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Preface 

My anns in this book are two. On the one hand, I examine the 
central I?uzzle~he Cuban missile crisis. Several participants 
in. this nuclear confrontation have already tpld the story, each 
from his own 1:oint of ~iew. None of t1ies~counts directlyad
dresses the. maJor questions of the crj_sis, I try to in this book. 

. .on the other hand, I explore the influence of unrecognized as-
sumptions upon our thinking about events like the missile crisis. 
Answers to questions like why the Soviet Union tried to sneak 
str~tegic offensive missiles into Cuba must be affected by basic 
assµmptions we make, categodes we use, O.lJr. angle of·. vision. 
Butwhat kind of assuifiplions"• do" w~--tend to makefH;w do 

- these assumptions channel our thinking? What alternative per
spectives are available? This study identifies the basic frame of 
reference used by most people whenthinking about foreign af
fairs;_· ~~~thermore, it b~tliries . two ~ative £~works. 
Eapl:J fi'.ame of reference 1s, in effect, a ~nceptual lenS:'), By 

_ companng _and. contrasting the three frameworks, we see what 
:Zeacli. rnag~~s, _!rlg_!iligllts, and reveals :is ."."~J;l !1§ what each 
.-'blurs or neglects. · 
. 'J'oo _ structure of this book reflects my dual objectives. Three 
con~eptual chapters sketch three rough-cut frames of reference. 
The.se chapters are separated by three case studies, each of 
which uses one of the frames of reference in searching for an
swer~ to the major questions of the Cuban missile crisis. By ad
dressing central issues of thecrisisfirst frqm one pers~tive,-, 
then from a seconl(Jmd fin~}ly ftoci a]hirtl, ·these chapters not ii 
?n1yprobe more deeply into the event, uncoveririg J!dditional · 
ms1~hts; they also demonstrate how alternative conceptual 
len,ses lead one to -~~e, emehasize, and w_orry about quite differ
ent aspects of events..Jjke_ the mj!>sile crisis. · 

On the one hand, substantive instance; on the other, concep-

V 



38 Model I: The Rational Actor 

on this variant. 104 This variant suggests the relations among uses 
'of the classical model for ( 1) explanation, i.e., answering the 
question of why X rather than Y happened; (2) problem solving, 
i.e., answering the question of what is the preferred way for a 
national government to achieve certain goals; and ( 3) evalua
ting, i.e., determining what grade a nation's performance 
deserves, given certain criteria. Uses of this model for purposes 
other than explanation will be considered in the final chapter. 

Each of these forms of the basic paradigm constitutes a 
formalization of what analysts typically rely upon implicitly. In 
the transition from implicit conceptual model to explicit para
digm, much of the richness of the best employments of. this 
model has been lost. But tge pmpose in raising loose, implicit 
conceptual models to an explicit level is to reveal the basic logic 
of an analyst's activity. Perhaps some of the remafoing arti
ficiality that surrounds the statement of the paradigm can be 
diluted by noting a number of the standard additions and modi
ficaticms used by analysts who proceed predominantly within 
the Rational Actor Model. First, in the course of a document, 
analysts shift from one variant of the basic model to another, 
occasionally appropriating in an ad hoc fashion aspects of a 
situation that are logically incompatible with the basic model. 
Second, in the course of explaining a number of occurrences, 
analysts sometimes pause over a particular event about which 
they have a great deal of information and unfold it in such de
tail that they create an impression of randomness. Third, having 
employed other assumptions and categories in deriving an ex
planation or prediction, analysts will present their product in 
a neat, convincing ratio,nal policy package. This accommodation 
is a favorite of members of the intelligence community who are 
often very familiar with the details of a process but who feel 
that by putting an occurrence in a larger rational framework 
they make it more comprehensible to their audience. Fourth, in 
attempting to offer an explanation - particularly in cases where 
a prediction derived from the basic model has failed - the no
tion of the actor's "mistake" is invoked. Thus, the inaccurate 
prediction of a "missile gap" is written off as a Soviet mistake 
in not taking advantage of an opportunity. Both these and other 
modifications permit Model I analysts considerably more leeway 
than the paradigm might suggest. But such accommodations are. 
essentially appendages to the basic logic of these analyses. 
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Cuba II: A First Cut 

The "mi§_~H~i3 __ of Q~tQQ~(' offer a fascinating set of puzzles for 
any analyst. 1 For thirteen days in October 1962, the United 
States and the Soviet Union stood "eyeball to eyeball," each with 

· the power of mutual annihilation in hand. The United States was 
firm but forebearing. The Soviet Union looked hard, blinked 
twice, and the~ withdrew without humiliation. Here is one of the 
finest examples of diplomatic prudence, and,Perhaps the finest 
hour of John F. Kennedy's Presidency. \/ 

In retrospect, this crisis seems to have be.en a major water
shed in the Cold War. Having peered over the edge of the nuclear 
})~£_ipjc~,. both nations edged back~~rd toward cletente. An un- 1\ 
derstanding of this crisis is thus essential for every serious stu- , 
dent of foreign affairs. · 

To understand how - at a time when war could have meant 
the destruction of both societies - these superpowers moved 
to the brink of nuclear war, and, having got there, how they 
managed to retreat, it is necessary to answer three central 
qu~_s_~!oni3 .. Wl1y di<:J,_ !he ~oviet Union attempt .. to place -o:ffe1isive 
missiles in Cuba? Why did the United States choose to re
·s_p9:iid.io the Soviet missile emplacement with a blockade. of 
Cuba? Why did .the Soviet Union decide to withdraw the mis
~Qes? Fortunately, the openness of the crisis makes it possible 
to :reconstruct the calculations of both nations with a certain 
amount of confidence. 2 

39 



40 Cuba II: A First Cut 

Why Did the Soviet Union Decide to Place Offensive 
Missiles in Cuba? 

Th~_ Soviet Union had never before stationed strate_g_ie: __ D:~-~l~ar 
weaPCms--olltSide its own territorial bordel's - either in the 
Communist' nations of Eastern Europe or in Red China. 3 On 
September 11, 1962, the Soviet government authorized Tass to 
reiterate the government's policy on the transfer of nuclear weap
ons to third nations: 

~-.---» 
The Government of the Soviet Union authorized Tass to state 
that there is no need for the Soviet Union to shift its weapons 
for the repulsion of aggression, for a retaliatory blow, to any 
other country, for instance Cuba. Our nuclear weapons are so 
powerful in their explosive force and the Soviet Union has such 
powerful rockets to carry these nuclear warheads, that there is 
no need to search for sites for them beyond the boundaries of 
the Soviet Union. 4 

Through the most confidential channels of communication, at 
the highest levels, the Soviet Union sought to assure the United 

itates concerning this policy. On September 4, Soviet Ambassa
or Dobrynin called on Attorney General Robert Kennedy with a 

/i onfidential message from Chairman Khrushchev. 5 In that mes
. _sage Khrushchev promised that the Soviet Union would create 
no trouble for the United States during the election ca.m11aign. 
To minimize the chance of any misun·defSfilldillf{:__ especially 
since some Congressmen were pointing to Soviet activity in Cuba 
- the President responded that very day with a firm warning, 
the introduction of offensive missiles into Cuba would raise the 
gravest issue. 6 On September 6, Dobrynin urgently requested a 
meeting with Special Counsel to the President Theodore Soren
sen. At that meeting he delivered a second personal 1J18ssage 
from Chairman Khrushchev to President Kennedyi ''Nothing 
will be undertaken before the American Congressional elections 
that could complicate the international situation or aggravate 
the tension in the relations between our two countries .... The 
Chairman does not wish to become involved in your internal 
affairs." 7 Sorensen challenged the sincerity of the Chairman's 
wishes, pointing out that the late summer shipments of Soviet 
personnel, arms, and equipment into Cuba were already genera
ting international tensions and aggravating ·American domestic 
politics. But Dobrynin reiterated his assertion that the Soviets 
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Why Did the Soviet Union Decide to Place Offensive Missiles in Cuba? 41 

were doing nothing new in Cuba: the steps taken were entirely 
defensive.< Georgi Bolshakov, a Soviet official who had estab
lished a working relationship with several New Frontiersmen, 
including Robert Kennedy ( and through whom Khrushchev's 
personal letters to the President had first arrived) relayed a 
message from Khrushchev and Mikoyan: "No missile capable of 
reaching the United States would be placed in Cuba."' On Octo
ber 13, in response to questioning by Chester Bowles about the 
presence of Soviet «offensive weapons" in Cuba, Dobrynin em
phatically and convincingly denied any such possibility. rn The 
Soviet signal was clear. 

Nor was the American warning faint. Through private chan
nels, Robert Kennedy warned __ Dobryn,in that the United States 
would not tolerate offensivec)_veapo»S in Cuba; Sorensen el1'.,\;-
phasized the message to Dobcyii1u· on September 6; Bowles 
reiterated it. The United States st_:Jke_d __ its_llg_b]ic,prestige on the 
warning. In response to Khrushchev's private note, the Presi
dent's public statement of September 4 drew a distinction be
tween "offensive" and "defensive" weapons. The President 
acknowledged that there was no evidence of Soviet offensive 
weapons in Cuba but warned: "Were it to be otherwise the 
gravest issues would arise." 1~ September 7, Congress gr~nted 
the President standby authority to call up additional reservists. 12 

On September 13, the President made a major public statement
on the Communist build-up in Cuba. If Cuba should "become an 
offensive military base of significant capacity for the Soviet 
Union," he proclaimed, "then this country will do whatever must 
be done to protect its own security and that of its allies." 13 

Some analysts h';v-;;-.ugge~ffiatthbugliloud;'the warn--,-.n-g-
was nevertheless vague, since the dis ti~ between "offensive" 
and "defensive" could be JlJllli!:ter of tntent or pur:eose as well as 
of capability." (Indeed, in the midst of the crisis Khrushchev 
claimed that tlre missiles stationed in Cuba were :'defensive in 
purpose."u>) But the record demonstrates that the American 
warning was explicit and that the Soviets understood it. The 
President's September 4 statement not only drew the distinction 

·between offensive and defensive weapons. It specified the mean
ing of offensive - "offensive ground-to-ground missiles" - and 
it warned that "the presence of offensive ground-to-ground mis-::-
siles or of other significant offensive capability either in Cuban 
hands or under Soviet direction and guidance" would be a suffi
cient condition for U.S. action. 16 The Soviets could not have mis-
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understood this warning. They repeatedly assured the United 
States, both privately and publicly, that no missile capable of 
reaching the United States would be stationed in Cuba. 

These moves and countermoves seem like a textbook case 
of responsible diplomacy. The United States formulated a policy 
stating precisely "what strategic t;ra_neyfoJJ.J1<;1.tions we [were] pre-
p ared to resist." 11 The Soviet UnlOll ;Ckllowledg·ea these vital L 

L interests and announced a strategy that entailed no basic con-
\ flict. This would also seem to be a model case of communication, 

or signaling, between the superpowers. By private messages and 
public statements, the United States committed itself _ _t.9 __ 9,ct_i_on 
should the Soviets cross an unambiguous line (by placing offen
sive missiles in Cuba). _All responses indicated tha.t.the Soviets 
un_derstood thf) __ signa_l_ and acce_Pted the _messag~/ 8 

Flowing from- these -Warllings, promises, and assurances, 
U.S. expectations converged in the now notorious "Se.p_t_e_mber 
estimate."" Approved by the United States Intelligence Board 
(USf:B') on September 19, this National Intelligence Estimate 
concluded that Soviet e_mplacement of offensive missiles in Cuba 

_ '"was highly unlikely.'°fui:i1en,_011_Clctober 14, the_Unlted States 
(J discqvered _ ~?".-ie_t __ o~ensive missiles in Cuba, the __ Jj_.B,_"_ggyern~ 

/- ment w_as !i_hocked. What President Kennedy's announcement of 
the crisis called "this secret, swift and extraordinary build-up of 
Communist missiles ... this sudden,; clandestine decision to 
station strategic weapons for the first time outside of Soviet son",-,;-, 
posed for the policy makers - and poses for any analyst--=::-,;:' 
troubling question." Why did the Soviet Union undertake such 

,, ..;;: a reckless move? ~-cl_t __ objective_ t:ould the Soyie_ts __ h_a~~--h~d 
ft that would have justified a course of action which en_t;:dled a 
\\! high probability of nuclear confrontation? What was the Soviet 
~..:"'~··fntention in pl_acing offepsive missiles in Cuba? - -- ---

These questions were the first to be considered at the lnitial 
meeting of the Executive Committee of the National _Seq1rity 
Council (ExCom), which convened at 11 :45 A.M. on Tuesday, 
October 16. Discussion at that meeting gener_ated five alterna
tive hypotheses, which were more precisely defined in the days 
that followed. Subsequent analyses have typically emphasized 
one or another of these alternatives. Careful examination of the 
details of Soviet action should allow us to distinguish among the 
hypotheses more clearly than the policy makers could in the heat 
of the crisis, and perhaps to understand more accurately what 
the Soviet Union really had in mind. 
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Hypothesis_One: __ Bargaining _Barter 

Khrushchev installed missiles in Cuba with the intent of 
using them as a bargai~lng _ _9ounter in a s~mmi~ o: U._N. con
frontation with Kennedy. \V11fidrawal of Soviet missiles m Cuba 

uld be traded for withdrawal of U.S,.m1ssile bases m Turkey. I 1 

6~ Thursday, October 25, this analogy provided the pivot of 
' Walter Lippmann's column in The Washington Post. How could 
thls crisis be peacefully resolved? According to Lippmann: 

The way is to try to negotiate a face-saving agreement. ~h~ only 
!)face that iS truly comparable with Cuba_ is Turkey. This 1s the 
olliy place where there are strategic weapons right on ~he_ fr~n
tier of the Soviet Union .... There is another important s1milar_1ty 
between Cuba and Turkey. The Soviet missile base in Cuba, hke 
the U.S.-NATO base in Turkey, is of little military value ... '< The 
iwo bases could be dismantled without altering the world bal
illce of power. 22 

Similar proposals were made by members of the European press 
and by a number of U.N. delegates from nonaligned nations. 

The Soviet statements and behavior also point toward a 
hypoihe'sis of this sort. The encirdement of the S?viet Union by 
American bases, especially missile bases, constituted a long
standing and serious threat. The Soviet statement on September 
11 which declared that the Soviet Union had no need to station 
Qff~~sive missiles in _any other country, zeroed in on U.S. mis
·sile bases. 

The whole world knows that the United States of America has 
ringed the Soviet Union and other Socialist countries with bases. 
What have they stationed there - tractors? ... No, they have 
brought armament's there in their ships, -and these armaments 
stationed along the frontier of the Soviet Union - in Turkey, 
Iran, Greece, Italy, Britain, Holland, Pakistan, and other coun
tries belonging to the military blocs of NATO, C:ENTO, and 
SEATO_ are said to be there lawfully, by right. They consider 
this their right! But _to others the U.S._does not permit this even 
for defense, an-d-when measures are nevertheless taken_ to 
strengthen the defenses of this or that country, th~ U.s_. raises 
an outcry and declares that an attack, if you please, 1s being pre
pared against them. What conceit! ... Equal rights and equal 
opportunities must be recognized for all countries of the world. 23 

On the very day that the President first learned of the missiles, 
Khrushchev stressed this point in a conversation with the new 
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American Ambassador to Moscow, Foy Kohler. As Sorensen sum
marizes the memorandum of conversation: "The one ominous 
note in that otherwise genial conversation had been a sharp 
reference to the U.S. Jupiter bases in Turkey and Italy." 24 During 
the crisis, Soviet delegates at the United Nations proposed a 
mutual withdrawal of missiles from Cuba and Turkey; Soviet 
contacts in Britain made this proposal; the head of Sovietiiltflli
gence (KGB) in Washingtonpressed it inprivate conversations. 
Indeed, the Saturday ( October 2 7) letter from Khrushchev t9_ tlie 
President focused onthis analogy, pointing out that the United 
States had "stationed devastating rocket weapons, which you 
call offensive, in Turkey literally right next to us." 25 A number of 
analysts have therefore concluded that the Soviet action must 
have been designed as a counter to U.S. missiles in Turkey. 

, Careful examination of the detaitf'nf,Jhe SoyieLQm~ration 
casts doubt upon this hypothesis{FfrsJy}(vhether the Soviets 
would have accepted· the cost and 'tisICfYthis operation merely 
to provide an exchange for U.S. missiles in Turkey is question-

·. able. 'fhe United States was already committed tci withdra,.v_aJ of 
the missiles hi Turkey-without any quid pro quo. 26 In fact, 
President Kennedy was greatly perturbed when he learned that 
the United States still had missiles in Turkey. On two previous 
occasions he had directed that they be removed. 27 While it might 
be argued that the Soviets could qot be sure of U.S. intentionti, 
the fact that American Thor missile installations in England 
were in the process of being dismantled was certainly sugges
tive.28 Second, a Cuban base for Soviet missiles would be incom
parably ·morevalual:>le to the Soviet Union's nuclear .dg!iyery 
capaJ:iilitythap the Tu.rkish missile base:=. were to U.S. strategic 
forces: Turkish missiles constituted less than 3 perc~nLof the 
United States' overwhelming capability to. deliver first-strike· 11!-J.
clear payloads on Soviet territory and were virtually u~eless for a 
second strike because of their extreme vulnerability. Conversely, 
the missiles under construction in Cuba would have doubled the 
So~iet Union's first-strike .rm clear delivery capability against. the 
United States. Third, the magnitude and character of the Soviet 
strategic weapon deployment in Cuba is disproportionate to the 
hypothesis that the Soviets intended simply to buy a ]Jargaining 
counter. The United States had only one squadron of Jupiters 
(fifteen missiles)°deployed in Turkey. 29 How could a trade have 
possibly embraced the forty-two medium-range ballistic missiles 
(MRBMs) :incl twenty-four to thirty-two interm(:)diate-rang~j)al
listic missiles (IRBMs), which the Soviets were installing? 
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Finally, the costly and essentially unsalvageable sites being pre
pared for IRBMs seem superfluous for any Cuban-Turkish missile 

. base exchange, since the United States had no equivalent mis-
. siles fo fur key. · 

, ·The evidence is compatible with the hypothesis that, after 
thecrlsis erupted, the Soviet Union seized on a Cuba-Turkey 

. ba'rgain a·s. the best hope in a bad situation. But the characteris
tics of the operation cannot sustain the claim that the Soviets 

de the initial move with this in mind. 30 

A strong(:)r V(:)rsion of the hypothesis maintains that the 
trade envisaged included other U.S. bases around Russian bor
d~isJ:missiles in Italy and bases in Iran) and even in Berlin. 3 ' 

· While these stakes more adequately balance the character of the 
Soviet action and the risks involved, this version of the hypo

. thesis still does not adequately explain the £acts. First is the size 
of the 'Soviet missile deployment: given the American commit-

. ment to act against any installation of offensive missiles, a 
smaller number of MRBMs alone would have provided a sufficient 
agenda for action. Second, if the intention had been to withdraw 

· .. tliej1:iissJles, the expense of permanent IRBM sites should have 
. l;een avoided. Third, Khrushchev had earlier found the American 
. 'commitment to Berli11 unshakable. He had been, and presumably 
~continued to be, unwilling to act in Berlin for fear that an 
American response would mean war. The proximity of the 

· United States to Cuba and promises to act to prevent Cuba from 
.becoming a Soviet offensive missile base were unambiguous. 
Thus, the Russians had more reason to believe that the United 

. States would demand withdrawal of the Soviet missiles without 
yJelding in Berlin ( as in fact happened), or that war would 

.·· come, than that the United States would trade for Berlin. 
· · If Khrushchev had su~ceeded i~ ~~mpl~ting the offensive 

missiles and springing on the United States a fait accompli, it 
· . is conceivable that the President would have wobbled. In that 
· case, the shakiness of political will itself, rather than any ex
plicit deal, would have provided the opportunity for eventual 
Soviet action in Berlin and elsewhere. That, however, is an alter
native hypothesis. 32 

Hypothesis Two: Diverting Trap 

Berlin was the linchpin of a second hypothesis, according 
·to wh~:ifTh.'e)Soviets intendicft.he m.·iss. ile. s.·.in Cuba to stand a. s a. 
lightr,iing r9,#. If the United States responded. by striking '1ittle 

. . , . . . 
. \,__ _ _./ 
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Cuba," NATO would be split and the workl-hqrrifi.ed. Sllch an 
act would fuel anti-Americanism in Lat(;;_ ~lll~~ca for yearn to 
come. It would prove to Soviet Stalinists··and to the Chinese as 
well that the United States was no paper tiger. While the U.S. 
government was distracted by adverse public opinion at home 
and abroad,._the occasion would be ripe for a strong Soviet move 
against !lerl(i}. Another "Suez" would trap the lJnitesL.$tates in 
confusiou,··while Khrushchev moved in a second ?Hun~y." 

This hypothesis can account for a number of iife~spe_~ts of 
Soviet behavior that otherwise seem inexplicable. Wl_iJ_did-tbe 

. Soviet Union move in the face of the American President'B un-
i. mistakable warnings? To make the United States act. Why:.:w.ere 

the Soviets seemingly sloppy in their. coordinati01;1 of the .C!:m
structing of missiles in Cuba and the camouflage of the. missiJes 
at the sites? Becaµse they wanted the United States to discover 
_their activity. In the ExCom, advocates of this hypothesis argued 
that even the substantial presence of Soviet troops might be a 
crude, but nonetheless realistic, effort to construct a mirror 
image of Berlin. Finally, this hypothesis certainly answers the 
persistently bothersome question: Why Cuba instead of Berlin? 

In spite of these merits, however, this hypgJ}_l§sis about 
Soviet plans is ~)>Je. Nothing could have been calculated 
to make an America)Y'strike against the missiles less attractive 
than the presence of over ten thousand Russian military person
nel near the missile sites. A surprise attack on the missiles could 
not have avoided killing large numbers of Soviet citizens.-lr the 
Soviets' objective had been to dangle irresistible bait, they could 
have turned over a smaller number of missiles to the Cubans 
and let it be known that they would not respond to a U.S. attack. 
But the notion of trading thousands of Soviet lives in Cuba for 
the lives of thousands of American soldiers in Berlin, without 
further repercussions, is mad. f>econd, this hypothesis is _not con
sistent with actual $oviet behavior. Khrushchev withdrew the 
missiles before an American attack. Had the Soviets wanted an 
American strike on their missiles in Cuba, they could simply 
have prolonged the crisis for several more days. (The United 
States was prepared for an attack on October 30, if the Soviet 
Union had not announced withdrawal of the missiles on the 
twenty-eighth.) Third, because of the strength of the American 
commitment, and the presence of American troops, the analogy 
between Berlin and Hungary is very weak. A Soviet move against 
Berlin would almost automatically have meant a major war:. 
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Hypothesis Three: Cuban Defense 

Though the Bay of Pigs (Cuba I) was a rather frail effort, 
. the Soviet Union ___ had-substantial reason to believe that tlw 

. .. Onifed ~tilt~~,tnightattempt to do the job right. The Bay of Pigs 
. demonstrated that the United States could act. Hawkish congres

~ional speeches, the words and actions of Cuban refugee groups, 
and exaggerated reports of CIA activities reaching Moscow from 
Havana supported this fear. Moreover, the United States had 
permitted some publicity about a military exercise called 
pbilbriglex-62, which was to take place in the Caribbean in the 
.faffoFJ.962. The exercise called for a force of 7,500 Marines, 
supported by four aircraft. carriers, twenty destroyers, and fif

. teen troop carriers, to storm the coral beaches of Vieques Island, 
off the southeast coast of Puerto Rico. The announced purpose 
of the exercise was to liberate a mythical Republic of Vieques 
from the tyranny of a mythical dictator named Ortsac - a 

· 1e, which, spelled backward ... 33 ~ST~ 
'.·mL--' If the Marines attacked, Cash·o's defeat was certain. The 

Soviet Union could not provide enough conventional support to 
<make a difference in such a distant war. J11 the battle, which 
might iast several -weeks, the Soviet Union would be forced to 
sh idly by: a ):I1,,1_ngary in reverse. Rattling their missiles, which, 

\is the Soviets now knew, the United States had discovered were 
few, held little promise. If there was a significant probability of 

. U.S. action against Cuba, the Soviets had to act first in order to 
deter it. The decision to send missiles to Cuba came in answer 
to this threat. 

Khrushchev explained Soviet action in just these terms. His 
letter'"of October 28, which a11.1iounced that the missiles would 
b~-dis~aritled and withdrawn, stated the purpose for which they 
had been installed. In the face of the threat of U.S. invasion, 
'The Soviet government decided to render assistance to Cuba 
with means of defe:nse against aggression - only with means 
for defense purp.oses .... vV~.i-;upplied them to prevent an attack 
on Cuba - to prevent rash acts." 34 . . ... 

· In reporting to the Supreme Soviet in December 1962, 
Khrtis).ii:::}:i~v~asserii4:."At therequest of the Cuban government 
we shipped arms .there .... Our purpose was only the defense of 
Cuba." 35 Weeks after the crisis, Mikoyan insisted in an informal 
convernation with the President that these weapons were purely 
defensive and that they were justified, given the threat posed by 
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former Vice-President Richard Nixon and certain Pentagon 
generals. 36 

The temptation to dismiss these statements lightly s}:i~uld 
be resisted. 37 There is powerful evidence that, from the Soviet 
point of view, Cuban defense was not a negligible ~atter. 
Though a self-proclaimed socialist state, <Juba nonetheless stood 
as the Communists' only showcase in the Western workL By the 
summer of 1962, the Soviet Union had given Castro $750 m,illion 
in aid as well as large amounts of military equipment. Prior to 
the summer build-up, Soviet military supplies included jet 
-fighters, military boats, and approximately 100,000 tons of 
ground weapons and equipment, which made the Cuban army 
the best equipped in Latin America. The summer build-up of 
weapons preceding the installation of missiles involved large 
amounts of expensive, essentially irretrievable, first-line defen
sive equipment. fo addition to more modern infantry armaments, 
the Soviets sent modern supersonic MIG-21 fighters, coastal de
fense cruise missiles, surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) and large 
quantities of transportation, electronic, communications, radar, 
and construction equipment. 

Events in Cuba also support the hypothesis that Moscow 
provided i:he rrifasiles for Cuban defense. Since 1960, Moscow 
had resisted Cuban demands for specific military-security guar
antees. Even after the Bay of Pigs, Soviet spokesmen were care
ful to refer to the Soviet capability, rather than to commitment, 
to come to Castro's defense. But Castro's demands,. combined 
with an internal Cuban struggle between Commi.rnists aIId Cas
troites, created tensions that severely strained Cuban-Soviet re
lations through the spring of 1962. This dispute peaked at the 
end of March with Castro's purge of Annibal Escalente, the man 
who had been organizing the Communist Party cadres around 
him. In the late spring, there was a shift in Soviet policy. Cuba's 
position in the 196.2 May Day sloga11s was improv~d. 38 In a 
speech to a group of Cubans in Moscow, Khrushchev stated for 
the first time publicly that the Soviet Union was providing weap• 
ons to Cuba. 39 Castro made a strange apology to a group of 
Soviet technicians for the "poor treatment" they had received in 
Cuba. 40 In July a steady stream of ships bearing SovieLarms 
began to"'flow to Cuba. 41 In late July, on returning from a visit 

__ to the Soviet Union, RauCCastro (Fidel's brother) boasted that 
~el'im!Uhreat to Cubawas ~~_!L.AmericanJmrasj.m1L w~L~h 
"we can now repel." 42 ....... . . ____J 
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If Cuban defense was the Soviet objective, the adventure 
succeeded. The President's pledge that Cuba would not be in
vaded - either by the United States or by any other nation in 

.. the Western Hemisphere - removed the threat that the Soviet 
. ;missiles were sent to deter. Thus, the missiles could be with•/i 
drawn. 43 --S:::::-~ 

Though persuasive, this account of Soviet motives will not 
withstand careful examination. If deterrence of an American 

. ~!tftck 911 Cuba had been the Sovi~t's primary objective, they had 
.· poneed to instap. MRBMs in Cuba. The equipment they supplied 

to the Cuban Army certainly precluded an American attempt to 
destroy Castro discreetly - without a major attack. No amount 
of conventional arms in Cuban hands could defeat a major 
American attack on Cuba. If deterrence of a major attack had 

1 · J:>e~~ their problem, the presence of a sizeable contingent of 
! Soviet troops woul_d have been the solution. As a deterrent, the 

l value of Soviet troops in Cuba would be :roughly equivalent to 
.·.·•··•· that of American troops in Berlin. This line of reasoning might 

. seem to neglect the very expensive nature of troop commitments 
.:=:as the Soviets had learned in East Germany. But in fact the 
Sovie.t deployment of nuclear-tipped missiles included 22,000 
~gvi~t pernonne,I, nearly 10,000 of whom were there to guard 

· Q1.e::; offensive weapons.H 
A second objection to the Cuban-defense hypothesis centers 

on the nuclear question. If for some reason the Soviets felt a 
nuclear deterrent was necessary, tactical nuclear weapons could 
have been eJnplaced more quickly, at less cost, and with con-

less likelihood of being discovered. Moreover, this 
came cmnplete with an established principle of limited 

~ar justifying its employment: the right to st:J.ike bases from 
which an attack is launched. (In the Korean War the United 

. States had maintained this right of reprisal against airfields used 
by planes bombing South Korea. ) 45 Third, if for some reason 
[tra_t~gif rnckets were thought .necessary, a much smaller num
?er of MRBMs, with none of the more expensive and more easily 
~etectable IRBMs, would have sufficed. Indeed, it is difficult to 
sonceive of a Soviet deployment of weapons less suited to the 
purpose of Cuban defense than the one the Soyietsmade. Finally, 
by moving offensive strategic missiles into Cuba, in the face of 
the President's firm warning and the Soviets' solemn promises, 
~!ie Soviet Union assumed 1isks manifestly out of proportion to 
t_he objective of Cuban defense. In undertaking a course of action 
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that in Gromyko's words "brought the world one step, perhaps 
only a half step, from an abyss," th~ $oviets hadJQ be fisl}ing_for 
something much larger. 46 Cuban defense might have _b~en a 
subsidiary effect of the Soviet gamble, but not its overriding 
objective. 

Hypothesis Four: Cold War Politics 

The magnitude of the risk assumed by the Soviet Union has 
provided the most compelljing argument for a fourth hypothesis. 
Believing, as he told the p1et Robert Frost several months earlier, 
that the American peopl13~were _ "too liqeral to fight," Khrush~hev 
embarked on "the supreme Soviet probe of American inten• 
tions." 47 Undertaken in secrecy, sustained by duplicity, the 
success of Khrushchev's plan required a fait accompli. 99:n,-
fronteg_ .. wHb, ___ gper~Ji°=1}il-l __ missiles, _ !ht, JJ:qitt;d _ StllJf~.-woµl<I 

~react . indedsi vely .. Prot~ sif" tlifough . di plon.i,g!i,9_ .sh~IPJf!§ .... 2! j11 
"the United Nations would sirnply advertise the holl()Wllfi'if.2L!be 
Monroe Doctrine;·· the Rio Treaty, _ and, .most.i11.1PQ:i;tg,11,tb_Jbe 

. Pfosideniis own word. By unri-i'.asking an :frresolute America, the 
'Soviet Urtfoll would -drastically reduce the credibility oL_!,J_~S__,_ 
commitments to other ~ationii. After the failure fo·aa here, who 
could expect the United States to act elsewhere? European-sus
picions of America's willingness to fulfill its pledges would 
multiply. Potential Castros in Latin America and other parts of 
the world would be encouraged. More aggressive Communists 
in China would see the real effectiveness of Soviet leadership. 
Though obviously risky, a victory in this case would d_en1011~trate 
that the tide in the Cold-War had turned. This hypothesis was 
put most forcefully in an· early Ex.Com meeting by Ambassador 
Charles Bohlen's quotation of a Lenin adage comparing national 
expansion to a bayonet thrust: "If you strike steel, pull back; if 
you strike mush, keep going." 48 

President Kennedy_ accepted this hypothesis, acted on _the 
basis ofit in choosing the blockade, a1:1d, in retrospect, _e;xpJair1ed 
the Soviet action in these terms. 49 On Sunday, October 21, in 
response to a question by Arthur Schlesinger,· Jr., concerning 
why the Soviets might have done such an amazing thing, Ken
nedy pointed to the pot~n!ial Soviet political gains in ( 1) dr~"':7in,g 
Russia and China cfoser together, or at least strengtheni11g the 
Soviet position in the Communist world by showing that Moscow 
was capable of bold action in support of a Communist revolu-
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tion, (2) radically redefining the setting in which the Berlin 
.J>roble111 ·cou!d be reopened after the election, and ( 3) dealing 
· ·the United States a tremendous political blow. 50 His announce
. iiient of the presence of Soviet missiles in Cuba to the nation 
· <and the world underlined this hypothesis. Kennedy argued that 
· the clandestine attempt to station strategic weapons for the first 

tirrte outside the Soviet Union constituted a deliberate, provoca
tive, and unjustified change in "the status quo, which cannot be 

_ accepted by this country if our courage and our commitment are 
--ever to be trusted again by either friend or foe. The 1930s taught 

us a clear lesson: aggressive conduct, if allowed to go unchecked 
and unchallenged, ultimately leads to war." 51 At the end of 1962, 
when called upon to interpret these events, he emphasized the 
importance of appearance of change in the balance of power: "It 
[the Soviet emplacement of missiles in Cuba} would have polit
ically changed the balance of power. It would have appeared to, 
and appearances contribute to reality." 52 

This hypothesis repres_ents the most widely accepted explan-
-•--_ ation.of the Soviet move. The central phrase of Schlesinger's 

-~ccount has alr~~dy bee11 quoted: "the supreme Soviet probe of 
American intentions." 53 Sorensen accepts the President's choice 
of this hypothesis. 54 And t_here can be no doubt that political 

-advantages would have accrued to the Soviet Union if the United 
St:it~s had acquiesced in. the accomplished fact with protest 
alone. 55 

Ind~ed, of eve11 greater importance would be the fact that in 
placing missiles in Cuba the Soviet Union flew in the face of 
hf;!.J.d_ w_ords from the President_ abgut the grave consequences 

- tliat such an action would set in motion. In the statements of 
September 4 and 13 the President drew a clear line between the 
defensive weapons already in Cuba (which the United States 
was presumably willing to tolerate) and weapons with offensive 

.- capability - specifically ground-to-ground missiles - that would 
constitute a direct threat to the United States. At the second 
press conference he reiterated his previous warning, stating 

_ specifically that U.S. action would not await an overt act but 
would occur if Cuba should "become an offensive militat')' base 

__ of significant capacity for the Soviet Union." 56 Therefore, the 
-'!, \ first explicit statement on sm'face-to-surface missiles appeared 
1 several days before the first arrival of Soviet missiles and equip
' 'i §ent. The second - again warning of action in response to 
( ":/;:mere presence, even without overt action - :P!eceded the initia-
r = , .. ,,, 
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tion of site constructi,on and deployment. Before its plan to 
emplace strategic missiles in Cuba entered its final and decisive 
stage, then, the Soviet Union had two opportunities to reconsider 
its action. This blatant challenge to the American President's 
explicit, solemn announcements to his constituents and the world 
had to be primarily a poUtipaj. probe. 

In spite of the persuasiveness of these arguments, it is 
necessary to consider several salient aspects of the situation that 
this hypothesis ignores. First, as Robert McNamara, fonner Sec
retary of Defense and an advocate of this hypot~es~s, has won
dered publicly on several occasions, 'Y"hY did the ,SCJvi~t_ {!IE_on 
peed to probe the firmness of American intentions , any fm;ther 
after the strong American stand in Berlin in 1,961? The initial 
Soviet decision to send nuclear missiles to Cuba must have been 
made soon after the United State-s had refused to flinch at Khru
shchev's Berlin ultimatum, forcing him to back down. Certainly 
the evidence suggests that, during the Berlin campaign, "the So
viet leaders became sufficiently convinced of the quality of the 
West's will to resist." 01 But why, then, another test? Second, the 
size and character of the Soviet weapon deploym~11t wai asym
metric with a mere political probe. To ciiaifonge , American 
intentions and firmness, even a few MRBMs, threatening tli,e en
tire southeastern United st.i'i:es (including Waslµngtoq,) should 
suffite. What could the IRBMs possibly add to the achievement 
of this objective? Finally, why choose Cuba as the location for a 
probe? At no poirit on the globe outside tlle co:r1tine1:1t~ !!E!~d 
States were the Soviets so militarily di,sadvantaged vis-a-vis the 
United States as in the Caribbean. As President Kennedy, an ad
vocate of the hypothesis, put the difficulty: "If they doubted, our 
guts, why didn't they take Berlin ?"58 

Hypothesis Five: Missile Power 

Having been tried and found wanting in ~e ~i,saje gap 
game,, the Soviets faced two quandaries. In the short :r,iJ:1, theY-l• seemed doomed to a paralyzing strategic ~nferiority. In the long 
run, the gap could be closed, but at conSiderable cost. The pur
chase· of ICBMs and submarine-based missiles would require a 

- sizeable allocation of ~rce Soviet resources. If Q:iJ,ba ,,could, be 
converted, into Ji Jnissile J.itiiicher, ilie Soviets might escape both 
p~~blems. MRBMs and ffiBMs based in Cuba wouicf provide a 
swift, significant, and comparatively inexpensive addition to the 
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, Soviet capability to strike the United States. Over the longer haul, 
'this "unsinkable carrier" promised more rumble for the ruble. 

; The Cuba,n_:rajssile deploY!llent was thus a bold effort to alter 

i_,,_::itlt~!JJttf;~~~,:;Jftfonment in which the Soviet Union 

{' , Havi'il:g failed twice in his offensives against Berlin - t~---
) ·,, some extent because of the adverse, strategic bafance - Khru-
1 shchev requiTI:~-~oni\;L'.'chips" as a prerequisite to any further 

political initiji,tiyf~fter the United States ann~nced its aware
ness of theVmarked Soviet nuclear delivery infel'iority, Khru-
shchev must certainly have been concerned about the weakness 

. of his base for international moves. Indeed, he may well have 
wo~rte_d lei.tthe/<\,merican superiority tempt the,Unitecl States to 

, Ill!?:f.e_pr<>voclltive 11$,es of its, power. The Cub1m missile base af-
f<:>wecl,;J, significant opportunity. z::;) 

Though Castro's statements about tli'is issue have displayed 
, . a characteristic lack of consistency, a number of his remarks to 

•;}~friendly inquiries support this hypothesis. Claude Julien quotes I \ him: "They explained to us that in accepting them [ the missiles] 
)i we would be reinforcing the socialist camp the world over, and 
:} because we had received important aid from the socialist camp, 

I ): we estimated that we could not decline." 59 J/) 
J ,, , ~ut what :w,,as the military worth of the Ct/ban missile base? 
,l: ;, , As Aibert anci Roberta Wohlstetter state in their incisive analysis 
, ,;f ,, of these events, the beginning of wisdom on questions of this sort 

1 ,'< is a recognition that "it is not very sensible to talk with great 

!,:), confide~ce on tht!se subje!,:!ts."60 ~;sponsi~lejud~ent is difficul~, 
J,;, even with complete access to privileged mformation. The class1-

[

'\' fied data. are uncertain, the public data still more so, and few of 
}( the commentators ha've}QO~ed carefully at the quantitative im-
}j{~licati~ns of even the public'tlata: 61 Ne~ertheless, several tenta
?>t1ve,pQmtsare clear. What the SoVIet Umon could hope to achieve 

l;i,1'!~!6~~1:~~:~~:~;; 
{;:;is especially affected by distance. Second, in the short run, the 
:/},'.only choice open to the Soviet leaders confnmting an awesome 
'}'. missiie inferiority was a move of this sort. The missiles sent to 

)};XC:!uba represented a marked addition to Soviet forces capable of 
;jfi:eaching the United States, since the United States was outside 
~0!,tlie range, of MRBMs and IRBMs that were based in the Soviet 
A!{Qnfon. Moreover, the ,soyiet Cuban_ deployment - forty-eight 
·a;,::'ii\_.~·. 

<.jfi 
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MRBMs and twenty-four IRBMs _\~amounteµ tQ-_J,k@JJbling"of 
f}'Qviet first-striJrn capabilities. 62 Tirird, tlii:a:e is no r~as911 __ tg_l>e
/ ilieve that the Russian build-up would stop with seyflnJyJwo 
! missiles. The ·. Soviet Union had numerous MRBMs, which, if 
transported to Cuba, could provide additional capability to strike 
the United States. If the United States offered no interference, 
further installations at a similarly impressive speed might have 

),j reversed the Soviet Union's position of missile inferiority. _Fourth,. 
I i attacks from Cuba would outflank the U.S. Ballistic Missile Early ·· 

Warning System (BMEWS). These missiles could cover virt~~Y 
the entire United States before an effective warning could be 
so~nded. American strategic bombers, which were on a fifteen
minute alert, would become extremely vulnerable. Though the 
Soviet missiles could be destroyed by a U.S. first strike, they 
would provide the Soviet Union with a significant first-strike cap
ability. Finally the Cuban missile base offered the Soviet Union 
the opportunity to acquire missiles capable of striking the United 
States by buying the cJ1~aper)v1ItBMs and IRBMs rather thll,1lthe 
more expensive. ICBMs. The serious Soviet I'.esom:ce constraint, 

'\}· which had hindered their development as·. \1. first-rate· mi~sile 
power, could thus have been overcome. 

--.. According to this hypothesis, tge,.~Qu .. ,~. q/n. missile episode was 
an attempt to achieve missile pow~& (~rt~\ doubling the Soviet 
missile capability against the UnitedI}lates7 The introcl11cJJop_Qf 
IRBMs ~ which is not explained by any of the other hypothe.ses 
- can be understood as a way of targeting strategic bomber and 
missile bases in the United States that could not be reached by 
MRBMs. That this strategic power might have been utilized iater 
for political capital need not be denied. The act of missile em
placement, however, was not a political probe, but rather was a 
necessary prerequisite to _;iny syccessfui political move. 63 

· Afthur Schlesinger, Jr., clisxµisses this hypothesis in Javor 
of the political-probe theory, maintaining that the missiles ship
pfld t<>_Cuba, thoµgh representing a doubling of the Sovi_et strate
gic capability against the United St~tes, still left the United States 
with a substantial superiori!)'.;, "Since this would still leave the 
United States with at leasCa 2 to 1 superiority in nuclear power 
targeted against the Soviet U11ioh, the shift in the military bal
ance of power would be less crucial than that in the political 
balance." 64 This ~ssertion depends on the assumption that the 
missiles that am-¢ed constituted the entire Soviet program. Schle
singer offers no argument to support this assumption and there 

i 
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seem to be no grounds for it. Moreover, even if the Soviet build-up 
'had ended with a two-to-one Soviet inferiority, this amounted to 
an order-of-magnitude improvement in the Soviet position: from 

. a dangerous inferiority they,,co\ild restore a credible balance of 

@~: a~!:s~!!~)hyp:;~;:;: thus offers the most satisfac-. / 
Jbry explariatio:rtllrtlr~ thinking behind the Soviet move. It in-, 
'corporates more of the critical details about the characteristics ·. 
bf the Soviet acHon. It molds these facts into the most plausible 
account of the Soviet choice. It permits an understanding of the-
Cuban venture as another application of the strategy that the 
·soviets had been pursuing for the previous :five years: the strategy ~ 
o,:f bluff and deception designed to rectify the adverse strategic · 
balance. 65 But it must be acknowledged that this hypothesis, as 
well as the other four, is subject to another class of difficulties. 

First, each. of''the)1ve· I1:Ypotheses-as$1-1mes th;t a Soviet 
· clecision to emplace :misSil~led to a developed plan for imple
iiienting. that decision~---./ 

Moscow evidently sai" the operation in two stages - first, the 
augmentation of Cuban defensive capabilities by bringing in 
surface-to-air anti-aircraft (SAM) missiles and MIG-21 fighters; 
then, as soon as the SAMs were in place to protect the bases and 
deter photographic reconnaissance '( a SAM had brought down 
the U-2 over Russia in 1960), sending in offensive weapons, 
both ballistic missiles and Ilyushin-28 jet aircraft able to deliver 
nuclear bombs. 66 

f ' But Soviet actior1s aren9t eqtirely compatiblewith this recon
.. sii:u_cted plan. MRBMs were installed before the SAM covers were 
-completed. ·sorensen expresses forcefully the bewilderment of 
fioth the President and the intelligence community over this fact: 

r 
1··•· 

''Why the Soviets failed to coordinate this timing is still inexplic-
able."67 .,, ... _,,.. 

Khrushchev's grand plan for unveiling his fait accompli pre
sents a second difficulty. He had announced p1ivately his inten
tion to visUthe United Nations in the second half of November. 08 

His message of September 6 ( delivered via Dobrynin and Sor-
ensen) stated that such a trip, if it proved necessary, "would be 

\ possible only in the second half of November. The Chairman does 
·· not wish to become involved in your internal affairs." 89 The 

Soviet Central Committee Plenary session was set for November 
19-23. 70 If he could come to that session fresh from a major 
international victory, he would have the initiative. But that 

l~t, 
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would necessitate a visit to the United Nations, unveiling of the 
missiles, and return to Moscow between November 15 and 19. 
On the other hand, if he postponed his U.N. display until after 
the Central Committee meetings, he would visit the United Na; 
tions between November. 23_ and 31.Ineither case,-gn~'rri'aJ-;;-r 

. fact; fail~ to ffr. The fait accqmpl.(gambit l,'eq~i;ed that the' mis
sile jnstallatioif be conipleted. But even on th·e r·ound-th;~doci( 
scheduie adopted after the U.S. announcement that the missiles 
had been discovered, the IRBM complexes would not have 
achieved operational readiness until after the fifteentb _ o(De
cember.71 This further failure of coordination is· difficult to 
understand. 72 

A third puzzle arises about the Soviet omission of camouflage 
atthe missile sites. Immediately after the crisis, commentators 
speculated at great length about the Soviet plan for the United 
States to discover the missiles during construction. How else can 
one explain the fact that the SAMs were constructed in the stand
ard four-slice pattern for the protection of strategic missiles, a 
pattern with which U.S. intelligence men had become familiar 
from interpreting U-2 films of construction sites within the Soviet 
Union ?73 But a Soviet desire to be found out hardly squares with 
the clandestine fashion in which the missiles were transported to 
Cuba and from the docks to the sites. 

Fourth, why did tlJ.e Soviet Union faHto takeinto account 
the American U-2 flights over Cuba? 74 The Soviets certainly knew 
about the U-2s and th.eir:c'itpabilities, having captured the U-2 
in which Gary Powers was downed over the Soviet Union. They 
should have known about the semimonthly overflights of Cuba 
by U-2s. But if they did, how could they expect the United States 
notto discover their missiles in the process of construction? 

J.<'jgajly, why did the Soviet Union persist in, the face of the 
President's repeated warnings? Was the sign-aFnot heard? Was 
the warning not credible? ]j"ow could the Soviets have believed 
that President R:enned.y would not react to their move? · 

Why Did the United States Respond to the Missile 
Deployment with a Blockade? 

U.S. response to the Soviet Union's emplacement of missile~ in 
Cuba must be understood in strategic -terms as simple· value
maximizing escalation. A,llleric:ap n1:1:cJear sµpgri9rity c:_9.uic'.r"he 

--•,;,~,>--"·-<.c . .-,_,:,,, •' ·' " _J" 

Why Did the U.S. Respond to Missile Deployment With a Blockade? 57 

· ---coupted on to paralyze SovieLnuclear power. Soviet transgression 
of the nuclear threshold in response to an American use of lower 
levels of violence would be wildly irrational, since it would mean 
virtual destruction of the Soviet Communist system and the Rus
sian nation. American local superiority was overwhelming: it 
· could be initiated at' a low level while threatening, with high 
credibility, an ascending sequence of steps short of the nuclear 
threshold. All that was required was for the United States to \ 

_ E!i~_g t()_ ~ea:r its strategic and local superiority h1 a way that J 

· demonstrated __ American determination to see the missiles re- 1 

-.moved, while-at the same time allowing Moscow time and room i, / 

. to retreatwithout humiliation. The naval blockade ( euphemis~.------
ticaiiy called a. qu.ar-·a_· _nt--ine to circumvent the niceties o!,Jnter.; _ ', .. -'}, 
national law) did j_)lf_tJ;Jlat.75 c··· /\'~,--

The proc:es•f"by which the U.S." government selected the' · 
_ blockade exemplified this logic. Informed of the presence of 
-Soviet -offensive missiles in Cuba, the President assembled his 
most trus.ted advisers. The principal members of this group, 
which was later christened the Executive Committee of the Na-
tional Security Council (ExCom), included Attorney General 
Robert Kennedy, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Secretary of De
fense Robert McNamara, Director of the Central Intelligence 
Agency John McCone, Secretary of the Treasury Douglas Dillon, 

- Special Assistant for National Secudty Affairs McGeorge Bundy, 
. Special Counsel Theodore Sorensen, Undersecretary of State 
George Ball, Deputy Undersecretary of State U. Alexis Johnson, 
Assistant Secretary of State Edwin Martin, Soviet expert Llewel
lyn Thompson, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric, 

_ Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul Nitze, and Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Maxwell Taylor. 76 The President charged 
this group to "set aside all other tasks to inake a prompt and in-
tensive survey of the dangers and gllppssible courses of action."1.J.:,-- ,)( 
The group functioned as "fifteen individuals on our own, repre- , 
senting the President and not different departments." 78 As one of\ 

· the participants recalls, "TI1e..;@ma1·kable aspect of those meetings \ ' 
-_ was a sense o:fcmw__pfete' equalfty~'frotocol mattered little when \ ./ 
the nation's life wasat·sta:ke. Ekperience mattered little in a l )'< 

· crisis which had no precedent. Even rank mattered little when / 
secrecy prevented staff support."HJ Most of the following week ' 
was spent canvassing all the possible tracks and weighing the . ./ 
arguments for and against each. Six major categories of action 
- considered, /"') · - · --

\~...,.... 
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~ 1. n.o NOTHING. American vulnerability to Soviet missiles 
.1 was not new. Since the United States already lived under tb.e gun 
· of missiles based in Russia, a Soviet capability t<> strike the 
United States from Cuba too nia.de little real difference. Indeed, 
the real danger w:3,s that. ~he. United States mightqverarnact to 
this Soviet move.· The Soviet action would be announced by the 
United States in such a calm, casual manner that it would deflate 
whatever political capital Khrushchev hoped to make of the 
missiles. 

This proposal fails on two counts. First, it grossly under
estimates the military importance of the Soviet move. Not only 
would the Soviet Union's· missile capability have been instantly 
doubled and the U.S. early warning system outflanked but the 
Soviet Union would have had an opportunity to reverse the ,stra
tegic balance by further installations and, indeed, in the longer 
run, to invest in cheaper, shorter-range, rather than more ex
pensive longer-range, missiles. Second, the political jm.port~ce 
of the Soviet move was undeniable: it challenged the Amencan 
President's solemn warning. If the United States failed to re
spond no American commitment would be credible. 

2'. DIPLOMAJ:'IC PRE:SSUllES. Several forms were consid
ered: ;il, app~~l to the United Nations or Organization of 
American States for an inspection team, a secret approach to 
Khrushchev, and a direct approach to Khrushchev- perhaps at 
a summit meeting. The United States would demand that the 
missiles be removed but the final settlement might include neu-, . , 
tralization of Cuba with U.S. withdrawal from the Guantanamo 
base or withdrawal of U.S. Jupiters from Turkey or Italy. 

Each form of the diplomatic approach· had its particular 
drawbacks. To arraign the Soviet Union before the U.N. Security 
Council held little promise since the Russians could veto any 
proposed action. (Zorin of the Soviet Union happened to be 
chairman of the Council for October.) While the diplomats 
argued, the missiles would become operational. To send a secret 
emissary to Khrushchev demanding that the missiles be with
drawn would pose untenable alternatives. On the one hand, this 
would invite Khrushchev to seize the diplomatic initiative, per
haps committing him to strategic retaliation in response to 
an attack on tiny Cuba, while waiting for left-wing opinion in the 
United States and overseas to force a conference a la Munich. On 
the other hand, this would tender an ultimatum that no great 
power could accept. To confront Khrushchev at a summit would 
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guarantee demands for U.S. concessions, and the similarity be
tween U.S. missiles in Turkey and Russian missiles in Cuba 
could not be ignored. 

But why not trade the Jupiters in Turkey and Italy for the 
missiles in Cuba? The United States had already chosen to ·with
draw these missiles (in order to replace them with superior, less 
vulnerable Polaris submarines in the Mediterranean). The middle 
of a crisis, however, was no time for concessions. The offer of 
such a deal might confirm suspicions that the West would yield 
and thus tempt the Soviets to demand more. It would undoubtedly 
confirm European suspicions about American willingness to sacri
fice European interests when the chips were down. Finally, the 
basic issue had to be kept clear. As the President stated in reply 
to Bertrand Russell's plea for concessions, "I think your attention 
might well be directed to the burglars rather than to those who 
have caught the burglars." 80 

3. A SECRET APPROACH TO CASTRO. The crisis provided an 
opportunity to divorce Cuba from Soviet Communism by offering 
Castro the alternatives: "split or fall." This approach had a 
formidable drawback: the missiles belonged_ to the Soviet Union. 
Soviet troops transported, constructed, guarded, and controlled 
the missiles. Their removal would thus depend on a Soviet 
decision. 

4. INVASION. The United States could take this occasion 
not only to remove the missiles but also to 1id itself of Castro. A 
Navy exercise had long been scheduled in which Marines would 
liberate the imp1isoned island of Vieques. 81 Why not simply shift 
the point of disembarkation? (The Pentagon's foresight in plan
ning this operation would be an appropriate antidote to the CIA's 
Bay of Pigs.) 
• Preparations were made for an invasion, but only as a last 

. resort. An invasion would force American troops to confront 
20 000 Soviets in the Cold War's first case of direct contact be
tw~en troops of the superpowers. Such brinksmanshlp courted 
nuclear disaster, practically guaranteeing an equivalent Soviet 
move against Berlin. 

5. SURGICAL AIR STRIKE. The missile sites should be re
moved by a clean, swift, conventional air attack. This was the 
firm effective counter-action that the attempted deception de
serv~d. A surgical strike would remove the missiles and thus 
eliminate both the danger that the missiles might become op
erational and the fear that the Soviets would realize the American 
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discovery and act first. Preceded by Presidential announcement 
of the missiles' presence on Saturday and accompanied by an 
explanatory address, increased surveillance of the island to pre
vent further installations, and a call for a summit, this would 
settle the matter. 

Several difficulties blunted this alternative's initial appeal. 
First, could the strike really be "surgical"? Even if the missile 
sites could have been destroyed, the Soviet MIGs and IL-28 
bombers might attack Guantanamo or the southeastern United 
States. Moreover, as the Air Force warned, destruction of all the 
missiles could not be guaranteed. 82 Some might be fired during 
the attack; some might not yet have been pin-pointed. To assure 
destruction of Soviet and Cuban means of retaliation, what was 
required was not a surgical but rather a massive attack - of at 
least 500 sorties. This might result in chaos and political col
lapse, eventually necessitating a U.S. invasion. Second, a sur
prise air attack would of course kill Russians at the missile sites 
- and elsewhere, if the attack were more massive. An attack on 
the military troops and citizens of a superpower could not be re
garded lightly. Pressures on the Soviet Union to retaliate would 
be so strong that an attack on Berlin or Turkey was highly prob
able. Third, the chief flaw in this track stemmed from the 
question of advance warning. Could the President of the United 
States, with his memory of Pearl HarbC!!' and his vision of future 
U.S. responsibility, order a "Pearl Hai·bor in reverse"? For 175 

\ years, unannounced Sunday-morning attacks had been an anath
ema to U.S. tradition. 83 The United States could not betray 
its heritage. No way could be found to solve the problem of 

~ advance warning. To attack without warning was no live option. 
A warning would give the Soviets the opportunity to commit 
themselves publicly to a response, to hide the missiles - in short, 
to tie us in knots. 84 

6. BLOCKADE. Indirect military action in the form of some 
type of blockale became more attractive as th~ E~C::()m dissected 
the other alternatives.~Anembargo on military shipments to Cuba 
enforced by a navafblockade was not, however, without its own 
problems. Even the term presented a formidable difficulty. Vice
President Johnson had recently maintained that a blockade was 
"an act .ofw-at."85 A blockade would deny the trn.ditionalfreedo;m 
of the s~iitdemandeclby -seve;aLof our -close allies andrnight be 
held illegal, i11 violation qf the U.N. Charter arid fafoiiiatfonal 

/ 
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Jaw, unless_ the United States could obtain a two-thirds vote in --·"~-···••----- --- - /_,.,.,-
the OAS. '-----,• 

- Second, could the United States blockade Cuba without in
viting Soviet reprisal in Berlin? Joint blockades would probably 
result in the lifting of both, bringing the United States back to 
the present point and allowing the Soviets additional time to 
complete the missiles. Third, the possible consequences of the 
blockade resembled those that ruled out the air strike. If Soviet 
ships did not stop, the United States would be forced to fire the...,r
first shot, inviting retaliation. Moreover, Castro might attack 
American ships blockading his island. Finally, how could a 
blockade be related to the problem: namely, the existence of 
missiles already on the island of Cuba and approaching opera
tional readiness daily? A blockade offered the Soviets a spectrum 

_ of delaying tactics with which to buy time to complete the mis-
sile installations. Did this situation not call for an American fait 
accompli? 

In §Pi~of these enormous difficulties the blockade had -
~omP9ra_~e dvantages: ( ! ) It was a middle co_urse between 

- mac~~ attack, aggressive enough to commumcateyirmness 
_ of intention, but still not so precipitous as a strike.'&,.}.,It placed 
on Khrushchev the burden of choice for the next step. He could 
avoid a direct military clash by keeping his ships away. His was 
the last clear chance. (Q))No possible military confrontation 
could be more acceptable to the United States than a naval en
gagement in the Caribbean. At our doorstep, a naval blockade 
was invincible. (( 4) This move permitted the United States, by 
flexing its conventional muscles, to exploit the threat of sub
sequent non-nuclear steps in each of which the United States 
would enjoy significant superiority. 86 

Particular arguments about advmrtages and disadvantages 
were powerful. An explanation of the American choice of the 
blockade, however, must take into account more general prin
ciples. As .:Pi:e_Eli_qentJ{ennedy.stated in drawing tlm moral of the 
crisis: 

Above all, w:hile defending mu own vital interests, nuclear pow- 'i
l', l:.!.~_ITiuiit avert tho:;;e confrontations which bring anadversary to 
1i the choice of either a_humiliating defeat or a nuclear war. To 
Ji ;;:dopt that kind of course in the nuclear age would be evidence 

only of the bankruptcy of our policy - or of a collective death
wish for the world.87 

\ 
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Considered in this light, the blockade was the only real option. 

Why Did the Soviet Union Withdraw the Missiles? 

On Sunday morning, October 28, the Soviets broadcast the mes
sage that ended the critical phase of the crisis. Khrushchev an
nounced the Soviet decision to "dismantle the arms which you 
describe as offensive and to crate and return them to the Soviet 
Union." 88 The American objective was achieved. Obviously the 
United States had done something right. The reason the Soviet 
Union decided to withdraw the missiles is, however, not so 
obvious. 

To many analysts of the crisis - particularly to analysts 
within the American military establishment - the answer is 
simple. 89 The United States possessed overwhelming strategic 
and tactical superiority. Tactically, American ships, planes, and 
manpower were sufficient for any possible action in the Carib
bean. Strategically, U.S. capability could pose a credible threat 
of nuclear holocaust to the Soviet Union. Because of this over
whelming strategic and tactical superiority, once the United 
States credibly communicated its determination to have the 
missiles withdrawn, the outcome was certain. The President's 
statement on October 22 and the blockade set in boldface the firm 
American commitment to force withdrawal of the missiles. All 
that remained was for the Soviet Union to calculate its only re-

-.... maining move and withdraw. As the major U.S. government 
postmortem on the crisis - written by Walt Rostow and Paul 
Nitze in February 1963 - reportedly concluded: the Qrincipal 

( e~~!~:!-!~~:e!::::;~~?!~s::!;::!b:!~~::=-~" ~ -. This exag-

/. \ , gerated concern had prompted consideration of improvident 
\ ; actions (an air strike by American bombers to take out all the 

,t'\ \ \missile installations) and counseled hesitations where none 
~ · \ ~ere_ nece~sary. Since the United States could get its way with

qut mvolvmg nuclear weapons, the burden of choice r~sted 
, entirely on the Soviets,9o 

As Weintal and Bartlett report, "In the aftermath, it seemed clear 
to the planners that a Soviet nuclear initiative was a negligible 
prospect throughout the crisis because its consequences would 
have been suicidal to the Soviet Union." 91 

This explanation has been refined by a number of strategic 
analysts of the Soviet withdrawal. Herman Kahn analyzes the 
events as a "traditional crisis" in which U.S. "preemptive escala-
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•{;'.~f~on"Jn surp:rising the Soviet Union with a blockade saddled the 
\ : 'J;.'.r:foY!~ts_ with the choice between withdrawal and puncture of a 
, ::;c.;;j~y_i~i_o11:al tlireshold. 92 Thomas Schelling's analy~~s of these 
j· '/·:··events smgles out the blockade as a successful compellant 

-threat," aft(:!r _ earlier "deterrent threats" had failed to prevent 
·Soviet nuclearization of Cuba. 93 Perhaps the most careful, SUS

< tained strategic analysis is provided by the Wohlstetters: . : 
; __ .. 

'.-. t·1· .. --
\ 
( 

What was threatened was a local non-nuclear action, a measure 
of very limited violence, only the boarding of ships. On the stair
case of ascending steps in the use of force, there would have 
been many landings, many decision points, at which either side 
could choose between climbing higher or moving down. The 
United States nuclear retaliatory force would have made a So
viet missile strike against the United States catastrophic for 
Russia.H 

; /ii· Why did the Soviet Union withdraw the missiles? "Chairman 
/_:'::_} · Khrushchev stepped down to avoid a clash of conventional forces 
f :_;j; in which he would have lost. To avoid this level of loss, he would 
11_ •••.;!.:!,.· have had irresponsibly to risk very much higher levels." 95 

The major problem with this explanation of Soviet with
) ""'···· drawal of the missiles lies in its focus on the blockade as the 

· sufficient demonstration of U.S. determination. Did the blockrt . ade work? Or was it rather the case that the blockade failed in i :,.,~? just the way that many of its opponents had p~~~c_:J~td? For, after 

l(;~_ .. -'.:::.•_i._:.;,•.• .. ·:.-.- :l:; :~:!Ji:fth;u~I;c::!er!;::1;0 a~~=~;~~ :::~:t~c:!~a::a~~ 
. ness? The blockade exhibited U.S. willingness to escalate this 

? f crisis to the point of risking a local, non-nuclear naval encounter 
~ X< - with all the possible diplomatic ramifications of such a con- , 

rJ; . !::st;~~~- ;~o1~r:e!!:~::~;~l{~e;~o;~eo~:1tf!:!1i:ez~~~r:;;_ ~-

f .,, area·,--(2) submit-to tb_~_quarantine __ by permitting. ships to be. \\ 

! ...
•. ,._:.:.-·:····:•.'.:,_:·,.•:•_:.-stopped ana::seaiched, and (3) provoke the United States to a 11 
_ firstuseof--foFce--by violating .. the...q.uarantine. But if he chose the., 

first, why could he not also proceed to complete the forty-two 
missiles already present? 

Indeed, this is precisely what happened. The Soviet tanker 
Bucharest, which obviously could not be carrying outlawed con
ti:aband, Wf1S allowed to cross the blockade after identifying her
self. 96 A Soviet-chartered, Panamanian-owned, American-built 
liberty ship of Lebanese registry, the Mateu/a, which carried only 
trucks, sulfur, and spare parts, submitted'to being stopped and 
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searched.97 Sixteen of the eighteen Soviet dry-cargo ships steam
ing toward Cuba, including five with large hatches, came to a 
halt well outside the perimeter of the blockade. 98 Construction of 
the missiles in Cuba rushed feverishly toward completion. 0'J 

The facts would seem to belie explanation of Soviet missile with
drawal in terms of the blockade alone. 

~resident Kennedy's announcement of !h§. .. l:iJp_ckade_-en1-
phasized thaf· it was.· an-iniiiat·s·tep: No··attempt was made 

V :~ d~~~~i1J:: ;~e ~tf ti:~-i~~=~t:t~·;;:;ti~~,oi;h~:;ts:~v~~o~~ 

/ ' airports within easy striking distance of targets in Cuba. The 
State Department press officer, in making an announcement on 
Friday, referred reporters to a passage in the President's Monday 
night speech that read, "Further action will be justified if work 
on the missiles continues." 101 At 9 P.M. Saturday, Defense Secre- '· 
tary McNamara called to active duty twenty-four troop-carrier 
squadrons of the Air Force Reserve, approximately 14,000 
men. 102 Thus the blockade was but the first step in a series of 
moves that implicitly threatened air strike or invasion. The block
ctg_e-allowed Kb,rt1gihgJ_wy Jime to adjust Jo the. Ame-r~
covery of his bold attempt before it became an .. accompl_~~d 
fact. It added firmness·.to the initial commitment of the United 
States to see the 111i~siles .rjthdra wn. _ The alerL oi Allleric"an 
forces around the globe articulafe.c,l lJ.J:,. intention.to act.:eJ.s.eyr._~e;;; 
if Ilfpessary. But what forced stoppage .of the consttuction.oLthe 
missile.s ~ work .that proceeded rapidly -up. untiLKhrnshchev' s 
Sund;i..y morning annouI1cemtnt -. was_. the .tbrRilt. qf. fu:rilier 
lqca.l steps posed by the extraordinary buildcup. and ).'Cadine§i~of 
American air-strike and invasion forces. 103 The blockade consti-

~-tuted an effective. and wise initial step. But _Q.ru.~-
with the implicit threat of further action - action in the form 
of alternatives rejected during the first week for reasons that 
have already been discussed - did it succeed in forcing Soviet 

· ·, , withdrawal of the missiles. Without the implicit threat of air 
)\Strike or invasion, the blockade alone could have prevented Soviet 

l l~~ships from bringing additional missiles to Cuba, but would not 
1 have forced the removal of the missiles already present. 

Khrushchev's report of this crisis to the Supreme Soviet 
attributed even greater importance to the threat of air strike or 
invasion: "We received information from Cuban comrades and 
from other sources on the morning of October 27th directly 
stating that this attack would be carried out in the next two or 
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three days. We inte11)reted these cables as an extremely alarm
ing warning signal." 101 Khrushchev's report maintains that the 
threat was not left to the Soviet imagination or to its interpreta
tion of the American military build-up. He asserted that the threat 
ww! "explicitly--8.t.ate.1.f' and _there is.c.onsidernbJe evidence to-~~g~ · 
gest that in. this he spoke accurat~Jy,~ 05 - · · · · · ·· 

--------On the JinaTS~ab.lrday;·'alte:r the U.S. government had ham
mered out its reply to the Soviet letters, the President's brother, 
at the request of the President, delivered a copy of this public 
letter to the Soviet Ambassador. The public reply contained no 
explicit threat. But Robert Kennedy warned the Soviet Ambassa
dor that "the point of escalation was at hand," that the United 

_ States would take "strong and overwhelming retaliatory action 
... unless [the President} received immediate notification that 
the missiles would be withdrawn." 106 As Robert Kennedy himself 
recalled: 

Saturday, October 27 was the m.ost serious time. A note was sent 
to Mr. Khrushchev on Saturday night saying that President 
Kennedy and the U.S. government would have to receive notifi• 
cation by the next day that the missiles were going to be with
drawn or the consequences would be extremely grave for the 
Soviet Union.101 

Testifying before a subcommittee of the House Committee 
on Appropriations in February 1963, Secretary of Defense Mc
Namara confirmed the fact that the threat of air strike or inva
sion was not left implicit: 

We had a force of several hundred thousand men ready to in-\ / 
vade Cuba .... Khrushchev knew without any question whatso- . 
ever that he faced the full military power of the United States, ' '· 
including its nuclear weapons .... We faced that night the ) ' 
possibility of__ launching nuclear w_e;po;;_s~:;---;;d~th--;;_t-is.the < ' 
reason, and the only reason, why he withdrew" those weapons. 108 

/-- ~hr~h<:_~ev _"::i~hd_r~"IT_0! _S_o_viet missiles not becau~e-~! _1:11e ,i ! 

'15Ioc:k_aae,__11_QtJ:iec.ause_of.the. implici.t -ilireai: of "further action," _' /' 
butbecause of-an-explicit.threato{air·:strike or invasion on 
1:'1J.e.sday_--=.JJ.nle.s1Lh.e .. ser:v.:ed .. imm.~4ta,t~"P?tice __ tl~~t_fu~ ·rrtifi$JJ~s J 

would be withg,I'awn. The middle road - i.e., the blockade -
ma·rhavEi-pr~"vided · ti~e for Soviet adjustment to the fact of 
American commitment to withdrawal of the missiles, but it also 
left room for the Soviet Union to bring the missiles to opera• 
ti.anal readiness. What narrowed that room was no pantomime. 
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Though the U.S. build-up in Florida may have been required to 
convince the Soviet Union of U.S. ability to move up the ladder 
of escalation, the ~?Viet~ .vere not left to guess .whaLtb.e .next 
st~p would be or when it wo11ld c;:ome. Rather, an explicit.thr~a!, 
with a specific. time limit, was. conveyed by RoberLKennedy to 
Dobrynin and through him to Chairman Khrushchev. 

f 
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Model II: Organizational Process 

For some purposes, governmental behavior can be usefully sulll- \.. 
inarized as action chosen by a .l,l.nitax:y,_J:~RQ.!?:~Li~2l~i1JpE1a½_er: 
centrally con1;ro1lecb_conipletdy,inforIJ.1e_<,l,.and .. valllem~.mi~!ng. 
But this simplification must not be allowed to conceal the fact 
that a govemment consists of a. c:cmgloll!erate .of .sem,i-feµdal, 
loosely· alffed oig:@Jiaij'o'1is: e·ac::K· with ·'a substantial life .. of * 
own:· Government leaders do sit formally and, to some extent, 
fiTlact,. 0. n.. top of this conglomerate .. But goy~mY!ei:i!SJJE:!Cei\l'~\/ 
prop!~ms .through organizational-.sensors. Governments define J ·. 
alternatives and estimate consequences as their component . 

. organizations process information; governments act as these 
organizations enact routines. 9gveu;rme.llt.qlJ>J.th::i,y1JTLFan.Jh.~r.e-'4:, 

¼rae1n;r:~=~~~~o1~~:ir{~~:~tp:1ij~~ir1~{l;r~~ ~~1JltiQn:• .~ 
ri:in~ctlonfng],ccorrungJo··;t;~a~t-orl~B;:J-;;r,·· ,, •A-,,,, ·--
-~ -To be responsive to a wide spectrum of problems, govern-

-.. ··- ..... .. . ' 
ments consist of large organizations, among which primary) 
:re-sponsibility for particular tasks is divided. Each organization 
attends to a special set of problems and acts in quasi-independ
ence on these problems. But few important issues fall exclusively 
Wib :1thi~ the 1domain of a si.ngle organizaub·1on. Th~s gov":t --~ 

e laVIor re evant to any_ important pro em re ects J . . - -"' 
P,encl~1t ou ut of several or anizations, artially coord~by I 
government leaders. Government lea ers cari~~ly dis-
§l}~~~~rgrol,l.._~hCbeh_avipr_ or"1Ties~ · 
qrgimizations. . 

· ~--'-To''perlorm complex routines, the behavior of large num-
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