 89
definition, 65
examples, 65, 95
hybrids, 100
informal, 65
past and future, 91
positive and negative rites in, 74
reasons and goals, 96
relations with other elementary forms,

66, 68, 81
risk stance, 93
ritual order, 77
self-efficacy, 95
variety at empirical level, 64

historical analogy, 2, 17, 18, 40, 43, 44, 45,
115, 158, 176, 198, 199, 200, 231,
242, 243, 266, 269, 285, 296

enclave, 91
hierarchy, 91
individualism, substantive, 91
isolate ordering, 92

historical institutionalism, 32, 33, 53

ignorance
definition, 6

individualism, methodological, 34, 36, 38,
39, 47, 48, 63, 72, 109, 113

individualism, substantive, 66, 70, 81, 85,
99, 106, 107, 113, 164, 166, 171,
202, 207, 221, 224, 232, 273,
274, 243

anomaly management, 88
back channels, 167
blame ritual, 86

category formation, 89, 242
definition, 65
examples, 93, 97
issue linkage, 98, 232
models, 207, 231, 301
past and future, 91
patron–client, 207
reasons and goals, 97
risk stance, 93
self-efficacy, 95
zones in Soviet régime, 166, 168

information, imperfect
definition, 7

information, incomplete
definition, 7

information, misleading
definition, 7

information, uncertain
definition, 6

institution
definition as practice, 54
definition as rule, 53

institutionalism
varieties, 53, 54

institutions
informal, 2, 8, 9, 11, 14, 17, 27, 33, 34,

35, 38, 39, 48, 53, 55, 58, 61, 62,
64, 72, 76, 82, 101, 112, 164, 165,
202, 207, 208, 215, 224, 231, 243,
244, 254, 274, 276, 280, 282, 285,
289, 293, 298, 303, 307

back channels, 133, 167, 270
ritual, 73, 81, 107, 196, 207, 208, 209,

254, 276, 282
informal (rules), 279
institutionalisation, 302

institutions, informal
definition, 59

isolate ordering, 63, 69, 70, 71, 94, 96,
100, 103, 163, 164, 165, 166, 171,
172, 175, 176, 180, 186, 187, 190,
191, 193, 196, 197, 198, 199, 200,
205, 210, 215, 232, 241, 246, 257,
271, 272, 276, 281, 282, 283, 291,
293, 297, 302, 307

absolute and relative gains, 169, 175, 180
agency, 282
anomaly management, 89, 224
blame ritual, 86, 169
category formation, 90, 198
deception, 190, 191
definition, 68
difficulties in sustaining in government,

69, 70
examples, 70, 89, 90, 96, 97
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isolate ordering (cont.)
exit from crisis, 244, 275, 276
hybrids, 71
issue linkage, 98, 196
no monopoly on fatalism, 261
not merely passive or subaltern, 12, 282,

301
past and future, 92, 199, 219, 292
prestige, 185, 189, 212, 217, 240
reasons and goals, 97
risk stance, 94, 180, 185, 191, 271
scope for consistency, 68, 170, 176
self-efficacy, 96, 186

issue linkage, 11, 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 103,
161, 172, 190, 193, 195, 224, 225,
226, 227, 228, 229, 231, 232, 241,
244, 264, 271, 272, 281, 287

definition, 97
enclave, 99
hierarchy, 99
individualism, substantive, 99
isolate ordering, 99
typology, 232

Janis, Irving, 48, 78, 81, 155, 156, 202, 307
Johnson, Lyndon Baines, 88, 98, 125,

211, 223
Johnson, U. Alexis, 125, 228, 229, 230
Jupiter missiles, 119, 127, 133, 139, 140,

141, 146, 149, 150, 172, 176, 181,
196, 206, 213, 214, 217, 219, 224,
228, 229, 272, 277, 287, 296,
306, 309

Kahneman, Daniel, 44, 46, 49, 154
Kellerman, Barbara, 155, 156, 157, 273
Kennedy, Robert Francis, 118, 123, 124,

125, 129, 133, 144, 145, 147, 158,
167, 181, 183, 187, 196, 200, 203,
204, 205, 206, 207, 208, 210, 214,
216, 222, 242, 243, 244, 294

Khrushchev, Sergei Nikitich, 131, 134,
137, 146, 162, 163, 166, 180, 181,
182, 183, 191, 292

Khrushchov
boyar in Boris Godunov, 291

Kuznetzov, Vasili, 126, 183, 186, 195

Lebow, Richard Ned, 284, 297, 305
LeMay, Curtis, 125, 130, 148, 150, 151,

153, 200, 204, 206, 208, 210, 213,
222, 237, 275, 307

Levitsky, Steven, 60, 302
Lippmann, Walter, 140, 141, 176, 182, 196
Lundahl, Arthur, 124, 126, 134, 140

Machiavelli, Niccolò, 10, 19, 20
Malinovsky, Rodion Yakovlevich, 119, 120,

126, 140, 141, 143, 150, 163, 168,
169, 170, 175, 197, 220

Matos, Huber, 251
Mauss, Marcel, 10, 63, 73, 87, 193, 231,

280, 281, 282, 300, 302
May, Ernest R., 45, 116, 117, 124, 130,

131, 132, 134, 136, 204, 208
McCone, John, 123, 125, 148, 203, 209,

218, 226, 240, 308
McNamara, Robert Strange, 101, 124,

125, 126, 127, 136, 137, 143, 153,
174, 176, 187, 191, 203, 204, 209,
210, 211, 214, 220, 221, 223, 228,
229, 236, 240, 243, 260, 279, 303,
305, 307

Meinecke, Friedrich, 3, 19, 20
Mikoyan, Anastas Hovhannesi, 116, 120,

126, 131, 134, 147, 149, 150, 163,
166, 168, 169, 170, 172, 176, 197,
220, 260, 263, 264, 276, 290, 294

Mikoyan, Sergei, 134
Mongoose, Operation, 118, 193, 216, 236,

253, 255, 273
monster acceptance, 100, 224

definition, 89
monster adjustment, 223, 224

definition, 88
monster barring, 102, 223, 224

definition, 88
monster exploitation, 101, 223

definition, 88

Naftali, Timothy, 82, 96, 116, 117, 119,
120, 121, 122, 126, 127, 129, 130,
131, 133, 134, 135, 136, 137, 138,
139, 140, 141, 142, 143, 144, 146,
147, 149, 163, 166, 167, 168, 169,
170, 171, 172, 178, 182, 183, 187,
190, 194, 195, 197, 199, 204, 205,
206, 210, 226, 227, 228, 229, 236,
237, 238, 247, 251, 253, 254, 272,
304, 306, 307, 308, 310, 320, 329

negative feedback, 59, 60, 64, 72, 87,
107, 108, 109, 111, 113, 165, 274,
286, 299

definition, 56

O’Donnell, Kenneth, 203
opacity

definition, 7
Organisation of American States, 130, 132,

135, 193, 249, 250
Orlov, Vadim, 144
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parsimony, 30, 38, 274
patron–client model (individualism,

substantive), 93, 207, 222, 231,
274, 283, 301

definition, 65
Peck, Edward, 59, 65, 76, 83, 85, 91, 261,

284
Playa Girón (see also Bay of Pigs), 249,

251, 260, 265, 269, 270
Pliyev, Issa Aleksandrovich, 121, 131, 132,

133, 134, 140, 143, 147, 177, 197,
216

political judgement
characterisation, 2
definition, 1
goodness of, 3, 4

positive feedback, 45, 61, 64, 65, 66, 67,
69, 71, 72, 73, 82, 95, 109, 248,
257, 270, 274, 287, 299, 302

definition, 56
postmodernism, 18, 29, 47, 63, 158, 288
Power, Thomas, 125, 135, 207
Powers, Gary, 191, 268
practice, 54

definition, 54
preference formation, 13, 17, 18, 28, 32,

33, 34, 35, 38, 39, 40, 45, 53, 55,
57, 62, 111, 112, 286, 288

preference schedule, 27, 37, 54, 97, 153,
185, 285

preferences, aggregation, 39
preferences, altruistic, 36, 38
preferences, conflicting, 5
preferences, endogeneity, 13, 17, 35, 36
preferences, first order, 36, 39, 286
preferences, second order, 36, 38, 112, 258
preferences, uncertainty, 7, 13
pressure

definition, 7
processing capability

definition, 7
prospect theory, 13, 17, 18, 40, 47, 49, 50,

51, 52, 62, 63, 92, 103, 106, 113,
115, 154, 155, 181, 216, 217,
258, 271

proximate explanation, 18, 44, 45, 47, 110,
152, 158, 160, 274, 287

raison d’état, 3, 19, 20, 191
rational choice, 7, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, 27,

28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36,
37, 38, 39, 40, 49, 53, 62, 72, 105,
106, 109, 110, 111, 112, 186,
259, 275, 284, 285, 286, 287,
288, 289, 298

Rayner, Steve, 55, 56, 65, 67, 71, 91, 93,
99, 261, 276

reference point (prospect theory), 49, 50,
51, 154, 155, 258, 299

definition, 50
Rio, Treaty of, 1947, 132, 193
risk appetite, 11, 19, 37, 44, 49, 69, 94,

185, 281
risk aversion, 37, 49, 50, 93
risk neutrality, 93, 94
risk seeking, 18, 37
rite. See ritual
ritual, 15, 74, 76, 80, 81, 83, 107, 111,

171, 269, 276, 281, 287, 292, 293,
294, 297, 302

blame as negative rite, 83, 86, 239, 293
category formation, 75, 89, 90, 198,

229, 232, 237, 239, 241, 244, 268,
273, 285

ceremonial, 60, 73, 74, 76, 77, 87, 130,
252, 261, 281

cultivation of emotion, 30, 58, 73, 74,
75, 76, 77, 78, 80, 81, 83, 85, 171,
210, 260, 280, 293, 294, 302

definition, 74
Douglas on, 11, 73, 74, 75, 83
Durkheim on, 10, 30, 74, 76, 83, 260
Durkheimian traditions, 33, 73
enactment of social organisation, 54, 56,

74, 75, 79, 80, 239, 292, 293
enclave, 85, 86, 95, 261
hierarchy, 85, 86
individualism, substantive, 85, 86, 209,

211, 231
isolate ordering, 85, 86, 293
negative rites, 73, 74, 83, 86, 171, 239
positive rites, 73, 74, 86
quotidian interaction order, 11, 14, 30,

38, 59, 60, 73, 76, 77, 78, 80, 81,
83, 87, 109, 129, 161, 168, 169,
171, 172, 187, 206, 207, 209, 211,
246, 276, 280, 281, 282

rhetoric, 19, 77, 83, 89, 90, 138, 196,
239, 266

sacred space and time, 75, 80
typology of forms, 85

Roca, Blas, 250
Rostow, Walt Whitman, 235, 306
Rusk, Dean, 123, 124, 125, 129, 132, 136,

139, 144, 145, 167, 204, 205, 208,
209, 211, 215, 226, 227, 236, 237,
242, 249, 284, 288, 307, 308

Sabatier, Paul A., 12, 152
Sagan, Scott D., 143, 146, 305
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Savitsky, Valentin, 144
Scali, John, 139, 146, 148, 167, 182, 205
Scott, James C., 50, 92, 191
Scott, Len V., 117, 122, 196, 213, 259
Shumkov, Nikolai, 144
Simmel, Georg, 10, 326, 333
social integration, 64, 65, 67, 68, 70, 111,

113, 167, 302
definition, 64

social regulation, 64, 65, 67, 68, 70, 71, 89,
90, 98, 113, 161, 186, 209, 258, 302

definition, 64
solidarity (elementary form), 78, 82, 86,

113, 239
definition, 30

solidarity (enclave), 247, 248, 257, 260,
261, 293

solidarity, organic, 284
Sorensen, Theodore, 125, 202, 203, 209,

210, 218, 305
Statsenko, Igor, 143
Stevenson, Adlai, 126, 127, 138, 156
structural despot, 70, 103, 175, 186, 198,

200, 282, 285, 291, 293, 301
definition, 70

structural serf, 71, 97, 191, 257, 261,
283, 285

definition, 71

Taubman, William, 82, 116, 118, 121, 126,
137, 139, 142, 150, 162, 163, 164,
165, 168, 169, 170, 172, 173, 177,
181, 183, 188, 192, 195, 199, 240,
272, 304, 306, 307, 310

Taylor, Maxwell, 125, 148, 205, 207, 210,
213

Tetlock, Philip, 3, 44, 273
Thompson, Llewellyn, 124, 139, 195, 225,

228, 237
Thompson, Michael, 11, 63, 64, 72, 88,

93, 94, 108, 110, 111, 282, 284

thought style, 1, 12, 16, 17, 18, 37, 53, 63,
65, 67, 72, 81, 89, 92, 99, 255, 257,
258, 259, 261, 262, 264, 267, 287,
295, 303, 309, 310

contrasted with content, 1
definition, 1

Thucydides, 19, 297
Troyanovsky, Oleg Aleksandrovich, 83,

120, 126, 134, 142, 147, 163, 166,
168, 169, 172, 176, 178, 191,
208, 306

Turkey, 116, 119, 120, 127, 133, 139, 140,
141, 145, 146, 147, 149, 150, 157,
172, 176, 177, 181, 182, 192, 196,
199, 200, 206, 207, 212, 219, 224,
226, 228, 229, 230, 231, 237,
243, 244, 263, 272, 277, 278, 287,
296, 309

Tversky, Amos, 46, 49, 154

U Thant, 126, 137, 141, 145, 189, 211,
227

Udall, Stuart, 122, 175, 195, 304
Urrutia, Lleó, Manuel, 251

Weber, Max, 10, 246, 247, 248, 275, 276
Welch, David A., 50, 104, 105, 106, 117,

134, 137, 145, 154, 173, 177, 178,
186, 192, 206, 219, 220, 247, 255,
256, 260, 272, 297, 305

wicked problems, 5, 8, 157
Wildavsky, Aaron, 11, 88, 92, 93, 113, 222,

283, 288, 296, 308

Zelikow, Philip D., 9, 103, 104, 115, 116,
117, 121, 124, 127, 130, 131, 132,
134, 136, 153, 154, 172, 177, 204,
207, 208, 210, 211, 223, 226, 227,
228, 229, 230, 236, 237, 238, 240,
271, 273, 307, 308, 309

Zorin, Valerian Aleksandrovich, 138
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