On 14 October 1962, Kennedy was presented with photos from a U-2 spy plane, which showed evidence that launch pads were being constructed by the Soviets for 64 IRBMs. It is important to note that in fact the positioning of the missiles in Cuba did not really affect the worldwide nuclear balance. However, it did increase the Soviets’ first strike capability, and it meant that warning time for missiles fired at the United States would be far less than for missiles fired from within the Soviet Union.  More important, perhaps, is the fact that to the US public it certainly seemed that the balance of power had changed. ‘Offensive missiles in Cuba have a very different. Psychological and political effect in this hemisphere than missiles in the USSR pointed at us,’ President Kennedy pointed out at a meeting with his advisers. Therefore, President Kennedy faced a crisis. The prestige of the USA, and of Kennedy himself, was again at stake. Cuba was not only a mere 90 miles away from the USA, but it was also the place where the disastrous and – for Kennedy – humiliating Bay of Pigs episode had taken place. Another factor for Kennedy was the impending Congressional elections, which were to take place in early November. For the Democratic Party to face elections with missiles installed in Cuba would be a disaster for the Kennedy administration: so the president had to take action. However, how could he resolve the crisis without precipitating a dangerous and world-threatening head-on collision with the USSR?
How was the Cuba crisis linked to the Berlin Crisis?

An added dimension of this crisis was that Kennedy also believed that Khrushchev’s actions were part of a Soviet plan to put pressure on America to get out of Berlin. Kennedy said to British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan on 22 October, ‘I need not point out to you the possible relation of this secret and dangerous move on the part of Khrushchev to Berlin’; and to his advisers he pointed out that, ‘Our problem is not merely Cuba but it is also Berlin.’ This, of course, increased the tension further, as Kennedy believed that his decisions would affect not only Cuba, but also Berlin, and thus Europe. Tony Judt concludes that the crisis took the terrifying form that it did because … of a simple American misunderstanding that can stand as a metaphor for much of the early cold war. The officials in Washington thought that their Soviet opponents were playing a complicated game of diplomatic chess, with the various pawns on the international board – Czechoslovakia, Korea, Germany, Egypt, Indochina, and now Cuba – being subtly moved around to the calculate advantage of the Moscow principles. In fact, however, the Soviet leaders – first Stalin now Khrushchev – were not playing chess. They were playing poker. They had a weak hand and they knew it … So they bluffed. The outcome of the Cuban crisis would not have been very different if the Americans had realized sooner which game they were in; but the risks encountered along the way would have been much reduced.

Tony Judt, The Crisis: Kennedy, Khrushchev and Cuba in Reappraisals, Reflections on the Forgotten

Twentieth Century (Vintage 2009) pp.334–335
How was the crisis resolved?

President Kennedy summoned a crisis management team, the Executive Committee (ExComm) to deal with the threat of missiles in Cuba. This began what has become known as ‘The Thirteen Days’. Kennedy rejected calls from the military for an immediate air strike followed by an invasion of Cuba (General Curtis LeMay actually called for the total elimination of Cuba) and ordered instead a naval blockade of the island. The president made the American position public by going on television to announce the establishment of the ‘quarantine’ around Cuba to prevent the delivery of any nuclear warheads to the island. Khrushchev ignored the quarantine, and Soviet ships containing missiles headed for Cuba. However, on 24 October, six Soviet ships turned back towards the Soviet Union. At this point Dean Rusk, the US Secretary of State, commented, ‘We’re eyeball to eyeball and I think the other fellow just blinked.’ Nevertheless, the crisis continued as the missile sites remained on Cuba.

On 26 October, Khrushchev sent a telegram to Kennedy saying that the Soviet Union would remove the missiles in return for a US pledge not to invade Cuba. At this point, he was convinced that the United States was on the verge of attacking Cuba:

… You and we ought not to pull on the ends of the rope in which you have tied the knot of war, because the more the two of us pull, the tighter the knot will be tied. And then it will be necessary to cut that knot, and what that will mean is not for me to explain to you, because you yourself understand perfectly of what terrible forces our countries dispose … I have participated in two wars and know that war ends when it is rolled through cities and villages everywhere sowing death and destruction. For such is the logic of war; if people do not display wisdom they will

clash like blind moles.

Letter from Khrushchev to Kennedy, dated 26 October 1962, quoted by the Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara in the television documentary The Fog of War This telegram might have defused the crisis. However, before Kennedy could respond, Khrushchev sent a second, more demanding, letter to the US government insisting on the inclusion of the removal of Turkish missiles in any deal over Cuba. The crisis further escalated after a US U-2 plane was shot down over Cuba. Military leaders in Cuba without authorization had taken this action from the Soviet Union and seemed a sign that events could easily spiral out of control. The shooting down increased pressure on Kennedy to take military action against Cuba. The consequences of this would have been extremely serious as, unknown to the Americans at the time; short-range nuclear missiles were already on Cuba and ready for use by the Cubans. Kennedy continued to see military action as a last resort and, on the advice of Llewellyn (Tommy) Thompson, who had been US ambassador to the Soviet Union, he decided to accept Khrushchev’s first offer and ignore the second. At the same time, however, Kennedy’s brother, Robert – and then Attorney General – met with Anatoly Dobrynin, the Soviet ambassador in Washington, DC, to agree that the United States would remove missiles from Turkey.

On 28 October, Khrushchev cabled President Kennedy and agreed to remove all missiles from Cuba in return for US assurance that it would not invade Cuba. There was no reference to US removal of missiles from Turkey – this part of the deal remained secret.

How effective was Kennedy’s handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis?
The Orthodox view

The traditional interpretation of President Kennedy’s role in the missile crisis has stressed that this was Kennedy’s finest hour, and that he successfully used nuclear brinkmanship to preserve world peace. The writings of Robert Kennedy, Theodore C Sorensen, and Richard E Neustadt all put forward the following arguments in support

of this view:  Kennedy was right to respond to this crisis in a firm and forceful way, as the missiles represented a Soviet threat to alter the balance of power either in actuality or in appearance. The idea of imposing a quarantine (blockade) exerted maximum pressure on the Soviet Union while incurring the minimum risk of war.

​ Kennedy himself always remained calm and in control of the situation. He resisted pressure for action from the military, he was statesmanlike, and he did not attempt to humiliate Khrushchev. The results of the crisis helped to preserve the balance of power and world peace.

The Revisionist view

The Revisionist interpretation of Kennedy’s role in the missile crisis stresses that Kennedy unnecessarily raised the Cuban episode to the level of crisis and confrontation and thus subjected the world to the danger of nuclear war. Roger Hagman and David Horowitz put forward the following arguments in support of this view: The missiles did not affect the nuclear balance and the USA was under no greater threat. This was rather a political problem that could have been resolved by political means. The imposition of the blockade and the fact that Kennedy made the crisis public turned it into an unnecessarily dangerous situation.  Kennedy was only interested in personal and national prestige. The forthcoming November elections meant that the president wanted the situation solved quickly, so he could not wait for lengthy negotiations. The aftermath of the crisis was not victory but arrogance, which led the United States to increase its activity in Vietnam.

New interpretations

Recent evidence seems to support the view that Kennedy did indeed act in a statesmanlike way, was prepared to compromise, and was not motivated by self- interest. The tape recordings of Ex-Comm meetings at the time show Kennedy repeatedly pushing for compromise and point to the fact that he was keenly aware of the dangers of nuclear war. He deceived Ex- Comm by having the secret agreement to remove missiles from Turkey, and it was revealed in 1987 that he had another option up his sleeve: if all else failed, the United Nations Secretary General was to suggest a Turkey–Cuba trade-off that Kennedy would then accept.
What conclusions can be reached about Khrushchev’s actions?
Khrushchev had to work hard in the ensuing months to rebuild his relations with Castro and the Cuban regime, and prevent a Sino-Cuban alliance developing. Russian historians Zubok and Pleshakov wrote that during this crisis Khrushchev ‘acted in the chillingly “realist” manner of Stalin: walking over the egos and bodies of those who

had helped in the implementation of his grandiose designs, but then just happened to be in the way of retreat’ (‘Khrushchev and Kennedy: The Taming of the Cold War’, in The Cold War, eds Klaus Larres and Ann Lane (Blackwell 2001) p.130).
What was Castro’s role in the crisis?

It is clear now that Castro played a greater role in the development of this crisis than has previously been realized. Particularly significant is the period around 24– 26 October. Castro was determined to make the most of the situation, and he claims that he would not have hesitated to use the nuclear weapons that were already in Cuba, should the United States have attempted a land invasion. This is despite the fact that it would have led to the destruction of the island. The shooting down of the U-2 plane indicates the difficulties that Khrushchev and Kennedy had in keeping control of the situation on the ground as it developed.
Part 1 Rivalry, mistrust and accord
What were the results of the crisis …

… for the USA?

Kennedy’s personal prestige increased. Cuba shocked the United States into realizing the fragility of its own security, and increased its focus on building up military strength.

… for the USSR?

Despite his claims of victory, the crisis was a humiliation for Khrushchev and contributed to his fall from power in 1964. The USSR did not itself suffer from this humiliation and continued as a superpower for the next three decades.

… for Cuba?

Castro remained in power with the threat of a US invasion removed. However, Cuba became determined not to become a pawn in the East–West struggle, and pursued a foreign policy independent of Moscow (see chapter 18). Havana became a centre of revolutionary activity – such as educating and training activists, and spreading

revolution in Africa and Central America – although the Castro regime did continue to rely on the USSR for economic aid and arms.

… for China?

China saw the resolution of the crisis and the USSR’s unwillingness to challenge the United States as final proof that the USSR had ceased to be a revolutionary state. Its relationship with the USSR continued to deteriorate from this point, and China opted to carry on developing nuclear weapons independently .
… for the wider international situation?

The Orthodox view is that the world was made a more secure place because:

​ A hotline was established between the USSR and USA to make immediate telephone communication easier.  Both sides realized the danger of nuclear war. Two important treaties were signed following the crisis: the Limited Test-Ban Treaty of August 1963, which forbade nuclear tests in the atmosphere, space or underwater (not signed by France and China); and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968, which prevented signatories from transferring weapons, or knowledge of how to make them, to non-nuclear powers. However, these arms treaties did not in fact prevent the arms race, which intensified after the Cuban Missile Crisis as the Soviets escalated attempts to reach parity with the USA, even if it was conducted within an increasingly precise set of rules. Nevertheless,the world was more secure after the missile crisis in that there was more stability: neither side would now issue challenges to the other side’s sphere of influence.

The fate of Cuba and the maintenance of Soviet prestige in that part of the world preoccupied me … We had to establish a tangible and e_ ective deterrent to American interference in the Caribbean. But what exactly? The logical answer was missiles. We knew that American missiles were aimed against us in Turkey and Italy, to say nothing of West Germany …

I had the idea of installing missiles with nuclear warheads in Cuba without letting the United States find out if they were there until it was too late to do anything about them …

I want to make one thing absolutely clear: when we put our ballistic missiles in Cuba, we had no desire to start a war. On the contrary, our principal aim was to deter America from starting a war … The climax came after five or six days when our Ambassador to Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin, reported that the President’s brother, Robert Kennedy, had come to see him on an uno_ cial visit. Dobrynin’s report went something like this:

‘Robert Kennedy looked exhausted … He said that he had not been home for six days and nights. “The President is in a grave situation,” Robert Kennedy said, “and he does not know how to get out of it. We are under very severe stress … from our military to use force against Cuba … We want to ask you, Mr Dobrynin, to pass President Kennedy’s message to Chairman Khrushchev through unofficial channels. President Kennedy implores Chairman

Khrushchev to accept his offer and to take into consideration the peculiarities of the American system … If the situation continues much longer, the President is not sure that the military will not overthrow him and seize power. The American army could get out of control.”’ I hadn’t overlooked this possibility. I knew that Kennedy was a young President and that the security of the United States was indeed threatened …

We sent the Americans a note saying that we agreed to remove our missiles and bombers on the condition that the President give us his assurance that there would be no invasion of Cuba by the forces of the United States or anybody else. Finally Kennedy gave in and agreed to make a statement giving us such an assurance …

It had been, to say the least, an interesting and challenging situation. The two most powerful nations in the world had been squared o‑ against each other, each with its finger on the button … It was a great victory for us, though … The Caribbean crisis was a triumph of Soviet foreign policy and a personal triumph in my own career … We achieved, I would say, a spectacular success without having to fire a single shot!

From Nikita Khrushchev’s memoirs, Khrushchev Remembers (Andrew Nurnberg Associates

1977) p.500

1. What does Khrushchev say about: a) the reasons why he put missiles on Cuba, b) the reasons why he agreed to remove the missiles, c) the outcome of the crisis?

2. With reference to its origin, purpose, and content, assess the values and limitations of this source forhistorians studying the Cuban Missile Crisis.
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