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albatross from around the neck of the Kennedy administration 

and would have freed American policy for a more positive approach 

, , . , 30 
to relat10ns w1th Lat1n AmerIca." 

The leftist tradition progressed throughout the 1970s, 

and it included political scientist Bruce Miroff's Pragmatic 

Illusions, published in 1976. Miroff's central theme is that 

President Kennedy constantly transformed local affairs into 

international Cold War crises, each of which became a test of 

'd . d' ." . 31U. S. w1ll an resolve--Inclu 1ng the Cuban m1ss1le cn.S1S. 

While Miroff contends that the Soviets were justified in placing 

missiles in Cuba, he concedes that it was a reckless decision 

on Khrushchev's part, both because it was carried out clandes

tinely and, more importantly, because it touched on Kennedy's 

, , 32, . h d ' hmost senSItIve spot. Mlroff cla1ms t at esp1te t e fact 

that Kennedy viewed the Soviet move as essentially a political 

one, a test of United STates determination and resolve, he 

never considered diplomatic action, choosing to contront rather 

,33
t h an to negotIate. Miroff suggests that Kennedy may have 

wanted the showdown, and Khrushchev'S Cuban gamble provided 

the perfect opportunity for the confrontation he had long been 

, 34 b' h" d d ' dseek1ng. In acklng up 1S claIm that Kenne y eSlre a test 

of will with Khrushchev, Miroff points to psychological reasons; 

Kennedy's concern with appearing tough, which "amounted to 

. 35. . ,
almost an 0 b seSS1on." Also, M1roff contends that polItIcal 

reasons were a motivating factor as well. Kennedy longed for 

a Cold War victory, and a confrontation in the Caribbean over 

Cuba, where America had an overwhelming military advantage, 
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provided an excellent	 opportunity to decisively stop the tide 

36of Soviet advancement. Miroff concludes that, after Khrush

chev's initial recklessness, he acted with prudence and, if 

he had not, Kennedy's triumph would have been a catastrophe. 

In summarizing his interpretation of the crisis, Miroff states: 

Eschewing a diplomatic approach, insisting upon 
the use of force to compel a Russian retreat, Kennedy 
had brought the world to the brink of nuclear war for 
the sake of AMerican prestige and influence .... This 
was hardly the stuff of pOlitical greatnessi in the 
final analysis, Kennedy's conduct in the missile crisis 
was neither responsible nor justifiable. 37 

One of the most recent liberal interpretations of the 

missile crisis comes from Thomas G. Paterson in the 1989 book 

Kennedy's Quest for Victory. Paterson claims that President 

Kennedy had a fixation with Cuba, embarking upon "an unrelenting 

campalgn to monitor, harass, isolate and ultimately destroy 

' ,38Gavana's ra d lcal reglme. II In explaining why Kennedy opted 

for a public military showdown over formal, private negotiations 

and traditional, diplomatic channels, Paterson dismisses several 

reasons put forth by other liberals. Paterson maintains that 

Kennedy was not concerned that the missiles would become oper

ationa 1 if diplomacy was used, for he knew by the time of his 

television address that many of the missiles were ready to 

39fire. Moreover, politics was not the answer, for the most
 

popular pOlitical position would have been an air strike or
 

. . 40 P d ' d d'
an lnvaSlon. aterson reasons that KEnne y reJecte lplo

matic talks as an option because of his strong Cold War views, 

his personal hostility toward Castro's Cuba, his desire to 

appear bold and tough, and the feeling of being betrayed by 
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Khrushchev. In the end, though nuclear war was averted, 

Paterson holds that it was a near mlss. Thus, citing a remark 

by Ambassador John Kenneth Galbraith that "success in a lottery 

lS no argument for lotteries," Paterson argues that Kennedy's 

"near miss" handling of the Cuban missile crisis should not 

. . 41be held as a mo del for crlSlS management. 

Although the criticisms of the left-wing interpreters of 

the Cuban missile crisis range from restrained to highly crit

ical, they do form a cohesive interpretation. Nearly all 

left-wing critics maintain that Kennedy's harsh Cuban policy 

contributed to the crisis by convincing Khrushchev it was ~ 

necessary to place missiles in Cuba. Horowitz asserts that 

Kennedy desired a showdown with Khrushchev, while Dewart accuses 

Kennedy of conspiring to deliberately induce the Soviets to 

deploy missiles in Cuba in order to create a crisis. The 

missiles, most liberals contend, did not alter the strategic 

balance of power in the world but only the political balance; 

thus, diplomatic negotiations would have been the proper response 

to the situation. However, Kennedy rejected diplomacy, opting 

instead for a public military confrontation. Left-wing inter

preters offer a wide range of reasons for Kennedy's action, 

including the President's personal need to demonstrate his 

toughness to the world, the desire for a Cold War victory, and 

Kennedy's determination to preserve Democratic control in 

Congress--none of which were worth the risk of a thermonuclear 

holocaust. Finally, the aftermath of the crisis was not victory 

but arrogance according to the liberals, with Dewart, Walton 
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and FitzSimons claiming that, in the end, the crisis was not 

a conclusive victory for the United States because no long

range goals were served by Kennedy's actions. 



Chapter V: Another Perpsective 

The continuing scholarly debate over the Cuban missile 

crisis is captured by the three interpretations by traditional

ists, the right-wing, and the left wing. The traditional 

interpretation is a cohesive one, with writers agreeing on 

most issues. There is a consensus among traditionalists that 

intelligence experts in both the United States and the Soviet 

Union made serious miscalculations, thus resulting in the crisis. 

Also, traditionalists agree that President Kennedy was forced 

to respond out of necessity to the situation, and the blockade 

was the perfect flexible response. Finally, the traditionalists 

praise President Kennedy as a calm, responsible leader. 

The two revisionist interpretations, from the right-wing 

and the left-wing, provide a quite different perspective. For 

conservatives, Kennedy's weak pre-crisis policy toward Cuba 

convinced Khrushchev that he could successfully deploy missiles 

on the iSland. Once the crisis began, the right-wing accuses 

Kennedy of following a policy of accomodation, resulting in a 

defeat for the United States. Provided with a golden opportunity 

to rid Cuba of Castro and communism, Kennedy instead made a 

no-invasion pledge to end the crisis, thus guaranteeing that 

communism would remain in the Western Hemisphere. Writing from 

the left-wing perspective, most liberals agree that Kennedy was 

partially responsible for the initiation of the crisis; however, 

while conservatives blame his weak Cuban pOlicy for this, 
Jt liberals maintain that it was Kennedy's harsh, unreasonable 
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stand toward Cuba which forced Khrushchev to install the missiles.

4 The liberals view Kennedy as a man who felt the need to prove 

his strength to the world; thus, he took what was essentially 

a political problem, an issue of prestige, and elevated it 

to a crisis level by imposing a military solution, in the form 

of a blockade. The aftermath of the crisis was arrogance, with 

Kennedy having forced Khrushchev to backdown to him before 

the world. 

An accurate interpretation of the Cuban missile crlSlS 

must draw from a wide range of perspectives, and certainly 

the most plausible interpretation would be a combination of 

both the traditional and the left-wing perspective. Kennedy's 

pre-crisis pOlicies were neither harsh nor weaki in a heated 

domestic political climate, with many pOlitical opponents 

demanding action against Soviet encroachments in Cuba, Kennedy 

had embarked upon a pOlicy of reason and responsibility, refusing 

to act without conclusive evidence. 

Once this evidence was obtainged, the situation was radically 

altered. Kennedy, after months of maintaining that there was 

no evidence of an offensive military build up in Cuba and stating 

that he would respond forcefully to such action, had no choice-

he ad to react to the situation. The country simply would 

not have tolerated Soviet nuclear warheads ninety milles from 

Key WEst. Had Kennedy not acted, all popular support, not 

to mention pOlitical support, would have eroded from beneath 

him. The public trust and faith would have been shattered, 

and Kennedy would have been fatally crippled as President. 
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Having determined that a response to the Soviet threat was 

necessary, the debate turned to finding an appropriate option. 

While some traditionalists hold that the option of using 

diplomacy as an initial response received significant consideration, 

the man who made the final decision, President Kennedy, never 

seriously considered this option. Several crisis writers, 

including Sorenson and Schlesinger, admit that Kennedy showed 

little interest in diplomatic negotiations. At the first ExComm 

meeting, Kennedy declared, "We I re certai nly go:i ng ... to take 

,. 1 
out t h ese ... mlsslles." When McNamara mentioned that diplomacy 

might precede military action, the President immediately switched 

the discussion to another question: How long would it take to 

., 'd?2get an alr strlke organlze . 

The major argument against diplomatic action as an initial~. 
response was the belief among most ExComm members that more 

forceful action was demanded by the Soviet action. However, 

it was not as if an initial diplomatic response to the Soviets 

would have eliminated a military option later; indeed, it was 

possible that a military option could have been avoided entirely 

if diplomacy had been tried first, and, if Kennedy had been 

forced to respond militarilY, he could have been fully assured 

that he had made every possible effort to peacefully resolve 

the crisis. 

The other major argument against diplomacy as a response 

was that it would have allowed the initiative to pass to the 

Soviets. Kennedy felt that it was vital to surprise the Soviets 

with the news of the discovery of the missiles in order to 
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allow the United States to control the events of the crisis. 

However, it would seem that the naval blockade, to a certain 

degree, also allowed the initiative to pass to the Soviets. 

Once the blockade was implemented, the Soviets were in control 

of the situation; the missiles were already in Cuba, so they 

could afford to sit and wait. The United States was eventually 

forced to resort to other means, namely diplomatic channels, 

In order to resolve the crisis. 

There were three other arguments against a diplomatic 

appeal. First, there was the concern that the missiles would 

become operational while diplomatic debate raged on. However, 

the blockade did not solve this problem either, for it 

could only stop further shipments of armaments, doing nothing 

to halt the continuing work on the missile sites in Cuba. 

Moreover, it was wntirely possible that some of the missile 

sites were already operational by the time that the blockade 

was implemented. Secondly, some argued that the fact that the 

blockade would at least stop further arms shipments made it 

a superior option to diplomatic action; however, there were 

already enough missiles in Cuba to inflict unnacceptable levels 

of destruction upon the United States. A final argument against 

diplomatic action was the contention that a letter demanding 

the withdrawal of the missiles would constitute the type of 

ultimatum that no great power could accept. Yet, was the naval 

blockade not an ultimatum--a public ultimatum, no less, a 

challenge to Khrushchev before the world? It would seem that 

a private diplomatic appeal would have benn less offensive than 
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a public military challenge. 

President Kennedy also rejected the suggestion, put forth 

by Stevenson and journalist Walter Lippmann, among others, that 

the Unjted States trade its Jupiter missiles in Turkey for 

removal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba. However, later in the 

crisis Kennedy was willing to negotiate with the Soviets on 

just this issue. In a meeting with Soviet Ambassador Dobynin, 

Attorney General Robert Kennedy conveyed a message from the 

President regarding the missile question. Although Kennedy 

majntainged that there could be no public quid pro quo about 

the missiles, he stated, "The President had been anxious to 

remove those missiles from Turkey and Italy for a long period 

of time. He had ordered their removal some time 0.;·0 and i ':. 

4
 ,,~as our judgment that, wi thin a short time after this cr lsis
 

was over 1 those missi les would be gone. ,.3 Most advocat.es of 

the quarantine maintain that this type of negotiation could 

only have been successful after the implementation of a blockadG. 

However, while it is true that the threat of retaljation posed 

by the intense build up of American air strike and invasl0n 

forces (over 200,000 troops were assembled in Florida, ~long 

with many squadrons of fi.ghters) certainly must have affected 

the frame of mind of the Soviets regarding the situation, the 

b:ockade really had nothing to do with the display of American 

mil~tary strength. 4 Why would it not have been possjble to 

make a diplomatic appeal from the outset, with the military 

back-drop already in place? 

The most rational thinking in the crisis was put forth by 
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Chjp Bohlen. He maintained that the missiles had to be removed
4 

from Cuba; however, while military means had to be considered, 

so that they would be readily available if needed, a diplomatic 

appeal shoud be tried first. 5 In essence, President Kennedy 

reversed the proper order of responses, backtracking to a 

diplomatjc appeal because the blockade had failed to illicit 

a favorable solution and an air strike still seemed to be too 

rjsky of an option. To Kennedy's credit, he did initially choose 

the most moderate military response with the blockade option, 

and, once the crisis began, Kennedy behaved in a highly controlled 

and rational manner, much in the way he had before the crisis. 

He remainged in command of all proceedings throughout the crosos. 

and wjsely refrained from overreacting to potentially volatile 

4 events, most notably in his decision not to retaljate after the 

shooting down of Air Force Major Rudolph Anderson. 

Why, then, did Kennedy initially decide on a military 

response, only to later resolve the crjsis through secret dip

lomacy of a nature which had been earlier suggested? While 

it is impossible to know what Kennedy's reasons were, his 

initial reaction to the news of the Soviet action in Cuba 

offers a clue: "He can't fo thjs to me!,,6 Kennedy interpreted 

Khrushchev'S action as both a personal deception and a personal 

challenge. This combined sense of anger at being lied to and 

need to prove himself compelled Kennedy to move forcefully 

against Khrushchev~ Kennedy was unable to consider anything 

less than a military response. However, while this reaction 

is certainly understandable, Kennedy should have tempered his 
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emotions long enough to have at least given proper consideration 

to diplomatic options. Fortunately, this momentary lapse of 

judgment subsided, and Kennedy's responsible leadership through

out the remainder of the crisis, coupled with Khrushchev's 

rational decision (following his earlier irrational one) to 

remove the missiles, combined with a dash of the Irish luck 

to thankfully keep the world from ever knowing the answer to 

the most grave question of the Cuban missile crisis: What 

would have happened to us all if the Soviets had refused to 

back down? 

t
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