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In the United States, an enormous amount has been written on the Cuban missile crisis.  But looking back after thirty years, one cannot avoid the impression that this body of writing is not very satisfactory.  For the most part, it was not created by disinterested professional historians, and one is constantly struck by the degree to which its character was shaped by something other than a dispassionate search for historical truth.  


One has the sense, however, that all that is about to change.  With the opening of the archives, not just on the Cuban crisis itself, but also on the German question and the nuclear question for the period 1958 to 1963, our understanding of the historical meaning of this episode is about to be transformed.  

What I want to do here is to examine--and, in fact, to criticize--

the American literature on the crisis, and then I want to try to sketch out the sort of historical interpretation of the crisis that I think is currently taking shape.


In the 1960s and even through most of the 1970s, there were only a small number of sources for the study of the missile crisis.  The basic sources were the accounts written by President Kennedy's former associates, above all the well-known books by Theodore Sorensen, Arthur Schlesinger and of course Robert Kennedy himself.(1)   One found in these works a rather well-defined interpretation of the crisis.  From the point of view of people like Sorensen and Schlesinger, the study of this episode demonstrated, in a rather extraordinary way, that the Kennedy administration had mastered the art of crisis management.  Schlesinger's conclusion was unforgettable: it was "this combination of toughness and restraint, of will, never and wisdom, so brilliantly controlled, so matchlessly calibrated, that dazzled the world."(2)


And what evidence did this judgment rest on?  As far as the government's toughness was concerned, these accounts pointed above all to President Kennedy supposed refusal even to consider a bargain: the withdrawal of the American Jupiter missiles from Turkey in exchange for the withdrawal of the Soviet missiles from Cuba.(3)  There were those, especially in Europe, who noted the actual withdrawal of the Jupiters several months after the crisis and who suspected that a secret deal had been made.  But such suspicions were indignantly brushed aside: the withdrawal of the Jupiters, it was said, had nothing whatsoever to do with the crisis; it had been motivated by purely technical, military considerations, having to do with the vulnerability of those weapons, and the proof that the withdrawal had nothing to do with the resolution of the crisis was that the withdrawal order had supposedly been given in August 1962, that is, three months before the crisis broke out.(4)


On the other hand, this early literature insisted also on the U.S. government's moderation during the crisis, as reflected mainly in its preference for a naval blockade as an instrument of pressure, and its reluctance to rush into more extreme military measures.  Robert Kennedy, the President's brother and his most intimate advisor, is, in this interpretation, the great hero of the story.  He was, according to Schlesinger, "a dove from the start. On the very first day of the crisis, he was against bombing the missile sites and the air bases in Cuba, saying that if one launched such a strike, one would be attacking "most of Cuba. You are going to kill an awful lot of people and take an awful lot of heat on it."(5)


But in the light the new archival evidence, this sort of interpretation can no longer be defended.  Beginning in 1977, the minutes of the ExCom, the "Executive Committee of the National Security Council," have gradually been made available.  In 1984, the transcript of the secretly-recorded tapes of the top-level meetings held during the first day of the missile crisis, October 16, was released by the Kennedy Library.  This was followed three years later by the release of a transcript, prepared personally by McGeorge Bundy himself, of the meetings held on its climactic day, October 27.  And these were only the most important of a great number of documents now available on the crisis.(6)


And these documents show without the slightest doubt that the traditional interpretation was quite misleading, especially on the two points outlined above.  First of all, it is quite clear that President Kennedy was a strong advocate of a trade with the Soviets involving the Jupiters.  In fact, during the final days of the crisis, the President was the strongest supporter of such a deal within the ExCom.(7)


And on the second point as well, the new evidence sharply contradicts the standard accounts.  Robert Kennedy, for example, far from being the champion of moderation, was a fervent supporter of a military attack on the island.  He was against the air strike on October 16 not because he thought it was too extreme, but rather because in his view it would not be decisive enough.  The very passage Schlesinger quoted from was introduced with Robert Kennedy raising the prospect of a full invasion, and the President's brother's general view in these October 16 meetings was that even a massive air strike would accomplish little: the Soviets would just deploy the missiles again in the near future, and he wondered whether the United States, if it was "going to get into it" at all, should just "get it over with," "take our losses" and launch a full invasion, possibly staging an incident--"you know, sink the Maine again or something"--as a pretext for doing so.(8)  And even during the second week of the crisis, he consistently opposed the blockade, unambiguously preferring the air strike.(9)


What, however, was the effect of these revelations?  In the course of the 1980s, the dominant interpretation of the crisis shifted in the United States.  But the opening of the archives was not the driving force behind this change.  With the new evidence especially on the very moderate attitude of President Kennedy, one might suppose that the crisis would appear less dangerous in the 1980s than it had seemed in 1962.  But the commentaries on the crisis shifted in exactly the opposite direction.


The principal tendency during this decade was in fact to emphasize the danger that the world experienced in 1962.  The twenty-fifth anniversary of the crisis in 1987 drew forth a good deal of retrospective commentary, and the great bulk of it stressed a series of very clear themes: that "crisis management" is a myth and that crises are inherently uncontrollable; that the risk of a so-called "accidental war"--that is, in contemporary American usage, a war caused, to a considerably degree, by events of a purely military nature--is substantial;  that it is therefore of enormous importance that crises like the one that took place in 1962 be avoided in the future.(10)


How is this change in the standard interpretation of the crisis to be understood?   It is important to remember that dispassionate professional historians have never played a major role in these debates.  Former officials of the Kennedy administration--above all, former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and former National Security Advisor McGeorge dominate the discussion, and the views of their left-wing critics, especially Daniel Ellsberg, also receive a great deal of attention in the press and on television.  In the university world, there are a number of political scientists who have produced major works on the Cuban crisis, most notably Graham Allison and Alexander George, and more recently Ned Lebow and Scott Sagan.  The most important recent book on the crisis is On the Brink by James Blight and David Welch; Blight is a psychologist by training and Welch is a philosopher.  But in America there is no serious book on the crisis by a professional historian with traditional training, and very few serious articles either.


So to understand the dominant interpretation of the crisis, one needs to consider the point of view and the motivations of these non-historians.  As for the veterans of the Kennedy administration, their new line on the crisis is clearly based on a more general set of attitudes relating to nuclear weapons.  They dislike having to depend on nuclear forces; in their view, a strategy based on the threat of nuclear warfare is too dangerous.  Their claim, in fact, is that such a strategy is bankrupt in any event: nuclear weapons are "unusable" as weapons of war; their only real function is to prevent the enemy from using them first.


The problem, however, is that these general claims to a certain extent contradict each other, and so a clear and unambiguous line on the Cuban crisis never really took shape.  For on the one hand, when the goal is to stress the great danger of dependence on nuclear force, it is the "uncontrollability" of the crisis--that is, the great risk of nuclear escalation--that is stressed.  But if one recognizes that this risk was very real and that nuclear weapons in fact might have been used in this crisis, one is admitting that these weapons are not "unusable." It follows that one must think about how to use them, and indeed that one must even be prepared to use them, if only in retaliation to an enemy's nuclear attack.  Thus nuclear strategy is not a bankrupt enterprise, but deserves to be taken seriously.


On the other hand, when the goal is to stress the "unusability" of nuclear weapons, the opposite kind of argument is made: arguments about the risk of nuclear escalation are played down.  In a conference on the crisis held in Florida in March 1987, for example, McNamara (whose views are particularly extreme on both sides of this issue) declared point blank in the context of an argument about the "unusability" of nuclear force: "It wasn't a nuclear war we were afraid of.  It was a general conventional war, and that was bad enough."(11)  


To support the argument that the risk of nuclear escalation was negligible, McNamara went on to say that the United States would never have been the first to use nuclear weapons, and as for the Soviets, they would certainly have been deterred from first use by what he called America's "overwhelming nuclear superiority."  Was he therefore admitting that the nuclear balance made a difference?  It was of course important to him to argue that it did not, and when questioned on this point, his answer was once again categorical: the strategic balance made no difference whatsoever in 1962.(12)  What all this implied was that it was very difficult to take McNamara's views on the crisis seriously in intellectual terms.  They were clearly the product of strong emotion, above all, his great dislike for nuclear weapons and for a strategy which contemplated their eventual use.


And although McNamara's case is a bit extreme, the same general point applies to the line taken on the crisis in the 1980s by other veterans of the Kennedy administration.(13)  Bundy, for example, is certainly more balanced than McNamara is his views, and far more subtle in his arguments, but even in his case one has to view certain of his views in political terms.  For example, his effort to minimize the role of the strategic balance in 1962 should probably be seen in the context of a remark he made to a small meeting at Harvard University in 1983. He and his colleagues in the Kennedy administration, he said, had been "assiduous propagators of the idea of useable nuclear superiority. I think we owe some atonement for that."(14)


More generally, in the 1980s, there was an increasing insistence on the impossibility of controlling crises like that of Cuba, at least whenever a certain threshold of military activity has been crossed.  The well-known journalist Seymour Hersh, Daniel Ellsberg, the former Rand Corporation analyst and Pentagon official who became famous because of his strong opposition to the war in Vietnam, and a number of others, also stressed the great risk of nuclear escalation in 1962.  Their arguments received a great deal of attention in 1987.(15)  And all of this undoubtedly had a certain influence even on the handful of historians who are interested in these questions.(16)


But this new argument derived also from another very different tradition with roots in the university world, or more precisely within American political science.  An historian exposed to this field of study cannot help but be struck by the very great emphasis many political scientists place on bureaucratic, and especially on purely military, factors: it is commonly assumed that war has to be understood, to a very large extent, in terms of the working of the military system, a system that the political authorities neither fully control nor even adequately understand.  That supposedly is the lesson of the coming of the First World War in July 1914.  


The same general assumption serves as the basis for the interpretation of the missile crisis.  In works like those of Ned Lebow, and, more recently still, of Scott Sagan, the emphasis is placed on the great risks that the world ran during the crisis, much greater they argue than was believed at the time--on the danger of "accidents" of a military nature, and on the difficulty of mastering, or even adequately understanding, the working of bureaucratic and military machines.(17)


What is to be made of this literature--the writings produced by the veterans of the Kennedy administration, by people like Ellsberg and Hersh, and by the political scientists as well--taking it as a whole?  My judgment, I am afraid, is rather negative.  First of all, viewing this literature on its own terms, the principal claims are not, I think, proven by the evidence presented.  The arguments are not convincing.(18)  But beyond that, one is struck by the way the questions are framed in this body of writing: many of the most important historical questions--that is, questions about the internal dynamics of the crisis, about why things moved from one point to another, and questions about the place of the crisis in the history of the Cold War as a whole--are neither clarified nor even brought out properly.  


These historical questions, in fact, only emerge when one studies the crisis on a rather detailed level.  For example, what determined the "tempo" of the crisis?  Around October 22, the American government was relatively relaxed, and thought that the crisis might drag on for months.  But only five days later, there was a sense of urgency.  The government was obviously in a hurry to wrap things up; a solution had to be reached very quickly.  How is this change to be explained?(19)  The answer is not obvious, and the question is certainly important.  But this question, and other questions of this sort, have not been made the focus of analysis.  Attention is often directed instead to questions which intrinsically cannot be answered through a study of the available evidence, which is to say the American documents--for example, the great question of Soviet motivation for the deployment of the missiles in Cuba, about which so much has been written.


And more seriously still, in accordance with the "case study" tradition of American political science, no great effort has been made to placed the Cuban crisis in the broader context of international politics during this period as a whole.  The American literature tends to view the crisis as a kind of summer thunderstorm, which just happens almost out of the blue, and then goes away as quickly as it came.  The crisis is implicitly seen as a more or less isolated episode; and in fact, to draw meaningful insight from the study of the crisis, one does not have to analyze it in terms of its historical context.  It is a very important "case" in its own right, and the episode is worth studying because of the light such an analysis might shed on certain questions of a theoretical nature, certain aspects of "deterrence theory," for example.


But to understand the real historical meaning of the crisis, one must not study it in isolation, as though it were in the final analysis a dramatic episode to be sure, but only marginally related to the central dynamic of international politics as a whole.  One must instead place it in a broader context; one must view its origins, the way it ran its course, and the effects it had, as forming part of a much broader story.  And since the basic Cold War story revolved around European issues, it follows that one must try to bring out and analyze the European side of this affair.  And fortunately thanks to the very recent opening of certain new American sources, it is now possible to study the missile crisis from this point of view.


So let me end now by outlining what I think this broader story looks like.  What is the place of the Cuban crisis in the history of the Cold War as a whole?  During the Cold War period, and especially in the period from 1945 to around 1963, the question of the fate of Europe, and above all the fate of Germany, was fundamental.  This question was very serious because the Soviet Union refused to accept--not just in words, but in practice as well--a European settlement on the basis of a division of the continent pure and simple, where she disinterested herself in the affairs of western Europe provided that the United States and her allies did the same with regard to eastern Europe.  Although the USSR insisted on total domination of the states within her sphere to the east of the line of demarcation, she was unwilling to allow the western powers to do whatever they wanted in West Germany.  She objected, with particular vehemence, to the arming of the Federal Republic with nuclear weapons, weapons which effectively, although not formally, were being placed under the control of the German authorities, as the NATO plans adopted in the late 1950s were implemented.   And the obvious vulnerability of West Berlin gave the Soviets an effective means of exerting pressure and dramatizing their concerns about Germany.  In the period from 1958 to 1962, the Berlin crisis dominated international politics; in this crisis, what was ultimately at stake was the political, juridical and military status of the Federal Republic.  


In 1961, the Soviets renewed their threats over Berlin, and the initial reaction of the Kennedy administration was tough.  The USSR reacted by abandoning certain threats; the construction of the Berlin Wall in August symbolized their acceptance of the status quo.  But the government in Washington saw in the building of the Wall not a softening of Soviet policy, but instead the beginning of a more dangerous course of action.  The Wall was the first fait accompli; others would certainly follow, unless the West took the initiative and pressed for negotiations.


This new American policy adopted toward the end of 1961 was strongly criticized by the hard-liners in the West--Dean Acheson, for example, Lucius Clay, and above all, General de Gaulle.  In their view, the policy of negotiation was a sign of weakness which would inevitably encourage the very worst tendencies of Soviet policy.  The best way to save the peace was to adopt a firm line, and that meant accepting a test of strength over Berlin.


As the U.S.-Soviet talks proceeded in 1962, it became increasingly clear that the hard-liners had been right.  In these talks, the Americans were as reasonable as could be, and sought a settlement which would meet every legitimate Soviet concern, and in particular those that related to the nuclear armament of the Federal Republic.  But the Soviets were intransigent, and insisted on terms that would compromise the freedom of West Berlin; it therefore seemed to the Americans that they were out to humiliate the United States.  The American attitude therefore hardened in the course of 1962, but the Soviets persisted in their intransigence.  Perhaps they thought their 1961 experience would repeat itself, and that the Americans, rather than face the prospect of nuclear war, would make increasingly large concessions.  


In any case, this developing conflict over Berlin provided the fundamental context for the Cuban crisis.  The missile crisis in fact turned out to be the "test of strength" that the hardliners had long been talking about.  A certain toughening of Soviet policy on Berlin immediately preceded the Cuban crisis, and the Americans resisted in Cuba in large part because they thought, given the evolution of Soviet policy on Berlin, that they needed at some point to accept a test of strength, and the issue of the Cuban missiles was as good an occasion as any.  As President Kennedy himself said on October 22, the policy of accepting a confrontation over Cuba would merely force a showdown with the Soviets a bit earlier than had been expected.  But because of Soviet policy on Berlin, a showdown itself was seen as virtually unavoidable over the next few months.(20)


Although the settlement of the missile crisis is not to be seen as a simple capitulation on the part of the Soviets, it is nevertheless true that the USSR's acceptance of America's demands following an ultimatum clarified the nature of the U.S.-Soviet power relationship.  America having won the test of strength,  U.S. policy hardened.(21)  The USSR in 1963 sought a more or less formal accommodation with the Americans, focusing above all on the German question.  But the Americans, now relatively relaxed, preferred less formal arrangements.  On basic matters, however, something of an understanding took shape:  the Soviets accepted the status quo in Europe, in Germany and especially in Berlin, and in exchange the Americans guaranteed the non-nuclear status of the Federal Republic.  Chancellor Adenauer resisted these arrangements, but the Americans forced the Germans to choose.  And what they chose was U.S. military protection, guaranteed by a permanent large-scale American military presence in Germany.  The price they paid was the acceptance of a permanent non-nuclear status, and thus permanent political dependence on their great ally from across the Atlantic.


And in this story the Cuban crisis once again played a role.  The great drama of the ExCom meetings of October 27--which one can follow today in great detail thanks to Bundy's transcript of the tapes of these sessions--is President Kennedy's constant effort to find some way of reaching a diplomatic solution, some sort of deal with the Russians, an effort frustrated over and over again by the objections of his associates, laying out the anticipated reactions of the allies.  And the solution that Kennedy found that day was to cut the Gordian knot by not consulting NATO, by not deferring to the European sensibilities.  The solution, the only possible solution from his point of view, was to do an end-run around the alliance and deal with the Soviets directly, to present them with an ultimatum combined with secret assurances regarding the withdrawal of the Jupiters, a promise whose substance was concealed from the allied governments.  In other words, the solution was to proceed to a bilateral negotiation which took place behind the backs of the allies, and it is no mere coincidence that the success of this tactic in October was followed by a rather clear shift in the general policy of the United States, a move in 1963 toward a policy more independent of the allies--in fact, toward a more nationalistic policy.


It was President Kennedy himself who set the new tone in remarks to the National Security Council in January 1963. "In the coming months," he said, "we must concentrate on how we can protect the interests of the United States.  We have pursued a very generous policy [in Europe].  We have lost our economic power over these countries. . . . Do not think that the Europeans will do anything for us even though we have done a lot for them.  So we must have all our representatives looking out very strongly for the U.S. interests.  We must be sure our economic house is in order and use our military, political power to protect our own 

interests."  And he supported the idea of the Multilateral Force--

what the French at the time liked to refer to as the "Multilateral Farce" because the American veto on nuclear use rendered the proposal essentially meaningless in their eyes--because (as the President said) it would increase European "dependence on us."(22)


I do not mean to oversimplify.  There were of course many factors which played a role in bringing about this shift in policy. One thinks in particular of General de Gaulle's famous veto of British admission to the Common Market which took place that same month.  But it is important not to ignore the lessons drawn from the experience of the missile crisis, where ultimately the only path toward a resolution of the conflict was to push the allies to the side, and to defer no more to European sensibilities.


And so the full meaning of the crisis only begins to become clear when one looks at the episode in this general context--not as an isolated event, but as something directly linked to the most central questions of international politics as a whole, which is to say to questions relating to the structure of power in Europe, and, above all else, to the fate of Germany.  For the first time now, thanks to the opening of the American archives, we are in a position to do this kind of work.  Very rich sources on the Berlin crisis, and more generally on relations between the United States and western Europe through the end of 1962, and, to a certain extent, well into 1963, have just become available in America, and new and important source material is being released all the time.  What we really need now are historians--and by that I mean professional historians who have been trained in the traditional way--to go through this material and put together the whole story.
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