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TO THE “WINNERS” go the spoils—and the opportunity to impose their ver-
sion of history on events. Across the political spectrum, Americans have
concluded that resolve and strength “won” the Cold War and “defeated”
the Soviet Union. Deterrence and its twin strategy of compellence have
been given credit for restraining Soviet aggression, for convincing Khru-
shchev to withdraw Soviet missiles from Cuba, for preventing Soviet mili-
tary intervention in the Middle East in 1973, and for the collapse of the
Soviet empire.

This book challenges all these claims. We contend that the strategies of
deterrence and compellence were generally more provocative than restrain-
ing and that they prolonged rather than ended the Cold War. This central
theme is documented through a detailed reconstruction of the calculations of
Soviet and American leaders in the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 and the crisis
in the Middle East in 1973. These two crises provide a window on the
broader relationship between the superpowers. Drawing on new evidence of
the calculations of Soviet and American leaders, the book advances an inter-
pretation of the impact of nuclear threats and nuclear weapons radically at
odds with the conventional wisdom.

Our analysis is historical but has important implications for contempo-
rary foreign policy. Although the Cold War is over, its “lessons” survive.
The final three chapters of the book explore the links between past and pre-
sent and propose a very different set of lessons. We urge greater appreciation
of the risks of threat-based strategies and greater attention to the clarifica-
tion of interests and reassurance when adversaries are driven by need rather
than opportunity.

We circulated drafts of the manuscript to friends and colleagues and re-
ceived helpful suggestions for refinement of the central argument of the
book. We also got extensive criticism, less about the details of the study and
rather more about its principal thesis. American scholars and policymakers
whose world view was shaped by the Cold War found it difficult to believe
that the strategy of deterrence provoked rather than restrained in 1962, was
irrelevant in l973, and prolonged the Cold War. Russians who are now
deeply critical of Soviet policy echoed these views. We received the same
response, but in reverse, from Russians at the other end of the political spec-
trum who blame the United States for the long Cold War. Needless to say,
our thesis is also anathema to American “revisionists” who also hold the
United States primarily responsible. They all see the conflict between the
superpowers as a Manichaean struggle between good and evil. The book
portrays the Cold War as a contest between insecure, competitive, and do-
mestically driven leaders with competing conceptions of security. We hope
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that the new evidence we have gathered for this book will speak clearly to
the reader.

Our individual and collective research has attempted to reconstruct the
calculations of all parties to a conflict. Only by understanding the perspec-
tives of all sides, could we capture the origins, dynamics, and resolution of
a conflict. This commitment to multiple imaging made it impossible to study
the relationship between the superpowers because so little good evidence
was available about the calculations that lay behind key Soviet foreign-pol-
icy decisions. We recognized nevertheless that our analysis of deterrence and
other strategies of conflict management was incomplete as long as we could
not assess their impact on the superpower relationship during the Cold War.
Glasnost and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union created the politi-
cal environment that gave us access to Soviet documents and policymakers.

The other requisite for scholarship is funding. The Carnegie Corporation
of New York provided a generous stipend to Ned Lebow, and Janice Gross
Stein was fortunate to receive a Connaught Senior Research Fellowship
from the University of Toronto. Both authors benefited from support from
the United States Institute of Peace and the Canadian Institute for Inter-
national Peace and Security. We lament the dissolution of the Canadian In-
stitute, which contributed so much to research and scholarship. We are
especially grateful to David Hamburg and Fritz Moser of the Carnegie
Corporation, Samuel Lewis of the United States Institute of Peace, and
Geoffrey Pearson, former director of the Canadian Institute, for their per-
sonal and intellectual interest in our work.

Much of the evidence for this book comes from interviews. We are deeply
grateful to the many former American and Soviet officials who generously
shared their time and experience with us. We are also indebted to those who
helped to arrange these interviews. We want to thank the John F. Kennedy
School of Harvard University for organizing a series of conferences on the
Cuban missile crisis that brought scholars together with American, Soviet,
and Cuban policymakers. In Moscow, we are grateful to Georgi Arbatov
and the late Vadim Bogdanov, director and deputy director of the Institute
of the United States and Canada, and to Andrei Melville and Aleksandr
Nikitin, director and deputy director of the Soviet Peace Committee, for
arranging our many visits to the then Soviet Union and facilitating our meet-
ings with key Soviet officials.

The Soviet interviews were initially made possible by the personal inter-
vention of President Mikhail Sergeevich Gorbachev. He had become inter-
ested in crisis management in the mid-1980s. At the time, President Ronald
Reagan was committed to the development and eventual deployment of a
ballistic missile defense. Gorbachev was publicly committed to oppose any
such deployment, and worried that the superpowers were on a collision
course. To learn more about how an earlier acute confrontation had been
resolved, he asked for the record on the “Caribbean crisis” only to be told
that there was none. He then asked Ambassador Aleksandr Alekseev, who
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had been Khrushchev’s representative in Havana in 1962, to put together
a short history of that crisis on the basis of interviews. After reading this
document, Gorbachev admitted to having spent a restless night and told the
Politburo the following day that “The world had almost been blown up
because two boys were fighting in the schoolyard over who had the bigger
stick.” Gorbachev subsequently instructed Soviet officials to cooperate with
Western scholars who were attempting to reconstruct the “Cuban missile
crisis” from the Soviet perspective.1 He was also gracious enough to consent
to an interview.

We also want to acknowledge the assistance of colleagues who, despite
their busy schedules, read all or part of innumerable drafts of the manuscript
or provided us with documents. The constructive criticism of Michael Bre-
cher, George Breslauer, John Lewis Gaddis, Alexander L. George, Robert
Glasser, James Goldgeier, Franklyn Griffiths, Robert Herman, Walter
Isaacson, Robert Jervis, Murrey Marder, Jack Snyder, Blema Steinberg,
Thomas Risse-Kappen, William Taubman, Yaacov Vertzberger, and David
Welch significantly improved the quality of the book. Anatoliy Dobrynin’s
cable, which appears in the appendix, is courtesy of NHK.

Very special thanks go to four individuals who played a central role in
this project. McGeorge Bundy, Oleg Grinevsky, Raymond A. Garthoff, and
William A. Quandt in the first instance provided us with detailed informa-
tion about the crises in which they participated. They also helped to arrange
interviews with officials in the United States and the Soviet Union. Finally,
all four read the manuscript as scholars and provided insightful criticism.

We want to thank our research assistants, Stephen Bernstein, Amir
Hashemi, David Eichberg, Kirsta Leeburg, Linda White, administrative
assistant Elaine Scott, and Sandra Kisner, Anita Tilford, Kendall Stanley,
Marian Reed, and Hyla Levy. Their frequent trips to libraries, careful check-
ing of references, typing, and photocopying saved us many hours of labor.
They all responded to our frequently irritable requests with unfailing good
humor and patience.

This book is the most recent product of a collaboration that began with
Psychology and Deterrence, published in 1985. Drawn together by a com-
mon research agenda and complementary regional expertise, the authors
have become each other’s toughest critics. To the surprise of our colleagues,
who know our determined personalities, our collaboration has been harmo-
nious. Indeed, we no longer know who thought of what idea or wrote which
paragraph. We both nevertheless want it known that any questionable argu-
ments in the book are the responsibility of the other.

Richard Ned Lebow
Janice Gross Stein
Pittsburgh and Toronto
January 1993
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Introduction

THE COLD WAR IS OVER. Within a brief period of two years, the political
map of Europe changed beyond recognition: the Berlin Wall came down,
Germany was reunified within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO), communist governments were ousted in Eastern Europe, and the
Soviet Union disappeared. Even before the Berlin Wall was demolished in
November l989, many analysts in the West had declared the Cold War over
and the United States its winner. This judgment quickly became conven-
tional wisdom.

The consequences of more than four decades of intense Soviet-American
rivalry warrant a more sober assessment. The Cold War had no winners,
only losers. There is no dispute that the Soviet Union lost: the USSR has
disappeared and its communist government is no more. This judgment
leaves two intriguing and important questions unanswered. Did the Soviet
Union lose because of the strategies the United States used to wage the Cold
War? What were the consequences for the United States of the strategies
it used during the Cold War? The first question is the central concern of
this book. The second question is more easily answered: the United States
paid a heavy economic, diplomatic, and moral price for the long and bitter
Cold War.

The growing national debt, decaying infrastructure, and large trade im-
balance are all attributable in part to decades of excessive military spending.
Three years after the Cold War ended, 60 percent of the discretionary federal
budget outlays still went to national defense and the livelihood of one of
every twenty American workers depended directly on defense spending.1

Until the Clinton administration, over 30 percent of the approximately $150
billion government and industry spent every year on research and develop-
ment was related to defense.2 This large expenditure had little spin-off for
commercial product development and is one important reason why Ameri-
can industry has become increasingly less competitive.3

The competition between the superpowers during the Cold War also en-
snared the United States in costly worldwide commitments made in the
expectation that they would promote and preserve its reputation as a reli-
able ally. Successive administrations created and maintained a worldwide
network of alliances in the global struggle against communism. The most
successful was NATO; it proved extraordinarily effective in reintegrating
Germany into the European community. In other alliances, authoritarian
“kleptocrats” used American aid and arms to enrich themselves and sup-
press domestic opponents. When these regimes were challenged from within
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or without, the United States often came to their defense in the belief that
the credibility of the United States in the global competition with the
Soviet Union was at stake. Military involvement in Vietnam was a national
disaster.

The foreign policy of the United States during the Cold War also under-
mined its moral stature. In l945, American troops were welcomed every-
where as liberators. Democratic forces around the world looked to the
United States for political support and economic assistance. After the Cold
War began, Washington increasingly shifted its support to repressive re-
gimes to prevent the spread of communism. In South Korea, southern Af-
rica, Chile, Central America, and the Caribbean, Democratic and Republi-
can administrations alike kept corrupt governments in power. By the end of
the Cold War, the United States was widely regarded as a powerful obstacle
to democratic change. At home, in the name of security, successive presi-
dents concentrated power in the executive and shrouded their, at times, un-
constitutional actions in secrecy. National security was also invoked by the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) to violate the civil liberties of American citizens during the McCarthy
era and the Vietnam War.

It would be satisfying to know that these heavy costs in lives, treasure,
and legitimacy kept the peace between the United States and the Soviet
Union. Throughout the long years of the Cold War, the United States relied
heavily on threat-based strategies to restrain the Soviet Union. Deterrence
was used to prevent aggression that could provoke a serious crisis, and its
sister strategy, compellence, was often used to manage crises once they
erupted.4 Deterrence is widely credited with preventing war between the su-
perpowers and teaching Soviet leaders that aggression would not pay. The
central argument of this book is that this claim is unfounded.

We argue that the strategies of deterrence and compellence provoked at
least as much as they restrained. The buildup of arms and the use of threats
had complex but generally harmful consequences for the relationship be-
tween the two superpowers. Often, they elicited the kind of behavior they
were intended to prevent. The Cuban missile crisis was the direct result of
the heavy-handed practice of deterrence by both superpowers. In October
l973, Brezhnev’s attempt to compel the United States provoked a worldwide
alert of American strategic and conventional forces.

We examine the impact of deterrence and compellence in detailed studies
of the two most acute Soviet-American confrontations of the last quarter
century: the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 and the crisis in the Middle East
in l973. We demonstrate the largely pernicious consequences of threat-
based strategies in both cases. In the Cuban missile crisis, the reality of nu-
clear deterrence and the fear of war it inspired nevertheless had a positive
impact on the resolution of the crisis. In our reconstruction of both crises,
we explore the contradictory consequences of nuclear threats and nuclear
weapons.
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These two crises provide a window on the broader relationship between
the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. We examine
the immediate impact of deterrence and compellence in the two crises and
their long-term impact on the broader relationship between the superpow-
ers. We contend that the strategy of deterrence prolonged the Cold War and
helped to extend the life of communism in eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union. We agree with George Kennan that the primacy of military over
political policy in the United States during the Cold War delayed rather than
hastened the great changes that finally overtook the Soviet Union.5 By look-
ing through the window of these two crises at the broader superpower rela-
tionship, we can learn lessons that will be applicable to the prevention, man-
agement, and resolution of international conflict beyond the Cold War.

A WINDOW ON THE COLD WAR

The choice of the Cuban missile crisis needs little justification. It is univer-
sally recognized as the most acute confrontation of the Cold War. At the
time, John F. Kennedy estimated the likelihood of war to be “somewhere
between one out of three and even.”6 Nikita Khrushchev was equally pessi-
mistic. A week after the crisis, he told newsmen in Moscow that “we were on
the edge of the precipice of nuclear war. Both sides were ready to go.”7

The missile crisis was not an isolated event. It was the most dangerous of
a series of crises that threatened the peace between the superpowers in the
late 1950s and early 1960s. The origins of the Cuban missile crisis illumi-
nate the dynamics of superpower rivalry and the ways in which conflicting
interests, mutual insecurities, and threat-based strategies can provoke war-
threatening confrontations.

The Cuban missile crisis is also important because of the influence it had
on subsequent American thinking about national security. It spawned or
confirmed lessons about crisis prevention and management that continue to
shape American thinking and policy. The most important of these is the
belief that resolve discourages aggression and accommodation invites it. The
missile crisis appeared to illustrate both sides of the coin of resolve. Its ori-
gins were attributed to Kennedy’s alleged failure to demonstrate resolve; his
self-imposed restraint at the Bay of Pigs, his performance at the Vienna sum-
mit, and his failure to interfere with the construction of the Berlin wall, were
all thought to have convinced Khrushchev that he would meet with no resis-
tance if he sent missiles to Cuba. Kennedy’s unquestioned resolve during the
crisis that followed has long been credited with persuading Khrushchev to
withdraw the missiles.

New evidence challenges these interpretations. It suggests that Khru-
shchev’s determination to send missiles to Cuba was not the result of his low
estimate of Kennedy’s resolve; rather, he decided to deploy them secretly out
of respect for that resolve. His decision to withdraw the missiles was condi-
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tioned almost as much by the expectation of gain as it was by the fear of loss.
Kennedy made an important concession to Khrushchev through a secret
“back channel,” and considered a further concession if necessary to end the
crisis. The “hidden history” of Cuba also reveals that the efforts of both
sides to manipulate the other’s perception of its interests and resolve were
largely unsuccessful. These findings challenge some of the most fundamental
axioms of the American approach to crisis prevention and management.

Before the era of glasnost, this kind of book would have been impossible
to write.8 Nikita Khrushchev’s heavily edited memoirs and a sampling of the
letters he wrote to John F. Kennedy were the only firsthand accounts of
Soviet policy in the missile crisis. The few published Soviet histories of the
crisis were propagandistic and of limited value. Our analysis of the missile
crisis is made possible by a cornucopia of new information that has only
recently become available.

Hundreds of declassified documents from the National Security Council,
State and Defense Departments, and CIA have been released, as well as
transcripts of some of the secret tape recordings President Kennedy had
made of the deliberations of his advisory group, the Executive Committee
of the National Security Council (Ex Comm).9 On the Soviet side, we have
Khrushchev’s correspondence with Fidel Castro during and immediately
after the crisis and some of the cable traffic between the Soviet embassy in
Washington and Moscow. Cuba has released militia reports, correspon-
dence, and drafts of the Soviet-Cuban treaty negotiated on the eve of the
missile deployment.

New insight into the crisis has also been provided by the oral testimony of
the participants. The Sloan Foundation sponsored two retrospective semi-
nars in January and June 1983.10 In March 1987, the Sloan Foundation and
the Carnegie Corporation sponsored a more ambitious two-and-a-half day
conference attended by scholars and former Kennedy administration offi-
cials.11 Four subsequent conferences in Cambridge, Moscow, Antigua, and
Havana, provided the opportunity for Soviet and Cuban officials to discuss
the missile crisis with their American counterparts.12 These encounters were
triumphs of glasnost; leaders who twenty-five years earlier had regarded one
another as implacable foes, sat down at the same table, shared their memo-
ries of events, and together sought to understand the decisions that had
brought the world to the brink of nuclear holocaust.

In the United States, we conducted extensive interviews with Secretary of
State Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, Secretary of the
Treasury C. Douglas Dillon, National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy,
Special Counsel to the President Theodore C. Sorensen, Under Secretary of
State Chester Bowles, and Press Secretary Pierre Salinger. We also inter-
viewed many lesser known but influential political, military, and intelligence
officials from the Kennedy years.

In Moscow, we spoke to key officials from the Khrushchev period and
individuals who, through their family relationships, were well-informed
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about the “Caribbean crisis.” These include Ambassadors Leonid M.
Zamyatin and Oleg N. Grinevsky, members of the foreign ministry crisis
action group; Anatoliy F. Dobrynin, Ambassador to the United States;
Aleksei I. Adzhubei, Khrushchev’s son-in-law, political confidant, and for-
mer editor of Izvestiya; Ambassador Georgiy A. Kornienko, Dobrynin’s as-
sistant during the crisis; Georgi A. Arbatov, director of the Institute of USA
and Canada; Gen. Valentin Larionov, Adm. Nikolai Amelko, Anatoliy A.
Gromyko, son of Foreign Minister Andrei A. Gromyko; Sergei N. Khru-
shchev; and Sergo Mikoyan, a Latin American expert and son of Khru-
shchev’s deputy prime minister, Anastas I. Mikoyan. We also drew on
interviews with other Soviet officials conducted by our colleagues.13

We analyzed a second Soviet-American crisis to control for the idiosyn-
cracies of Cuba. The most serious superpower crises of the postwar period
were over Berlin in 1948–49 and 1959–62, and the crisis that erupted in the
Middle East in 1973. The first Berlin crisis occurred at the beginning of the
Cold War at a time when the United States had a monopoly on nuclear
weapons. In the second round of Berlin crises, from 1959 to 1962, both
superpowers had significant nuclear capabilities, but, for much of this pe-
riod, Khrushchev and Kennedy were in power. A comparative analysis of
the missile crisis and Berlin would have been unrepresentative of Soviet-
American interaction in crisis during the Cold War. The crisis in 1973
seemed a more appropriate choice. It reflects a different style of crisis man-
agement in Moscow and in Washington, but includes a strong nuclear
threat, and in contrast to the Cuban missile crisis, took place in an era of
strategic parity and superpower détente.

Many policymakers and scholars view the outcome of the crisis in 1973
as confirmation of the most important lessons of the missile crisis. They have
argued that American resolve, communicated through a worldwide alert of
American strategic and conventional forces and a naval deployment in the
eastern Mediterranean, deterred the Soviet Union from sending military
forces to Egypt. After the crisis, the American national security establish-
ment was even more convinced that threats backed by demonstrable and
usable military force are effective instruments of crisis management. Once
again, this conclusion is inconsistent with the evidence.

Like the Cuban missile crisis, the crisis in 1973 is a useful vehicle for
analyzing the broader sweep of Soviet-American relations. The years preced-
ing the crisis were marked by the beginnings of détente between the super-
powers, the development of norms of competition in regions of disputed
interest, and an explicit attempt to spell out procedures to prevent nuclear
war. The difference in the context of the two crises could not be sharper, but
the more benign environment of 1970–73 was not sufficient to prevent the
outbreak of a serious crisis between the two superpowers.

Only in the last few years has new evidence become available about the
background, development, and resolution of the 1973 crisis. We have inter-
viewed Egyptian, Israeli, American, and Soviet officials. In Egypt, these in-
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clude President Anwar el-Sadat, members of his staff, and senior Egyptian
military officers, some of whom were in the Crisis Operations Center during
the October War. Egyptian officials spoke frankly about their decisions and
also about Soviet policy toward Egypt before and during the war. In Israel,
the late Chief of Staff David Elazar, as well as officials in Military Intelli-
gence and in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, provided valuable evidence.
Interviews with Golda Meir, prime minister of Israel at the time, Moshe
Dayan, then the minister of defense, and Simcha Dinitz, Israel’s ambassador
to Washington, were very helpful in reconstructing the relationship between
Israel and the United States on the eve of the war, after the Syrian-Egyptian
attack, and during the crisis that followed.

Key American officials are now willing to speak much more freely about
their estimates of Soviet intentions at the time. Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger, CIA Director William Colby, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
William Moorer provided invaluable reconstructions of American policy
during the crisis. We also interviewed members of the National Security
Council staff and senior officials in the State and Defense Departments and
the CIA.

In the past, very little was known about Soviet thinking during the crisis.
No documents were available, and Soviet officials with access to the
Brezhnev Politburo did not discuss the crisis other than to repeat standard
Soviet interpretations. After glasnost, a number of influential and knowl-
edgeable officials from the Brezhnev period consented to be interviewed.
These included Ambassadors Anatoliy Dobrynin and Leonid Zamyatin,
who was Brezhnev’s chief spokesman and at his side during his talks with
Henry Kissinger in Moscow. Ambassadors Georgiy Kornienko and Victor
Israelian were part of a crisis action group created by Foreign Minister
Anatoliy Gromyko that attended Politburo meetings and implemented its
political directives. Ambassador Israelian shared with us his extensive and
detailed notes of those meetings. These notes recorded the conversations
among Politburo members and provided a unique and invaluable body of
evidence.

We also benefited from discussions with Aleksandr Kislov, Deputy Direc-
tor of the Institute of World Economy and International Relations and a
leading expert on the Middle East; Vadim Zagladin, deputy director of the
International Relations Department of the Central Committee in 1973;
Georgi Arbatov, director of the Institute of USA and Canada, who was with
Brezhnev for part of the crisis; and Anatoliy Gromyko, who was in the So-
viet Embassy in Washington during the October War and had access to the
relevant cable traffic between Moscow and Washington in the crucial thirty-
six hours of the crisis. Adm. Amelko and Gens. Larionov and Yuri
Yakovlevich Kirshin shared with us their knowledge of Soviet military prep-
arations and attitudes, based on their experience and their research in the
relevant Soviet military archives.
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Although most American and Soviet documents are still classified, we
have a rich body of interpretative evidence from both sides. It permits us to
explore superpower interactions in the crisis in 1973 in a way that has never
before been possible. We are therefore able to offer new propositions about
the origins of crisis, the dynamics of escalation, and the strategies and mech-
anisms that resolved the crisis. We recognize that some of the conclusions
that we draw from the new evidence will be controversial, but we hope that
our analysis will provoke a rethinking of some of the most cherished as-
sumptions about the impact of deterrence and compellence on crisis preven-
tion and management.

HOW RELIABLE IS THE EVIDENCE?

Our analysis of Soviet policy and many of our conclusions about Soviet-
American interaction rely on information supplied by Soviet officials. How
credible are their accounts of Soviet policy? When Soviet officials first began
to talk about the Caribbean crisis, Ray S. Cline, CIA Deputy Director for
Intelligence from 1962 to 1966, charged that their revelations were propa-
ganda, intended to mobilize support for Gorbachev’s foreign policy.14 Cline
accused Soviet officials of presenting a false picture of Khrushchev’s motives,
and of exaggerating the risks of war, in the expectation that this would be
grist for the mill of the American antinuclear lobby.

Before glasnost, Soviet analyses of foreign policy were notoriously self-
serving. The first revelations about the missile crisis were superficially con-
sistent with Gorbachev’s foreign-policy objectives. There are nevertheless
good reasons for taking the testimony of Soviet officials seriously.

The context in which Soviet officials granted these interviews is impor-
tant. If they had begun to talk about the crises in 1962 and 1973 in the
Brezhnev era, when the substance and process of Soviet foreign policy was
a tightly guarded state secret, their motives and information would have
been suspect. Instead, they began to speak openly only in the era of glasnost,
when such behavior was no longer extraordinary, but part of a broader
attempt by reform-minded officials and intelligentsia to reevaluate the Soviet
past. Our most recent interviews were conducted in the post-Soviet era—we
were in the office of a senior diplomat when the building and the foreign
ministry was taken over by the Russian government. Former officials of a
former country no longer have a party line to defend.

Soviet officials first answered our questions when the Soviet Union was
still in existence. Much of what they said was deeply embarrassing to the
Soviet image at home and abroad. Revelations about Soviet military weak-
ness and how it frightened Soviet leaders, about Khrushchev’s and Brezh-
nev’s emotional instability, or how the Soviet military shot down an Ameri-
can U-2 aircraft in violation of their standing orders, paint a picture of
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the Soviet Union of the 1960s and 1970s as an insecure, bungling, irrespon-
sible, and badly governed country. It is difficult to see what propaganda
advantages Soviet leaders could have expected to gain from such confes-
sions.15

The ongoing revision of Soviet history cannot be understood as a piece-
meal response to propaganda needs of the moment. This is not to suggest
that the glimpses we have been given of the substance and process of Soviet
policy from Stalin through Brezhnev have been unrelated to political agen-
das. Gorbachev used glasnost to mobilize popular support against the con-
servatives at every level of the party and government bureaucracy that op-
posed and resisted his reforms. Greater Soviet openness about the past also
helped to convince Western publics of Gorbachev’s sincerity. Gorbachev
and some of his advisors may have viewed their critical examination of the
Soviet past as costs to be borne in pursuit of important domestic goals. Oth-
ers embraced glasnost as an end in itself. They were committed to transform-
ing the Soviet Union into a more open society.

The possibility that some testimony may have been motivated by a politi-
cal agenda does not mean that it is false. It is possible, and probably likely,
that some officials chose to talk about the two crises, because the facts of the
cases, as they understood them, provided support for policies they favored.
This was certainly true of some former Kennedy officials, who provided new
information about American policymaking in the missile crisis at the
Hawk’s Cay Conference in March 1987. They were motivated in part by
their political concerns. Critical of the Reagan administration’s pursuit of
military superiority, they wanted to use the lessons of the Cuban missile
crisis to help expose and publicize the dangers of Reagan’s policies. Few
challenged the credibility of their testimony.

Before glasnost, Soviet officials repeated the party line in public and in
private. The officials that we spoke to disagreed about important details
and argued among themselves, sometimes in our presence, about their re-
spective interpretations of events and the validity of their information. It
would have been very difficult and enormously time-consuming for the
Soviet government to have orchestrated and staged these kinds of historical
debates for purposes of propaganda. It is unlikely that they could have done
so convincingly. Soviet officials displayed the same mixture of knowledge
and ignorance, and insight and confusion, as their American counterparts.
We believe that most of these officials, Soviet and American, told the
truth as they understood it. Their understanding may be flawed, but it is not
dishonest.

Perhaps the most telling evidence is the reluctant confirmation of some of
the most important Soviet revelations by American officials. At the Moscow
Conference, Anatoliy Dobrynin revealed that he and Attorney General
Robert Kennedy had worked out a secret arrangement for the withdrawal of
the American Jupiter missiles from Turkey.16 Traditional American ac-
counts had denied that there was any such agreement and maintained
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that Dobrynin was merely “informed” by Robert Kennedy on the evening
of 27 October that the United States had intended all along to remove the
Jupiters. Dobrynin’s statement elicited a startling admission from former
presidential special counsel Theodore Sorensen. Robert Kennedy’s manu-
script, Thirteen Days, he explained, was “very explicit that this [the missile
trade] was part of the deal; but at that time it was still a secret even on the
American side.” Kennedy was assassinated before his memoir was published
and Sorensen was asked to review it for accuracy. “I took it upon myself,”
he confessed, “to edit that out of his diaries, and that is why the ambassador
is somewhat justified in saying that the diaries are not as explicit as his
conversation.”17

The Dobrynin-Kennedy exchange is only one instance of synergism be-
tween officials from Moscow and Washington. Officials often confirmed the
testimony of their allies and former adversaries, or provided information
that we used to elicit new evidence in subsequent interviews. In those in-
stances where testimony about the facts are contradictory—as distinct from
differences of opinion about motives—we acknowledge the discrepancies
and weigh the evidence carefully. Even when officials proved to be wrong,
they appear to have been honestly misinformed.

The general reliability of the evidence from Soviet officials does not mean
that we accepted what they said at face value. As with their Western counter-
parts, the accuracy and value of recollections varies from person to person
and issue to issue. Officials may have only limited knowledge about certain
events, may have seen only some of the relevant documents, or reported
what they had heard indirectly. People also find it difficult to reconstruct
with precision the evolution of policy that was formulated many years be-
fore. Their memories are sometimes influenced, consciously or uncon-
sciously, by their political or personal agendas, or by the human tendency to
impose more order on events in hindsight than existed at the time.

These problems cut across national boundaries. Most of the Ex Comm,
including some of Kennedy’s closest foreign-policy advisors, did not know
about the agreement on the Jupiter missiles or about Kennedy’s willingness
to consider further concessions. The president carefully hid this information
from them. Some of what they did know, they kept secret to protect the
late president’s reputation, or because they were disturbed by its wider im-
plications. We encountered the same problem of compartmentalized infor-
mation on the Soviet side. Policymaking under Khrushchev and Brezhnev
was secretive, and nobody had detailed knowledge of the whole process.
More often than not, officials had bits and pieces of specialized information
that had to be pieced together with other testimony to reconstruct critical
decisions.

Soviet officials also varied in their openness. Sergo Mikoyan and
Aleksandr Alekseev, who devoted their careers to furthering Soviet influence
in Latin America, were reluctant to volunteer information that they thought
might embarrass Fidel Castro or strain Soviet-Cuban relations. What they
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said is generally accurate as far as we can determine, but Mikoyan and
Alekseev at first withheld important information that subsequently came to
light and is damaging to Castro.

In the autumn of 1990, Khrushchev Remembers: The Glasnost Tapes,
was published.18 It is based on portions of Khrushchev’s tape-recorded
memoirs that did not appear in the earlier two volumes of Khrushchev Re-
members, published in the 1970s. Khrushchev’s son, Sergei, had withheld
segments of the transcription that he thought likely to create problems for
the family or the Soviet Union.19 The last volume includes Nikita Khru-
shchev’s description of the cable he received from Castro at the height of the
crisis that pleaded with him to launch a preemptive nuclear strike against the
United States if it attacked Cuba.20 The Cuban government was enormously
displeased, and insisted that publication of the cable was “intended to serve
the sinister purpose of fanning anti-Cuban hysteria in the United States and
around the world.” In response to The Glasnost Tapes, the Cuban govern-
ment published the five cables exchanged by Castro and Khrushchev be-
tween 26 and 31 October, along with official commentary. The cables
largely confirm Khrushchev’s allegation.21

A more serious danger than deliberate distortion is contamination. Some
Soviet officials and scholars have read much of the Western literature on the
two crises. Aleksandr Kislov and Victor Israelian, for example, acknowledge
that they have read Henry Kissinger’s memoirs carefully. Former Soviet offi-
cials can unwittingly confirm Western interpretations by repeating them
back to Western scholars.22 This kind of “echoing” may have occurred at
the Cambridge Conference in October 1987. Fedor Burlatsky suggested that
Khrushchev came away from the Vienna summit with the impression that
Kennedy was weak, vacillating, and not courageous enough to oppose a
missile deployment in Cuba.23 For many years this has been the conven-
tional wisdom in most American analyses of the crisis. There are good rea-
sons for rejecting this interpretation, as chapter 4 demonstrates. It seems
likely that Burlatsky, who barely knew Khrushchev, absorbed the idea from
the Western books and articles he read and injected it into the play he wrote
about the missile crisis.

The problem of contamination may become more pronounced in the fu-
ture as many Russian historians and social scientists reject the orthodox
interpretations of their former country’s history and foreign relations. Some
Russian scholars, deeply antagonistic to communism, have adopted the
traditional Western point of view that assigns to the Soviet Union primary
responsibility for the Cold War.24 Russian scholars will continue to be influ-
enced by Western interpretations until they gain access to the many Soviet
archives that are still closed.

Because critical Soviet documents remain classified, Western students of
Soviet foreign policy are forced to rely more heavily than usual on the oral
testimony of former Soviet officials. Some scholars have questioned the
value of history constructed on the basis of what they deride as hearsay.
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They contend that oral history is a poor substitute for written sources and
contemporary documents.25

We recognize the limitations of oral history and lament the incomplete
documentary record on both crises. Some documentation has become avail-
able, and more may be released in the future. Foreign ministry and military
officials who have looked through the relevant Soviet archives report a gen-
eral dearth of the kind of material we would most like to see: notes and
summaries of Politburo meetings, records of conversations between and
among key policymakers, and the working documents of advisory groups
set up to assist crisis management. The central archives of the Soviet Com-
munist Party that were opened on 2 March 1992 did not contain the minutes
of Politburo meetings during the Khrushchev and Brezhnev eras.26 Most files
of the International Department of the Central Committee remain classified.

Even when all the government and party records are released, they will
not provide the basis for a complete reconstruction of either crisis. The de-
ployment of missiles in Cuba was shrouded in secrecy, and no written re-
cords were kept by the handful of officials involved in its planning and initial
implementation.27 In 1973, Brezhnev made all the important decisions in
consultation with the Politburo or a very small circle of advisors.

The problem of documentation must be put in comparative perspective.
Western scholars never complained about the use of interviews to recon-
struct the American side of the Cuban missile crisis. In the years when few
American documents were available, studies of the crisis relied on the mem-
oirs and oral testimony of Kennedy administration officials. The first prom-
inent study, by newsman Elie Abel, was based almost entirely on his talks
with administration officials.28 Subsequent accounts made use of the histo-
ries cum memoirs of Theodore Sorensen and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Roger
Hilsman, and then of the posthumously published memoir of Robert Ken-
nedy.29 Graham Allison’s The Essence of Decision, for fifteen years consid-
ered the standard account of the crisis, used the same sources.30 The only
important documents available to American scholars and journalists were
sanitized copies of some of the messages exchanged by Kennedy and Khru-
shchev.31 Western officials and scholars nevertheless wrote histories of the
crisis and drew policy lessons.

In recent years, hundreds of documents pertinent to the Cuban missile
crisis have been declassified. These documents, especially the transcripts of
some of the secret Ex Comm tapes, are of enormous importance. None of
these documents contains the most important new evidence about Ken-
nedy’s decisions during the crisis. The compelling evidence comes from the
recent revelations of former American officials, the same kind of source we
have used to reconstruct Khrushchev’s decisions. The documents offer no
hint that, unknown to the Ex Comm, Kennedy engaged in back-channel
negotiations with Khrushchev, made a secret concession on the Jupiter mis-
siles in Turkey, and considered a further concession if that became necessary
to resolve the crisis. For obvious reasons, the president and the few officials
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he confided in made sure that there was no documentary record. A history
based only on the documents would be very misleading.

Extraordinary secrecy also surrounded the Bay of Pigs invasion. Within
the CIA, the Deputy Director of Intelligence Ray S. Cline and his directorate
were not informed about the operation.32 Secretary of State Dean Rusk re-
members that he was not allowed to consult the department’s Bureau of
Intelligence and Research, that almost certainly would have provided him
with a critical evaluation. He was also prohibited from discussing the opera-
tion with senior officials at State. This secrecy, Rusk insists, “made it very
difficult for historians to reconstruct the Bay of Pigs operation, particularly
its planning, because very little was put on paper. [Allen] Dulles, [Richard]
Bissell, and others proposing the operation briefed us orally.” The written
records do not include even the substance of these conversations.33

The missile crisis may be an unusual case. President Kennedy struggled to
find the political room to reconcile the competing demands of foreign and
domestic policy. He consequently kept some of his actions and decisions
secret not only from the public but from many top government officials. He
deliberately misled some of his most trusted officials and advisors like Dean
Rusk to protect them and himself from subsequent congressional inquiries.

No such secrecy was necessary in 1973. Even so, when the documents are
released, they will be misleading. Kissinger frequently had different versions
of documents prepared for different audiences and rarely put anything on
record from his extensive back-channel discussions. Future scholars, Kissin-
ger noted, will have “no criteria for determining which documents were
produced to provide an alibi and which genuinely guided decisions.”34 The
documentary record is not only misleading but frequently incomplete. The
most important decisions grew out of informal conversations among offi-
cials that were not recorded. When the documents are released, they will tell
only part of the story. We cannot be confident of our understanding and
interpretation of critical foreign-policy decisions during the Cold War when
they are based largely, or entirely, on the written record.

THE LESSONS OF HISTORY

At the height of the American commitment to Star Wars, General Secretary
Mikhail Gorbachev called for the record of the Caribbean crisis because he
hoped that an analysis of its lessons would help him to deal with Ronald
Reagan.35 In 1990, President George Bush modeled his unsuccessful attempt
to coerce Saddam Hussein to withdraw the Iraqi army from Kuwait on Ken-
nedy’s success in compelling Nikita Khrushchev to withdraw Soviet missiles
from Cuba.36

As these examples suggest, the missile crisis has been an important source
of learning for American and Soviet leaders about crisis prevention and
management. For Americans, it confirmed the lesson of Munich: weakness
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and vacillation encourage aggression, and capability and resolve deter.
For Soviets, it underlined the need to achieve and maintain strategic equal-
ity with the United States to avoid being victimized by a predatory adver-
sary.

The lessons of Cuba were reconfirmed for Americans by the crisis in
1973. Once again, the Soviet Union seemed intent on challenging the United
States, on this occasion by sending military forces to Egypt. Secretary of
State Henry Kissinger believed that Moscow had been restrained in 1962 by
the American strategic alert, and ordered a worldwide alert of American
strategic and conventional forces in October 1973 to forestall Soviet inter-
vention. Kissinger attributed Soviet restraint to American deterrence.37

It was no accident that the crises of 1962 and 1973 appeared to validate
the lessons of Munich. In the absence of direct evidence about Soviet motives
and calculations, American officials and foreign-policy analysts interpreted
Moscow’s policies in both confrontations in accord with their assumptions.
They assumed that Soviet leaders were aggressive and attributed whatever
restraint they showed to American military capability and resolve. The effi-
cacy of deterrence and its sister strategy, compellence, was confirmed tauto-
logically.

New information about the missile crisis emerged when the political
agendas of those who knew began to change. The first opening was Robert
Kennedy’s memoir, written in support of his bid for the presidency.38 More
information became public in the 1980s, in response to Ronald Reagan’s
policies toward the Soviet Union. Kennedy administration officials attend-
ing the Hawk’s Cay Conference in 1987 expressed concern that Reagan and
his advisors had “overlearned” the lesson of Cuba. At one of the lunches,
a prominent Republican and former cabinet member in the Kennedy admin-
istration confessed that he never thought he would live to see the day “when
the White House, not the Kremlin, posed the greatest threat to the peace of
the world.”39 Robert McNamara expressed the hope that American poli-
cymakers would act more cautiously if they knew just how difficult crises
like the Cuban missile crisis were to control.40

In the Soviet Union, revelations about the missile crisis may initially have
been motivated by the desire to mobilize support in the West for arms con-
trol. The Soviet delegation to the Cambridge Conference, the first occasion
at which Soviet officials spoke freely about the crisis, was headed by Georgiy
Shakhnazarov, a Gorbachev advisor and confidant, who spoke of the need
to educate the American public about the dangers of nuclear confronta-
tion.41 But willingness to speak openly about the past was also part of a
broader attempt by reform-minded officials to discredit the foreign and stra-
tegic policies of Brezhnev. Like its American counterpart, the traditional
Soviet interpretation of the missile crisis had been used to justify those
policies.

Historical “lessons” cast long shadows. They help define the problems
policymakers identify as critical, and the range of strategies they consider
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appropriate. If the lessons leaders learn are wrong, superficial, or applied
inappropriately, they will not be good guides to policy. They can blind lead-
ers to the underlying dynamics of a conflict and create false expectations that
strategies that worked in the past will succeed once again.

We can do nothing about the lives and resources expended in the course
of the long struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union. How-
ever, the lessons we learn from the Cold War are still within our control.
With evidence now available, we can more confidently reconstruct and re-
interpret its history and reevaluate the policy lessons it generated or con-
firmed. Better history can produce better lessons. In this way, we can all still
win the Cold War.
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Missiles to Cuba: Foreign-Policy Motives

In our discussions and exchanges on Berlin and other

international questions, the one thing that has most

concerned me has been the possibility that your government

would not correctly understand the will and determination

of the United States.

—John F. Kennedy 1

THE DEPLOYMENT OF MISSILES to Cuba came as a rude shock to the Ken-
nedy administration. Senior officials had reasoned that Khrushchev would
have to be completely irrational to challenge the United States in a region
where it possessed overwhelming military superiority after President Ken-
nedy had made clear that the introduction of offensive weapons was un-
acceptable to his administration.2 Ever since the crisis, Western analysts
have speculated about Khrushchev’s motives for sending missiles to Cuba
and his reasons for believing that the United States would tolerate them.3

For many years, Soviet officials were extremely reticent to talk about the
“Caribbean crisis.” As close an ally as Fidel Castro received no answers
when he questioned Leonid I. Brezhnev, Aleksei N. Kosygin, and other Polit-
buro members about Khrushchev’s goals and calculations.4 Only with
glasnost did knowledgeable Soviets become willing to discuss the Khru-
shchev era. They affirm that the missile deployment was conceived by Khru-
shchev and carried out on his orders. The Presidium, the highest organ of the
Communist Party in 1962, discussed and approved the initiative, but its
authorization was largely pro forma because Khrushchev was powerful
enough to impose his policy preferences on the Party and government.5 Our
analysis accordingly focuses on Khrushchev, his motives and expectations,
and the pressures—foreign and domestic—that he faced.

Knowledgeable associates of the former Soviet leader attribute the missile
deployment to two immediate foreign-policy concerns: Khrushchev wanted
to prevent an American invasion of Cuba, and to offset American strategic
superiority. He also sent missiles to Cuba to subject the United States to the
same kind of close-range nuclear threat that the Jupiter missiles, then being
deployed in Turkey, posed to the Soviet Union. In chapter 2 we analyze these
foreign-policy objectives. In chapter 3 we look at the domestic context of the
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missile decision and argue that Khrushchev’s commitment to economic and
political reform provided an equally strong incentive for him to send missiles
to Cuba. In chapter 4 we examine Khrushchev’s reasons for believing that
the deployment would succeed.

Khrushchev’s foreign policy cannot be understood in isolation from its
broader international setting. In particular, it is necessary to consider Amer-
ican foreign policy and its consequences for the Soviet Union. Our narrative
traces these links with regard to Cuba, the strategic balance, and Khru-
shchev’s concern to achieve “psychological equality.”

THE THREAT FROM CUBA

Fidel Castro’s embrace of communism and subsequent alignment with the
Soviet Union made Cuba a major battlefield of the Cold War. Like Berlin,
that other flashpoint, Cuba was a beleaguered outpost within the other
side’s sphere of influence. The Soviet Union was unprepared to abandon
Cuba, just as the United States was unwilling to give up its precarious posi-
tion in Berlin. Both superpowers regarded the other’s outpost as an affront
and a danger.6

In April 1961, anti-Castro refugees, trained and supported by the United
States, carried out an abortive invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs (Playa
Giron).7 In the seventeen months between the Bay of Pigs and the missile
crisis, American policy toward Cuba was shaped by anger, domestic politics,
and broader foreign-policy concerns. The administration, the CIA, and the
military were keen to avenge the Bay of Pigs. The president was subjected to
mounting pressure to invade Cuba from the Congress and some of the most
powerful members of the media. Kennedy also considered it essential to dis-
play firmness toward Cuba to offset whatever impression of weakness his
refusal to commit American forces to the faltering Bay of Pigs invasion had
conveyed to Khrushchev. For all three reasons, the White House searched
for ways to overthrow Castro that did not involve direct American military
intervention. The president ruled out an invasion as too costly, certain to
antagonize European allies, contrary to America’s traditions, and too likely
to provoke a wider confrontation with the Soviet Union.8

Kennedy accepted full responsibility for the abortive invasion, a gesture
that muted some of the criticism of his leadership.9 Cuba nevertheless
became the administration’s “political Achilles’ heel.”10 Public-opinion
polls revealed mounting frustration and anger at Castro’s durability and
Moscow’s alleged use of Cuba as a base to spread subversion in the Carib-
bean. Kennedy’s critics assailed his apparent reluctance to deal decisively
with Castro, and the Republicans, sensing a Democratic vulnerability, an-
nounced that Cuba would be “the dominant issue” of their 1962 congres-
sional campaign.11
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The media assault on the administration grew in intensity during the sum-
mer of 1962 and reached a peak in September and October, in response to
the ongoing and well-publicized Soviet military buildup in Cuba. Conserva-
tive newspapers and magazines gave prominent coverage to the exploits of
anti-Castro refugees and Republican protests against the administration’s
failure to check the mounting Soviet military presence in the Caribbean.
Time, in the vanguard of these attacks, heaped abuse on Kennedy. A 14
September editorial insisted that “the U.S. simply cannot afford to let Cuba
survive indefinitely as a Soviet fortress just off its shores and a cancer
throughout the hemisphere.”12 A week later, Time’s cover story, on the
Monroe Doctrine, featured pleas by prominent Republicans for a blockade
or invasion of Cuba. “Just Get It Over With,” a subhead proclaimed. Time
dismissed Soviet warnings that an invasion could lead to nuclear war as
nothing more than a bluff.13

Sentiments also ran high in the administration. “We were hysterical about
Castro,” Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara remembered.14 Under
Secretary of State Chester A. Bowles described the National Security Council
(NSC) meetings of 20 and 22 April at which the Bay of Pigs failure was
discussed as “emotional” and “almost savage.”15 The consensus was “to get
tough” with Castro and “teach him a lesson.” “Emotions ran almost as high
at subsequent meetings.”16

Bowles thought that the Bay of Pigs was a “humiliating” defeat for Ken-
nedy and had temporarily “shattered” his self-confidence.17 Ray Cline, the
CIA’s Deputy Director for Intelligence, who regularly briefed the president
on Cuban developments, thought the Kennedy brothers were “deeply
ashamed” by their failure at the Bay of Pigs and “obsessed with the problem
of Cuba.” “They were a couple of fighting Irishmen who felt they had
muffed it, and they vented their wrath on Castro for the next two years.”18

Robert Kennedy took the setback very personally. He repeatedly voiced
his desire for revenge to CIA and top administration officials. According to
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., he was “filled with inchoate urgencies” and ready to
do anything to prevent his brother from suffering another setback.19 Brig.
Gen. Edward G. Lansdale, the administration’s expert on guerrilla warfare,
was impressed by the desire of both Kennedys “to bring Castro down.” He
was certain “that they had that emotion in them until they were both killed.
But Bobby felt even more strongly about it than Jack. He was protective of
his brother and felt his brother had been insulted and dishonored by the Bay
of Pigs. He felt the insult had to be redressed rather quickly.”20

In this charged atmosphere, Bowles’ advocacy of nonviolent measures
elicited anger and derision. The president rejected his counsel out of hand.
“There can be no long-term living with Castro as a neighbor,” he insisted.21

Kennedy was more receptive to the recommendation of the Taylor Commis-
sion to increase harassment of Cuba and other communist regimes in the
Third World.22 He ordered the Defense Department to expand its capability
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for paramilitary operations. Goaded by Robert Kennedy, Gen. Maxwell
Taylor began to explore the possibilities of organizing Cuban exiles for co-
vert hit-and-run attacks against Cuba.23 On the political front, the adminis-
tration, with full support of Congress, took steps to isolate Cuba politically
and economically.24

Laos and Berlin

The Bay of Pigs was only one of the events that heightened the administra-
tion’s concern about Castro. In March of 1961, the Soviet Union began an
airlift to resupply pro-communist Pathet Lao forces in Laos. In April, just a
week before the Bay of Pigs, the Soviet Union achieved a stunning first in
space by putting cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin in orbit around the earth. In June,
Khrushchev presented Kennedy with a blunt ultimatum on Berlin. These
developments, but especially the threat of a new Berlin crisis, created a siege
mentality in the White House.

Kennedy had come to office deeply troubled by the Soviet Union’s new
assertiveness. He suspected that Khrushchev’s growing bellicosity reflected
the Soviet leader’s conviction that the “correlation of forces” was shifting in
his country’s favor. Khrushchev claimed that the Soviet rate of industrial
growth had surpassed that of the United States. The Soviet space program
had achieved a series of stunning firsts, and the Strategic Rocket Forces
(SRF) had begun to deploy intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) capa-
ble of striking the United States. In the Third World, many anticolonial
movements had adopted Marxist rhetoric and looked to Moscow for sup-
port. Communist or pro-communist governments had come to power in
Vietnam, Guinea, Indonesia, and Cuba, and seemed to presage the passage
of much of Africa and Asia into the socialist camp.

On the eve of Kennedy’s inauguration, Khrushchev made a widely publi-
cized speech in which he announced that “there is no longer any force in the
world capable of barring the road to socialism.” Pointing to recent anti-
imperialist triumphs in Vietnam, Algeria, and Cuba, he observed that the
current state of world affairs had “greatly exceeded the boldest and most
optimistic predictions and expectations.” He went on to hail “national-lib-
eration wars” as the wave of the future and promised support for such upris-
ings “whole-heartedly and without reservation.”25

Khrushchev’s speech made a profound impression on the new president
who took it as an “authoritative exposition of Soviet policy.” He discussed
the speech with his staff and read passages from it to the NSC. He ordered
the CIA to prepare a detailed analysis of the text and sent the analysis and
the speech to fifty top administration officials with instructions to “read,
mark, learn and inwardly digest.”26 At their June summit, Kennedy com-
plained bitterly to Khrushchev about the speech and warned that Soviet sup-
port of national-liberation movements would lead to “a direct confronta-
tion” between the superpowers.27
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Kennedy interpreted the growing Soviet involvement in Laos as Khru-
shchev’s first attempt to put his strategy into practice.28 When the Pathet Lao
launched a new offensive on 26 April, the NSC held “a long and confused
session” and debated immediate intervention. Kennedy was reluctant to
send American forces into combat but considered it essential to convince
Khrushchev that the United States would not abandon Laos.29 He put Amer-
ican forces on alert and ordered ten thousand Marines in Okinawa to pre-
pare to move out at a moment’s notice.30

The danger passed. A few days later, opposing Laotian forces negotiated
another cease-fire. On 12 May, Soviet and American representatives met in
Geneva to establish the ground rules for a neutral Laos. Kennedy and his
advisors attributed this favorable outcome to the administration’s toughness
coupled with its willingness to leave the Soviet Union a face-saving escape
route.31

In June, Kennedy met Khrushchev in Vienna and was presented with an
ultimatum on Berlin. Khrushchev warned that the Soviet Union would sign
a separate peace treaty with East Germany if the Western powers did not
consent to a German treaty and give up their occupation rights in Berlin. If
the West tried to shoot its way into Berlin, Moscow would come to the
assistance of its fraternal ally. “No force in the world,” Khrushchev pro-
claimed, “would prevent the USSR from signing a treaty.”32

Secretary of State Dean Rusk described the Vienna summit as “a brutal
moment” for Kennedy. Khrushchev had set out to intimidate him and “the
experience sobered and shook” the young president.33 Kennedy came away
convinced that Khrushchev doubted his willingness to defend Western com-
mitments and interests. He became more obsessive about demonstrating
resolve and more fearful about the consequences of a showdown. He told
newsmen about Khrushchev’s demands and spoke of his determination to
stand firm. “The prospects for nuclear war,” he warned, “were now very
real.”34

Kennedy returned to Washington concerned that he had “less than six
months to prepare for a possible nuclear war over Berlin.” Assistant Secre-
tary of the Navy Paul B. Fay, a wartime friend, received a phone call to ask
if he had built a bomb shelter for his family. “No,” he answered, “I built a
swimming pool instead.” “You made a mistake,” Kennedy replied. “And he
was dead serious,” remembered Fay.35 According to Time’s White House
sources, Kennedy brooded about the dangers of war, “became moody, with-
drawn, often fell into deep thought in the midst of festive occasions with
family and friends.”36

By temperament a man of action, Kennedy coped with his postsummit
anxiety by taking charge of the administration’s political response to Khru-
shchev. He “saturated” himself with the details of the problem. He reviewed
the military contingency plans of NATO and the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS),
found them wanting, and dictated changes. He ordered a rapid military
buildup of American forces in Germany.37 Convinced that Khrushchev
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would be more impressed by action than rhetoric, he asked Congress for an
additional $3.25 billion military appropriation, standby authority to call
up the reserves, and a temporary tax increase to pay for these measures. By
late fall, the armed forces had been increased by some three-hundred
thousand men, and forty-thousand additional troops had been dispatched
to Europe.38

The Berlin crisis came dangerously close to a flashpoint in mid-August
when the East Germans began to construct a wall to seal off their sector of
the city. To test Soviet intentions and demonstrate Western resolve, Kennedy
ordered fifteen hundred American soldiers in armored vehicles to pass
through the East German checkpoints on the autobahn to Berlin. Vice-Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson and retired Gen. Lucius Clay, commander of Ameri-
can forces during the 1948–49 crisis, were sent to Berlin to publicize the
American commitment to defend the city.39 The president estimated the
chances of a nuclear exchange to be about one in five.40

Focus on Castro

The Bay of Pigs assumed new significance in the president’s mind as he antic-
ipated a confrontation with the Soviet Union. He wondered if his refusal to
commit American forces to the invasion had encouraged “Khrushchev to
assume that he was dealing with a weak and vacillating new American pres-
ident” who could be intimidated “by taking a harsh position, particularly in
regard to Berlin.”41 He worried that Khrushchev would assume that he
would back down again rather than commit American forces to combat.
The president, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. remembered, wanted “to dissuade the
communists from regarding restraint as evidence of weakness.”42

One way to send this message, Robert Kennedy insisted, was to increase
the pressure on Castro. The attorney general had been pushing for an offen-
sive against Castro since the debacle at the Bay of Pigs.43 He turned to the
CIA for assistance. Anxious to regain its lost prestige, the Agency was ex-
tremely receptive to Kennedy’s overtures. “We wanted to earn our spurs
with the President,” Richard Helms remembered.44 The Agency proposed
that a campaign of sabotage be carried out by anti-Castro refugees. Robert
Kennedy and Latin American experts at the State Department preferred to
build a revolutionary movement within Cuba. In late August, a compromise
was reached. The Cuban Task Force, which included Richard Bissell from
CIA, George Ball from State, and Richard Goodwin from the White House,
recommended to the president that he follow both approaches.45

President Kennedy remained committed to the overthrow of Castro from
within and ordered greater support for indigenous Cuban resistance forces.
In November, he asked Edward G. Lansdale, a veteran organizer of anti-
guerrilla efforts in the Philippines and Vietnam, to take command of an
operation “to help Cuba overthrow the Communist regime.”46 Kennedy in-
sisted that “Operation Mongoose,” as this effort became known, be “kept



• F O R E I G N - P O L I C Y M O T I V E S • 25

in a low key” to conceal American involvement as much as possible. Large-
scale operations would attract public attention and jeopardize efforts to
secure the release of Bay of Pigs veterans still in Cuban prisons. To make
sure his instructions were followed, he set up a new review committee, the
Special Group (Augmented) [SG(A)], headed by Maxwell Taylor, to oversee
all covert operations against Cuba.47

Lansdale and Robert Kennedy ignored the president’s orders to keep op-
erations low-key.48 The attorney general told Mongoose planners in January
1962 that “no time, money, effort—or manpower is to be spared.”49 The
CIA took these instructions to heart and set up “Task Force W” with a
budget of over $50 million a year. Within months, Miami became the largest
CIA station in the world with six hundred full-time officers directing an
expatriate force of about three thousand Cubans. Task Force W purchased
or rented over a hundred “safe houses” and proprietary fronts, operated its
own fleet of fast-attack craft, and ran a small air force. In the summer of
1961, JM WAVE, the code-word designator for the Miami operation, pre-
pared to stage commando raids against Cuban sugar mills, oil refineries,
chemical plants, and military installations. The few operations it mounted
failed.50

The CIA tried to eliminate Castro. With the assistance of the Mafia, the
Agency organized a series of assassination attempts. Bad luck, incompe-
tence, and likely Mafia betrayal foiled plots to dispose of Castro by poisoned
food and drink and exploding cigars. The assassination attempts were
briefly suspended after the Bay of Pigs, but reactivated by the CIA’s Deputy
Director for Plans, Richard Helms, possibly with the knowledge and ap-
proval of Robert Kennedy.51 The Agency outdid itself the second time
around. It tried poison pills in April 1962, a three-man hit squad in June, a
diving suit contaminated with tuberculosis bacilli in August, and in January
1963, it proposed placing a rare sea shell, filled with explosives, in waters
where Castro dived. The Cuban leader survived all these attempts. Discour-
aged by the Agency’s record of failure, Helms terminated the assassination
program in February 1963.52

The Contradictions of Cuban Policy

The covert operations against Cuba were equally disappointing. “Operation
Mongoose wasn’t worth a damn,” McNamara opined.53 Arthur Schlesin-
ger, Jr. complained that it “expended its efforts on trivial, aimless, mindless,
pinprick sabotage”54 “All it accomplished,” the CIA’s Ray Cline admitted,
“was to make Castro beholden to the U.S.S.R.”55

Mongoose was based on a political contradiction. The CIA’s Board of
National Estimates had told the president that it was extremely unlikely that
Castro could be overthrown by clandestine operations.56 National Security
Advisor McGeorge Bundy pointed out to John McCone, Director of CIA,
that a campaign of paramilitary harassment made sense only if it was the
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prelude to an invasion.57 But Kennedy and McNamara were strongly disin-
clined to invade and had made their opposition clear to the CIA.58 Robert
Kennedy and Gen. Lansdale, and the CIA on Lansdale’s instructions, re-
mained committed to large-scale covert operations against Cuba.59

Operation Mongoose risked sending the wrong message to Moscow. If
the operation was untraceable to the United States, as Kennedy insisted it
had to be, it could not possibly signal resolve. If Castro and Khrushchev
realized, as they were bound to, that Washington was behind the attacks,
they would likely view them as a prelude to invasion. The administration
would incur the wrath of Havana and Moscow for an unintended threat.
Kennedy authorized and persevered with Mongoose in the face of these in-
consistencies. His emotional need to strike out against Castro was excep-
tionally strong. In Bundy’s view, the covert operations were “a psychologi-
cal salve for inaction.”60

The assassination plots were also riddled with contradictions. In the judg-
ment of the CIA’s Board of Estimates, Castro’s elimination would accom-
plish little. Assassination would make him a martyr to the Cuban people and
bring Ernesto Che Guevara, Raúl Castro, or some other hard-liner to
power.61 At least one administration insider claims that Kennedy spurned
assassination for moral as well as practical reasons.62 However, Robert
McNamara maintains that it is “almost inconceivable” that Helms would
have attempted to assassinate Castro without the approval of senior White
House officials.63 McNamara and his colleagues nevertheless deny any
knowledge of the assassination attempts.64

A third contradiction in American policy concerned the ongoing military
preparations for an invasion of Cuba. In response to White House direc-
tives, the Pentagon prepared contingency plans for air strikes and ground
assaults against Cuba, all of them with American forces. The plans were
tested in a series of large-scale and well-publicized exercises. In April, the
Marines carried out an amphibious assault, Lantphibex I-62, against the
Puerto Rican island of Vieques.65 In late April and early May, exercise
Quick Kick, sent 79 ships, 300 aircraft, and more than 40,000 troops
against the southeastern coast of the United States to simulate an invasion of
Cuba.66 Jupiter Springs, held in the summer, practiced the airborne compo-
nent of a Cuban assault. Swift Strike II, conducted in the Carolinas in Au-
gust, involved four Army divisions and eight tactical air squadrons, some
seventy-thousand personnel, in a simulated limited war. The Pentagon billed
it as “the largest peacetime war games in United States military history.”67

On 19 April, as the Bay of Pigs invasion was being overwhelmed on the
beaches, a “gloomy meeting” of top political and military leaders considered
and rejected the possibility of using American forces to topple Castro.68

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., who attended the Cuban task force meetings in May,
reports “complete agreement against any thought of direct intervention.”
McGeorge Bundy recalled that “We were unsure of our next move. The only
thing we really did know was that we did not want an enlarged version of
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the Bay of Pigs. We were not going to repeat that exercise by adding a zero
and throwing in the American Army.”69 Defense Secretary McNamara in-
sists that the administration “had absolutely no intention of invading
Cuba.”70 “The military prepared its contingency plans—that’s its job,” he
explained, “but those plans were never entertained seriously by me or by the
president.”71

Domestic politics also played a role. By late summer, the president had
become even more concerned about Cuba. Burgeoning Soviet arms ship-
ments and Republican charges that he was not doing enough to get rid of
Castro convinced him to give greater latitude to Lansdale. On 23 August, he
ordered Taylor, chairman of the SG(A) to develop “with all possible speed”
the Mongoose option for provoking an uprising in Cuba. He requested the
Defense Department to accelerate their contingency planning in response to
reports of increased Soviet arms shipments to Cuba and the remote possibil-
ity that Moscow might introduce nuclear weapons capable of attacking the
United States.72 Subsequent directives in September and early October in-
structed Lansdale to consider “new and more dynamic approaches,” and
ordered the Defense Department to be ready to blockade Cuba and carry out
air strikes against Soviet surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites on the island.73

Kennedy’s instructions to the Defense Department were a hedge against
the unpleasant possibility that Soviet involvement in Cuba would compel
him to consider military action. The military planning and exercises that
followed did not indicate any commitment to attack Cuba then or later.74 In
the president’s mind, their principal purpose was intimidation. Many offi-
cers nevertheless hoped that the Caribbean buildup was a prelude to inva-
sion. Once their forces were in place they actively sought the go-ahead from
the White House.75

To mask preparations for scenarios the military might be ordered to exe-
cute, Adm. Robert L. Dennison suggested that the press be told that they
were part of Phibriglex-62, another large Marine amphibious exercise
scheduled for mid-October. Reporters were duly informed that the Marines
would hit the beaches and liberate the Puerto Rican island of Vieques from
an imaginary despot named Ortsac—Castro spelled backward.76 Neither
the Cuban nor the Soviet leaders were fooled. Like Operation Mongoose
and the assassination plots, the military buildup and exercises sent the
wrong message to Havana and Moscow.

THE THREAT TO CUBA

Almost every Soviet official who claims any knowledge of the missile de-
ployment insists that one of its important objectives was to protect Fidel
Castro and his revolution. Officials close to Khrushchev report that he was
politically and personally committed to maintaining and fostering the devel-
opment of socialism in Cuba.
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Soviet Involvement in Cuba

Serious Soviet interest in Cuba began only after Castro came to power. We
“had no idea,” Khrushchev later wrote, “what political course his regime
would follow.” Soviet Latin American specialists knew that Che Guevara
was a communist, and Raúl Castro, too, but that he kept it a secret from his
brother. Khrushchev’s son-in-law and Izvestiya editor, Aleksei I. Adzhubei,
at first thought Castro “an ordinary American dictator,” who had already
gone “to bow down to Washington and meet with Nixon.”77

Soviet-Cuban relations grew closer after the visit of Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Anastas I. Mikoyan to Havana in February 1960 in response to an invita-
tion from Fidel Castro. Mikoyan was “truly charmed by the wit and courage
of Fidel” and returned a great supporter of his revolution. Khrushchev’s
daughter Rada and her husband, Adzhubei, also visited Cuba and came
home with glowing reports.78 Diplomatic relations were soon established,
and when the United States cut off Cuba’s oil supply, the Soviet Union
helped by supplying much needed petroleum products. This aid put a heavy
burden on Soviet shipping and forced the government, Khrushchev admit-
ted, to buy additional tankers from Italy.79

As Cuba moved toward socialism, Washington’s hostility became more
pronounced. Castro’s show trials of Batista stalwarts, nationalization of
businesses, including American enterprises, restrictive policies toward land-
owners, and appointment of communists to government positions led to
American political and economic pressure on Cuba and a not so secret effort
to train anti-Castro refugees for a possible invasion.80 Castro became in-
creasingly concerned about security and asked Moscow for arms.81 “We
gave them tanks and artillery and sent them instructors,” Khrushchev ac-
knowledged.82 By the time of the Bay of Pigs, Castro had publicly declared
his intention of putting Cuba on the road to socialism, and the Soviet Union
was committed to supplying economic and military aid.

Khrushchev derived enormous personal satisfaction from his assistance to
Cuba. By helping Castro, whom he viewed as “a modern-day Lenin,” he felt
that he was doing something of great historical importance that would earn
him a prominent place in the pantheon of socialist heroes.83 Khrushchev
“was really a romantic in that matter,” Alekseev remembered.84 He took
pride in the realization that Soviet aid had enabled Cuba to survive “right in
front of the open jaws of predatory American imperialism.”85 Anastas
Mikoyan also had a sentimental attachment to Cuba. After the missile crisis,
he confided to Dean Rusk: “You Americans must understand what Cuba
means to us old Bolsheviks. We have been waiting all our lives for a country
to go Communist without the Red Army, and it happened in Cuba. It makes
us feel like boys again!”86

The Soviet Union also had more tangible foreign-policy reasons for sup-
porting Cuba. Khrushchev recognized that “Cuba’s very existence is good
propaganda for other Latin American countries, encouraging them to follow
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its example and to choose the course of Socialism.” But if Cuba fell to the
capitalists after the Soviet Union had declared its support, it would have “a
devastating effect on the revolutionary world movement.” Close relations
with Castro were also useful in the ideological struggle with the People’s
Republic of China; Moscow could demonstrate that it was not a “paper
tiger” but a worthy leader of the communist world.87

Khrushchev probably made up his mind to send missiles to Cuba in May
1962, during a state visit to Bulgaria.88 While in Bulgaria, he claimed:

one thought kept hammering away at my brain: what will happen if we lose
Cuba? I knew it would have been a terrible blow to Marxism-Leninism. It
would gravely diminish our stature throughout the world, but especially in
Latin America. If Cuba fell, other Latin American countries would reject us,
claiming that for all our might the Soviet Union hadn’t been able to do anything
for Cuba except to make empty protests to the United Nations.89

Khrushchev Comes to Cuba’s Defense

The Bay of Pigs and the harassment of Cuba that followed convinced Khru-
shchev that Kennedy would mount a second invasion, this time with Ameri-
can forces. “I was haunted by the knowledge that the Americans could not
stomach having Castro’s Cuba right next to them. They would do some-
thing. They had the strength, and they had the means.”90 In Vienna, six
weeks after the Bay of Pigs, Khrushchev confronted Kennedy with his suspi-
cion. Kennedy sought to reassure him and admitted that the Bay of Pigs
invasion had been a mistake.91

The prospect of another assault on Cuba continued to trouble top Soviet
officials throughout the summer and fall of 1961.92 Khrushchev told his
Kremlin colleagues “that it would be foolish to expect the inevitable second
invasion to be as badly planned and as badly executed as the first. I warned
that Fidel would be crushed if another invasion were launched against Cuba
and said that we were the only one who could prevent such a disaster from
occurring.”93 During the crisis and afterward, Khrushchev insisted that he
sent missiles to Cuba to “restrain the United States from precipitous military
action against Castro’s government.”94

Soviet Views of the Threat

Until 1987, the only independent account of Khrushchev’s motives came
from Finnish President Urho Kekkonen, who had visited Moscow in Octo-
ber 1962. The day before Kennedy proclaimed the quarantine, Kekkonen
had a long talk with Khrushchev, who told him that he had expected the
United States to invade Cuba in late August or early September, but now
believed there would be no attack.95 Khrushchev did not tell Kekkonen
about the missiles but may have been expecting that their presence would
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deter an American attack. Kekkonen’s account tallies with a contemporary
American intelligence report that Cuban military officers had feared an at-
tack all summer long but thought the danger had passed in September.96 It
also fits with an off-the-record account of Soviet policy given by Deputy
Prime Minister Mikoyan to President Kennedy several weeks after the crisis.
Mikoyan assured Kennedy that the missiles had been purely defensive and
justified by the threats of invasion voiced by Richard Nixon and American
generals.97

Former Soviet officials insist that the Soviet leadership as a whole believed
that Kennedy would try to reverse the humiliation of the Bay of Pigs. Oleg
Troyanovsky, one of Khrushchev’s chief foreign-policy aides, reports that
“we received an enormous amount of information on the intentions of the
United States to launch a second attack on Cuba.”98 Sergo Mikoyan re-
ported that his father, regarded within the leadership as an authority on
Cuba, believed that a second “invasion was inevitable, that it would be mas-
sive, and that it would use all American forces.”99 Former Foreign Minister
Andrei Gromyko described the missile deployment as the result of “the very
sharp, aggressive stand of the [Kennedy] administration concerning the new
Cuba, and . . . the Cuban leadership.”100 Khrushchev told Gromyko about
his plan to send missiles to Cuba aboard a flight home from Sofia, Bulgaria
in May 1962. Khrushchev had insisted that “it is essential to deploy a certain
number of our nuclear missiles there. This alone can save the country
[Cuba]. Last year’s failed assault isn’t going to stop Washington.”101

Georgiy N. Bol’shakov, a KGB officer, and Khrushchev’s “back channel”
to Kennedy, told the same story. During a return visit to Moscow in the late
summer of 1962, Khrushchev sought him out to talk about the United
States. Khrushchev spoke about Cuba and his belief that Kennedy would
mount a second invasion. Asked for his opinion, Bol’shakov concurred, and
emphasized the political pressures on the president since the Bay of Pigs to
take action against Cuba. Yes, Khrushchev interrupted, and “he wouldn’t
mind getting revenge.”102

Sergei Khrushchev also says that Cuba was very much on his father’s
mind in the spring and summer of 1962. He had one reason for installing the
missiles: “the defense of Cuba from the possible landing by U.S. troops.”103

He expected that the missiles, once operational, “would force Kennedy to
choose between accepting Cuba or fighting a nuclear war.” As a reasonable
man, he could only choose the former.104 “Nikita Sergeevich was convinced
that missiles were necessary to do the job because Cuba was too far away to
help by conventional means.”105 Marshal Malinovsky had warned him that
an American invasion “would take only a few days, and, even with all its
enthusiasm, the Cuban army would not be able to deal with it.”106

The fullest account of Khrushchev’s concern about Cuba has been pro-
vided by Aleksandr Alekseev in his memoir of the crisis. A KGB officer,
Spanish Civil War veteran, and chief of the Latin America department of the
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KGB’s First Chief Directorate, Alekseev was sent to prerevolutionary Cuba
under cover as a journalist. He quickly established a close relationship with
Fidel Castro.107 At Castro’s request, Khrushchev appointed him ambassa-
dor. Khrushchev summoned Alekseev to his Kremlin office in May and ques-
tioned him for more than an hour about Cuba and its revolution. Four days
later, Alekseev attended a second meeting in the Kremlin at which the missile
deployment was discussed by top Soviet leaders. Khrushchev insisted that
conventional weapons alone “could hardly stop an aggressor.” He ex-
pressed his “absolute conviction” that the Kennedy administration was
planning a second invasion “in revenge for its defeat at the Bay of Pigs” and
could only be stopped by the threat of nuclear war.108

Soviet officials offer several reasons why Khrushchev thought a second
invasion almost certain. Capitalism in the United States could not tolerate a
socialist state in the Western hemisphere. The industrial and financial elite
was implacably hostile to Cuba and worked through the Pentagon and CIA
to engineer Castro’s overthrow. They used the media to whip up anti-Com-
munist passions and generate pressure on the president to take action.109

And Kennedy himself, as Khrushchev explained to Bol’shakov, was hanker-
ing for revenge for the Bay of Pigs.

Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders regarded American policy toward
Cuba in the year after the Bay of Pigs as unambiguous proof of Washing-
ton’s hostile intentions. The administration’s successful attempt to expel
Cuba from the Organization of American States (OAS) was seen as political
preparation for an invasion. So too were the administration’s widely publi-
cized charges that Castro was spreading communism throughout the hemi-
sphere. This was propaganda designed to garner public and foreign support
for military action. Most telling of all were the assassination attempts and
covert operations that the CIA mounted against Castro. Their only purpose
could be to destabilize his regime as a prelude for invasion.110

Moscow’s assessment was reinforced by repeated Cuban warnings. Ac-
cording to Gen. Fabian Escalante, the Cubans kept their Soviet comrades
fully informed about Washington’s military preparations and covert opera-
tions against their economy and government. Jorge Risquet, a Politburo
member and long time associate of Fidel Castro, reports that “For us there
was no doubt” that the United States was preparing a military assault. “It
was a logical political conclusion.”111

Many Soviet and Cuban leaders remain convinced that the United States
had been poised to attack Cuba. At the 1987 Cambridge conference, Soviet
officials expressed their belief that Kennedy would have invaded Cuba if he
had not been deterred by the missile deployment. Robert McNamara in-
sisted that Kennedy had not intended to invade Cuba and was reluctant to
do so even at the height of the missile crisis. Well before the Soviet conven-
tional arms buildup in Cuba, the president had concluded that an invasion
would be prohibitively costly.112
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There was incredulity on both sides. Some of the former American offi-
cials, knowing how adamantly opposed Kennedy had been to a second
Cuban invasion, found it hard to believe that Khrushchev and his advisors
could have worried so much about Cuba’s security. The dialogue is reveal-
ing. It demonstrates how leaders expect adversaries to assess their intentions
accurately, even though they are routinely bewildered by their adversary’s
behavior but do not hesitate to put the worst possible construction on it.
This process of false attribution and its nearly catastrophic consequences for
Soviet-American relations is now recognized by at least some of the partici-
pants on both sides.113

MIKOYAN: I think all the participants in the discussion agreed that the
United States was preparing for the liquidation of the Castro regime.

SORENSEN: But I remember that your father referred to Richard Nixon’s
threats to Cuba at the time, even though Nixon wasn’t part of the government.
I recall that President Kennedy thought this showed a remarkable misunder-
standing about the American government.

MIKOYAN: But there were invasion plans.
MCNAMARA: Let me say that we had no plan to invade Cuba, and I would

have opposed the idea strongly if it ever came up.
SORENSEN: Well, that’s the wrong word.
MCNAMARA: Okay, we had no intent.
SHAKHNAZAROV: But there were subversive actions.
MCNAMARA: That’s my point. We thought those covert operations were

terribly ineffective, and you thought they were ominous. We saw them very
differently . . . I can assure you that there was no intent in the White House or
in the Pentagon—or at least, in my Pentagon—to overthrow Castro by force.
But if I were on your side, I’d have thought otherwise. I can very easily imagine
estimating that an invasion was imminent.

SHAKHNAZAROV: I do not wish to turn the meeting into reciprocal accusa-
tion. I am inclined to believe you had no plan. But surely this is very important
for lessons.

SEVERAL VOICES: Yes, certainly.114

OVERCOMING STRATEGIC INSECURITY

The second proximate cause of the missile crisis was the pervasive sense of
strategic insecurity felt by both superpowers in the early 1960s. First the
United States, then the Soviet Union, worried that its adversary had achieved
a significant strategic advantage that it would try to exploit for political
gain. In their efforts to protect themselves against nuclear blackmail, Wash-
ington and Moscow only exacerbated one another’s insecurity. Their recip-
rocal initiatives culminated in the Soviet attempt to deploy ballistic missiles
secretly in Cuba.
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Khrushchev’s Bluff

The Soviet Union launched its first ICBM in August 1957, and its first satel-
lite, the famous Sputnik, in October. In the aftermath of these triumphs,
Soviet leaders began to deny that the West any longer possessed a strategic
advantage.115 In March 1958, Khrushchev told a French journalist that the
Soviet Union had broken out of “capitalist encirclement” and that it was
“no longer clear who encircles whom.”116 By 1959, Khrushchev and De-
fense Minister Marshal Rodion Malinovsky were loudly proclaiming Soviet
strategic superiority.117 In January 1961, he insisted that nuclear war, while
devastating to both sides, would result in certain victory for socialism.118

Khrushchev’s depiction of the strategic balance was based on extravagant
claims about the size and accuracy of the Soviet ICBM force.119 Three days
after the first Sputnik was lofted into orbit, Khrushchev confided to James
Reston of the New York Times: “We now have all the rockets we need:
long-range rockets, intermediate-range rockets and short-range rockets.”120

In January 1959, he told cheering delegates to the Twenty-first Party Con-
gress that serial production of ICBMs had begun.121 In November, he
boasted that Soviet factories “were turning out missiles like sausages.” Two
months later, he announced that the USSR led the world “in the creation and
mass production of intercontinental ballistic rockets of various types.”122 In
a January 1961 address to the Supreme Soviet—the speech that so disturbed
Kennedy—Khrushchev reiterated his by now routine assertion of strategic
superiority and went on to insist that the economic balance was also tipping
in favor of socialism.123

The View from Washington

Sputnik shattered American complacency about technological superiority.
Soviet achievements in space and Khrushchev’s claims about the number
and accuracy of its missiles aroused widespread concern among Americans
and Europeans that they would soon become vulnerable to a devastating
nuclear attack.

Western anxieties were further exacerbated by Khrushchev’s increasingly
belligerent rhetoric. In the Taiwan Straits and Berlin crises, he threatened the
West with nuclear destruction.124 In July 1959, at the height of the Berlin
crisis, he warned Ambassador Averell Harriman that if the United States
tried to maintain its position in Berlin by force, Soviet missiles would “fly
automatically.”125 Khrushchev’s challenge to Berlin and stepped-up support
for Third World liberation movements coincided with Soviet claims of stra-
tegic superiority. American officials interpreted these actions as an expres-
sion of Khrushchev’s belief that the correlation of forces increasingly fa-
vored the Socialist camp.

This view of Soviet foreign policy received official sanction in a special
interagency report prepared at the president’s request. The covering letter,



34 • C H A P T E R T W O •

signed by Dean Rusk, Robert McNamara, CIA Director John McCone, and
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Lyman Lemnitzer, advised that Soviet suc-
cesses in space had had a chilling effect on American opinion and had given
Khrushchev the confidence “to confront us with continuing political pres-
sure, subversion and various forms of unconventional warfare.” It warned
of the possibility that Khrushchev would overplay his hand as Soviet mili-
tary strength increased. Even a temporary Soviet advantage would bring
about “a dangerous change in the calculus of risks.”126

THE “MISSILE GAP”

Sputnik aroused the same level of concern in the United States as had the
Soviet detonation of an atomic device eight years earlier. Military officers,
journalists, and alarmed Congressmen demanded urgent measures to keep
the Soviet Union from gaining any strategic advantage. President Eisen-
hower was not persuaded by these alarums, but a more impressionable Con-
gress forced him to accept a severalfold increase in the number of planned
ICBMs. The air force, still dissatisfied, lobbied for a much larger missile
force.127

Presidential hopefuls in both parties made the “missile gap” a campaign
issue and promised to restore America’s strategic edge. Cassandra-like pre-
dictions of strategic vulnerability were common in Kennedy’s campaign
speeches.128 On 23 January 1960, he criticized the Eisenhower administra-
tion for its failure to keep abreast of the Soviet Union and warned that the
United States was becoming “second in space—second in missiles.”129 In
August, he told a convention of Veterans of Foreign Wars that “the missile
gap looms larger and larger ahead.”130 In New York, in September, he called
for a strategic buildup: “We must step up crash programs to provide our-
selves with the ultimate weapons—the Polaris submarines and Minuteman
missiles—which will eventually close the missile gap.”131 Ten days after his
inauguration, Kennedy delivered a somber State of the Union message to
Congress. He offered an alarming assessment of the military situation and
spoke of the urgent need to reevaluate the country’s defense strategy.132

Less than two months later, Kennedy announced the largest and fastest
peacetime military buildup in the nation’s history. He asked Congress for
some $17 billion in supplemental appropriations to increase the number and
production rates of the Polaris submarines and land-based Minuteman mis-
siles. To guard against a Soviet surprise attack, he placed 50 percent more of
the Strategic Air Command’s (SAC) bombers on fifteen-minute standby alert
and ordered a 50 percent increase in the number of Polaris submarines on
station by the end of 1964. In May, he pressed Congress for a shelter pro-
gram as a form of “survival insurance” against fallout. Concern that the
impending showdown in Berlin might lead to nuclear war led him to renew
his request for fallout shelters in July.133

American assessments of the strategic balance bore little relationship to
reality. From its first ICBM deployments in 1959, the United States fielded
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missiles at a faster rate than the Soviet Union. Around the time the first 4
Soviet SS-6 ICBMs were deployed in Plesetsk, between the fall of 1960 and
the spring of 1961, the United States had 27 operational Atlas D ICBMs
and three Polaris submarines carrying a total of 48 missiles (SLBMs). By
the end of 1962, the American strategic arsenal had jumped to 200 oper-
ational ICBMs and nine Polaris submarines with 144 SLBMs.134 The So-
viets, by comparison, had 20 to 35 operational ICBMs and no long-range
SLBMs.135

When Kennedy took his oath of office in January 1961 the intelligence
community was deeply divided on the question of the missile gap. The De-
cember 1960 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) had concluded that there
was no evidence that the Soviet Union was engaged in a crash effort to build
ICBMs. American intelligence had not detected any new missile bases in
addition to the two it already knew about. But the NIE still showed the
Soviets ahead in numbers; they were thought to have 35 to 150 operational
ICBMs. Projections of future deployments were more uncertain, ranging
from the Army-Navy low of 50 ICBMs by mid-1963, to an Air Force high of
600 to 800.136

The new president was given a copy of the December 1960 NIE, and kept
abreast of later intelligence about the Soviet ICBM force. It would have been
politically embarrassing to have admitted at the outset of his presidency that
he had been mistaken in his campaign charges that the Eisenhower adminis-
tration was allowing the Soviet Union to pull ahead in missiles. Kennedy
avoided reporters who questioned him about the missile gap. Secretary
of Defense McNamara was not as astute. In a background briefing on 6
February 1961, he told newsmen that the superpowers had “about the same
number of ICBMs at present—not a very large number.” To McNamara’s
chagrin, the Washington Post quoted his estimate. Newspapers around the
country picked up the story and some accused the administration of duplic-
ity about the missile gap.137

Opinion within the intelligence community remained divided well into
the spring of 1961; the June NIE still referred to a missile gap.138 By early
September the CIA had “positive” intelligence that Moscow would deploy
only a small force of SS-6 ICBMs. The September NIE lowered the number
of operational missiles and the projection of those to be deployed.139 On 5
September, McNamara shared the new intelligence with the Senate Foreign
Relations and Armed Services Committees. Meeting jointly in executive ses-
sion, the senators were treated to a detailed description of the Soviet strate-
gic order of battle. The Soviet strategic arsenal, McNamara admitted, was
neither as large nor increasing as rapidly as had been supposed. The nuclear
capabilities of the United States surpassed those of the Soviet Union
“roughly by a factor of two.”140

The new intelligence was the result of photographic reconnaissance satel-
lites; the first successful mission, Discoverer 14, was sent over the Soviet
Union in August 1960. More Discoverers were sent into orbit before the end
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of the year, and their photographic capsules were successfully recovered.
Four more capsules were recovered between mid-June and September 1961.
They are said to have provided detailed coverage of the Soviet SS-6 base at
Plesetsk.141 Their photographs confirmed reports by Oleg Penkovskiy, a
turncoat colonel in Soviet military intelligence, that the SS-6 would only be
deployed in small numbers because of its operational inadequacies.142

THE “MISSILE GAP” EXPOSED

In the fall of 1961, the administration sent a blunt message to Moscow:
the United States possessed strategic superiority. President Kennedy took
this unusual step in the hope that it would moderate Khrushchev’s alarming
bellicosity.

The immediate catalyst for the administration’s decision was Moscow’s
announcement on 30 August that it would soon start a new series of nuclear
tests. Only two months before in Vienna, Khrushchev had promised Ken-
nedy that his country would not be the first to resume testing. Soviet Foreign
Minister Andrei Gromyko had repeated the promise to Dean Rusk.143 Ken-
nedy’s reaction “was one of personal anger at the Soviets for deceiving him
and at himself for believing them.”144

The Soviet announcement prompted a series of emergency meetings at the
White House.145 Robert Kennedy remembered them as “the most gloomy
meetings . . . since early in the Berlin crisis.” There was a consensus that
Khrushchev had resumed testing “to try to intimidate the West and neu-
trals.”146 Presidential advisor Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. characterized his be-
havior as “brinkmanship with a vengeance” and worried that “it may get us
very close indeed to war.”147 John J. McCloy, in charge of disarmament
negotiations in Geneva, admonished Kennedy “to show now that he was
capable of hard and tough leadership—that he could not continue to stand
by and let the communists kick us in the teeth.”148

Khrushchev proceeded to rub salt in American wounds. He jubilantly
proclaimed to the delegates of the Twenty-Second Party Congress that the
Soviet Union had developed a 100-megaton bomb and would probably det-
onate a 50-megaton weapon at the end of the current round of nuclear
tests.149 Between 1 September and 4 November, the Soviets exploded at least
thirty nuclear devices, most of them in the atmosphere. A 30-megaton explo-
sion on 23 October touched off a storm of protest. Jawaharlal Nehru of
India and Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, leaders sympathetic to the Soviet
Union, added their voices to the general condemnation of the Soviet test
series.150 Brushing aside an 87–11–1 appeal of the United Nations General
Assembly to postpone the promised 50 megaton blast, Khrushchev ordered
the test on 31 October, the final day of the Party Congress.151

On 17 October, in the same speech announcing his intention to explode
a 50-megaton bomb, Khrushchev boasted once again of the growing power
of the socialist camp.152 The next day, Pravda and Izvestiya published the
full text of Khrushchev’s Report to the Central Committee with its assertion
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“that the forces of socialism . . . are more powerful than the aggressive impe-
rialist forces.”153 These statements, coming hard on the heels of the nuclear
tests, convinced Kennedy and his advisors of the need to do something dra-
matic to disabuse Khrushchev of his illusions regarding the military balance.

After consulting with McNamara, Rusk, National Security Advisor
McGeorge Bundy, and CIA Director Allen Dulles, Kennedy decided to tell
Khrushchev that American intelligence had discovered just how few ICBMs
the Soviet Union had been able to field.154 Deputy Secretary of Defense
Roswell Gilpatric, scheduled to give a speech to the Business Council in Hot
Springs, Virginia on 21 October, was chosen to deliver the message.155

Gilpatric began his speech by stressing the president’s determination to
possess strategic forces that could sustain a first strike and still inflict “unac-
ceptable losses” on an enemy. He described the “quick-fix” measures the
administration had put into effect to strengthen its military position in Berlin
and demonstrate its intent to resist Soviet aggression against that city. Be-
hind these steps, Gilpatric declared, lay resolution and confidence based on
“a sober appreciation of the relative military power of the two sides.” In a
pointed reference to Khrushchev’s well-publicized claims of superiority,
which he dismissed as “extravagant,” he assured his listeners that the Sovi-
ets also knew the truth.156

Gilpatric went on to describe the major components of America’s strate-
gic arsenal and to contrast them to the weapons available to the Soviet
Union. The comparison was revealing. The destructive power available to
respond to a Soviet surprise attack “would be as great—perhaps greater
than—the total undamaged force which the enemy can threaten to launch
against the United States in a first strike.” The United States had “a second
strike capability which is at least as extensive as what the Soviets can deliver
by striking first.” “We are confident,” Gilpatric concluded, “that the Soviets
will not provoke a major nuclear conflict.”157

To make sure Moscow got the message, the Defense Department told
reporters that the speech had been cleared “at the highest level.”158 The next
day, Secretary of State Dean Rusk endorsed Gilpatric’s remarks on televi-
sion and assumed coresponsibility for the speech. He explained that the
favorable strategic balance was one important reason why the administra-
tion was able to confront the Soviets in Berlin from a position of strength.
“Mr. Khrushchev must know that we are strong, and he does know that we
are strong,” Rusk insisted, despite his public attempts to deny this reality.159

Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul Nitze took Soviet Ambassador
Mikhail Menshikov to lunch at the Metropolitan Club and warned him
that “there would be nothing left of the Soviet Union” after an American
nuclear strike.160

On 8 November, Kennedy reviewed the history of the missile gap at his
press conference. He told newsmen that his campaign charges about Soviet
strategic superiority were based on the information available to him at the
time. Reality turned out to be different; “based on our present assessments
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and our intelligence we . . . would not trade places with anyone in the
world.”161 A few days later, McNamara told reporters that the American
nuclear arsenal was “several times that of the Soviets.”162 Kennedy is re-
ported to have shown Gromyko the actual satellite photographs of Soviet
missile sites to support his assertion that the Soviets had deployed only a few
ICBMs.163

The View from Moscow

During the summer of 1962 President Kennedy told James Wechsler of the
New York Post that only “fools” could believe that victory was possible in
nuclear war. What worried him was that Khrushchev might interpret his
reluctance to wage war as a symptom of an American loss of nerve. The time
might come when he would have to run the supreme risk to convince Khru-
shchev that conciliation did not mean humiliation. “That son of a bitch
won’t pay any attention to words,” Kennedy complained on another occa-
sion. “He has to see you move.”164

Khrushchev did pay attention to Kennedy’s words—just as Kennedy did
to his. And contrary to the president’s expectation, his words conveyed
enormous threat. The strategic and political implications of the American
message were staggering. Almost overnight the Kremlin was confronted
with the realization that its nuclear arsenal was not an effective deterrent.

THE SOVIET DILEMMA

Soviet ICBMs were all but useless. Their sizeable force of medium- and inter-
mediate-range missiles (MRBMs and IRBMs) could strike at targets in West-
ern Europe but did not have the range to reach the United States. Their small
fleet of long-range bombers was slow and outdated and could not be
counted on to penetrate American air defenses. The missile gap could even-
tually be closed by a crash program to develop more effective second-gener-
ation ICBMs and perhaps a submersible delivery system. This effort would
be extremely costly and, more importantly, it would do nothing to solve the
immediate problem of acute strategic inferiority and the likelihood that
American leaders would exploit this inferiority for political purposes. Mis-
siles in Cuba would help to reduce the impact of strategic inferiority.

The twenty-four R-12 MRBMs and sixteen R-14 IRBMs earmarked for
Cuba represented at least a doubling of the Soviet nuclear-strike capability
against the United States, and there is no reason to believe that the buildup
would not at some point have gone beyond forty launchers. Some adminis-
tration officials and military analysts worried that these missiles would have
given the Soviets a limited first-strike capability.165 Their concern seems mis-
placed as both the MRBMs and IRBMs were more inaccurate and cumber-
some than was generally recognized at the time.166 There can be no question,
however, that Soviet missiles in Cuba, some with limited mobility, would
have greatly complicated any American first strike and correspondingly re-
duced the American military’s confidence in its ability to carry out such an
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attack.167 Surviving missiles, most likely the thousand-mile range MRBMs,
could have been used against cities in the southeastern United States and
were so targeted, Khrushchev subsequently revealed.168

The Kennedy administration’s public disclosure of the strategic imbal-
ance also created serious political problems for the Soviet Union and its
leader. Khrushchev’s claims of strategic superiority had provided the Krem-
lin with a new foreign-policy instrument.169 Khrushchev had exploited his
country’s putative advantage in a crude and opportunistic way in an unsuc-
cessful attempt to weaken the Western alliance and its links to Berlin.

With his bluff exposed, he could no longer play this game. It was now
possible that Kennedy would use his undeniable strategic advantage to try to
intimidate the Soviet Union and its allies. The Soviet response to the Gilpa-
tric speech was prompt. The next day, 23 October, Marshal Malinovsky
delivered an angry address to the Twenty-Second Party Congress that re-
ferred specifically to Gilpatric’s claim of American strategic superiority.
“What is there to say to this latest threat, to this petty speech?”, Malinovsky
asked. “Only one thing: The threat does not frighten us.”170 But Moscow
was chastened.171

Khrushchev became more cautious in his rhetoric. In a widely publicized
speech in March 1962, his first reference to the strategic balance in many
months, he observed that the United States had lost its nuclear monopoly.
This was a return to the argument the Soviet Union had made five years
earlier when its strategic capability was extremely limited.172 In a major
speech in July, Khrushchev remained on the defensive. He dismissed Ameri-
can claims of superiority as “groundless.” Recalling that the Soviet Union
had ultimately defeated Hitler, he insisted that numerical comparisons were
poor predictors of the outcomes of wars.173

Soviet sensitivities to nuclear intimidation were further exacerbated by
“an incautious interview” that the president gave to Stewart Alsop in March
1962.174 Kennedy explained to Alsop that the United States had always re-
garded its nuclear arsenal as retaliatory. “But Khrushchev must not be cer-
tain that, where its vital interests are threatened, the United States will never
strike first. In some circumstances,” he explained, “we might have to take
the initiative.”175 Khrushchev responded with a speech in which he accused
Kennedy of making “an unwise statement.”176 The Soviet press condemned
Kennedy’s remark as a crude attempt at blackmail.177 In a subsequent
speech, Khrushchev accused Kennedy of initiating “a sinister competition as
to who will be first to start such a war.”178

OVERCOMING STRATEGIC VULNERABILITY

Beyond all of the circumstantial evidence linking the deployment of missiles
to Soviet strategic vulnerability, there is the direct testimony of Soviet bloc
officials. In November 1962, Anastas Mikoyan stopped in Washington on
his way back from Cuba and gave a briefing to Warsaw Pact ambassadors.
He explained the missile deployment as an attempt to defend Cuba and
equalize the strategic balance of power.179
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Fidel Castro also maintained that the deployment was motivated by
broader strategic objectives. Soviet leaders had explained to the Cubans that
by accepting the missiles “we would be reinforcing the socialist camp the
world over.”180 According to Castro, Khrushchev “was obsessed by the idea
of achieving a certain parity.”181 Emilio Aragonés, an aide to Che Guevara
and member of the Cuban Central Committee in 1962, confirms Castro’s
account. The Central Committee was unanimous in its decision to accept the
missiles, “but we six, and especially Fidel Castro, were sure that we were
doing this . . . not so much to defend Cuba as to change the correlation of
forces between capitalism and socialism.” Aragonés insists that Cuba could
have been defended more effectively by conventional weapons.182

Khrushchev made a guarded admission in his memoirs that the missiles
were intended to do more than deter an American invasion. “In addition to
protecting Cuba,” he wrote, “our missiles would have equalized what the
West likes to call ‘the balance of power.’”183 Other Soviet officials also stress
this motive.

Sergo Mikoyan believes that “Khrushchev saw his missiles as defensive
and necessary to offset your strategic advantage.”184 “Our ‘pentagon’
thought the strategic balance was dangerous, and sought parity.” Khru-
shchev was also “very concerned about a possible American attack. He wor-
ried . . . that somebody in the United States might think that a seventeen-to-
one superiority would mean that a first strike was possible.”185

Georgiy Shakhnazarov, formerly the private secretary to Mikhail Gorba-
chev and a Central Committee member, contends that Khrushchev was even
more intent on redressing the strategic imbalance than he was on protecting
Castro. Khrushchev, he says, worried about the military consequences of
American superiority “because there were circles in the United States who
believed that war with the Soviet Union was possible and could be won.” He
hoped to use the missiles “to publicly attain parity” at minimal economic
cost.”186 Gen. Dimitri A. Volkogonov insists that there is ample documenta-
tion in the Ministry of Defense archives to sustain Shakhnazarov’s claim
that the military, and Defense Minister Malinovsky, were fearful of an
American first strike.187

Sergei Khrushchev acknowledged that Soviet political authorities were
also troubled by American strategic superiority. “It naturally tormented our
leadership a great deal. Because we were actually subject to a possible strike
of American missile forces, and aviation forces, and we had nothing with
which to respond.” However, Khrushchev maintains that his father was
more worried about the political consequences of the imbalance. “He be-
lieved that all the intercontinental missiles, and all the submarine-based mis-
siles which were in existence, were a sufficiently menacing force to prevent
the possibility of a first-strike from the United States.” Narrow strategic
calculations did not influence his decision to send missiles to Cuba.188

“Many Soviet generals,” Ambassador Leonid M. Zamyatin explained,
“did fear an American first strike. Khrushchev did not take their concerns
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seriously.” Otherwise “he would never have placed missiles in Cuba where
they could provide the pretext for such a strike.” According to Zamyatin, a
member of the foreign ministry’s working group on the “Caribbean crisis,”
Khrushchev worried that Kennedy would exploit American nuclear superi-
ority for coercive ends; “this is what he had tried to do in the aftermath of
Sputnik.” He interpreted American claims of strategic superiority “as pre-
saging an intensified campaign of intimidation.” If the Soviet Union could
equalize the strategic balance by sending missiles to Cuba, it would be in a
much better position to cope with this threat.189

ARMS AND TENSIONS

It is apparent that neither superpower foresaw the consequences of its strate-
gic saber rattling. At least some Soviet diplomats worried that Khrushchev’s
bluffs would backfire, but they worried even more about the consequences
of telling him so. An exception was Kirill V. Novikov, who spoke out at a
1959 Central Committee discussion of strategic arms policy. “We are pro-
voking an arms race with the United States,” he warned, “and one in which
we will be the big losers given American technological prowess.” The re-
sponse was hostile. Marshal Malinovsky chided him for being afraid of the
Americans. Efim P. Slavsky, Minister of Medium Machine Construction (re-
sponsible for the nuclear weapons program), and Serbin I. Dimitrievitch,
Director of the Central Committee’s Department for Military Industry,
scoffed at Novikov’s assertion. Slavsky then made one of the most ironic
predictions of the Cold War. An arms race, he insisted, “would benefit the
Soviet Union because it would bankrupt the United States.”190

American expectations were equally far from the mark. Although none of
the Soviet officials we interviewed identified the Gilpatric speech as a cata-
lyst of the missile deployment, they all contended that Kennedy’s strategic
buildup and threatening rhetoric greatly exacerbated Soviet insecurities and
contributed to Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba. American
attempts to constrain Soviet aggressiveness through demonstrations of mili-
tary capability and resolve backfired. They made a provocative foreign pol-
icy more rather than less attractive to Khrushchev because of the expected
short-term costs of living with American strategic superiority.

There is a double irony here. The American buildup and assertions of
superiority that Khrushchev found so threatening were unnecessary. De-
fense Secretary McNamara had advocated a rapid expansion of American
strategic forces in response to intelligence estimates of the Soviet Union’s
capability to produce and deploy ICBMs. In 1987, he explained to Soviet
officials:

The procurement lead time was roughly seven years. So in 1961, we were order-
ing forces based on the force we thought you would have in 1968. And we
based our estimates on what we called the “worst case” estimate. And there-
fore, we based it on capabilities. We didn’t know your intentions. We estimated
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your capability to produce. So eight years in advance, we estimated that capa-
bility, and we bought weapons in anticipation of that. That was why the forces
developed as they did—and it was very dangerous, for both of us, because it led
to this constant imbalance, which you might well have interpreted as showing
signs of aggression.191

After the missile crisis, McNamara sent a memorandum to the president
in which he argued that the administration’s strategic buildup might have
frightened Soviet leaders. “You put those two things together: a known
force disadvantage that is large enough in itself to at least appear to support
the view that the United States was planning a first-strike capability and,
secondly, talk among U.S. personnel that that was the objective—it would
have just scared the hell out of me!”192

Some of McNamara’s former colleagues have since come around to his
point of view. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., adamant at the time about the need to
deal with Khrushchev from a position of strength, now thinks that the
buildup “sent the wrong message to Moscow” and “compelled Khrushchev
to start worrying about the Soviet missile gap.”193 McGeorge Bundy ac-
knowledges that the administration was “inattentive” to Khrushchev’s fear
of the possibly crippling consequences of strategic inferiority. Bundy be-
lieves that Khrushchev’s concern was aggravated “by his Marxist-Leninist
outlook and its emphasis on the correlation of forces as the determinant
of international issues.”194 Fewer strategic forces might have bought more
security.

TIT FOR TAT

The Soviet test of an ICBM in August 1957 triggered American fears of a
missile gap and led to accelerated efforts to develop and deploy American
ICBMs. In the interim, the United States resorted to “stopgap” measures to
protect the West in the years during which the Soviets were expected to have
a strategic edge.

One such measure was the stationing of MRBMs in Europe, where they
could target Eastern European and Soviet cities. The primary purpose of the
missiles was political: they were intended to reassure Western Europeans of
Washington’s commitment to their defense. Intermediate-range Thor mis-
siles were deployed in Great Britain, and medium-range Jupiters in Italy.
Turkey also agreed to host a squadron of Jupiters.

The Soviet Union denounced the forward deployment of American mis-
siles, but was especially vocal in its opposition to the Jupiters earmarked
for Turkey. Khrushchev was deeply offended by the prospect of nuclear-
armed missiles just across the Black Sea and sent Soviet missiles to Cuba to
even the score.
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The View from Washington

The idea of stationing Jupiter missiles in Europe originated in the Eisen-
hower administration. It was supported by the Pentagon and Supreme
Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE), who wanted to target ballis-
tic missiles against Soviet MRBMs, air bases, staging areas, and logistical
complexes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.195 Secretary of State
John Foster Dulles supported the proposal because he thought it would
strengthen deterrence and allied interdependence. Dulles and Eisenhower
saw the Jupiters as an interim measure until the United States could deploy
ICBMs on its own territory.196 The Jupiters were vulnerable to air and
ground attack but the military did not consider this a serious drawback.
They reasoned that the Soviet Union would be incapable of coordinating
simultaneous attacks against European and North American missile and air
bases. Former Air Force Chief of Staff, Gen. Nathan Twining described
the Jupiters’ vulnerability as a virtue; an attack against them would pro-
vide SAC with early warning of an impending nuclear attack against the
United States.197

The proposed deployment met unexpected resistance from the European
allies; they wanted reassurance but not at the price of becoming targets for
Soviet missiles. Italy was finally persuaded to accept the Jupiters; Turkey did
so willingly.198 In October 1959, the Turkish government formally agreed to
host a squadron of Jupiters. In June 1960, Turkey and the United States
signed a second accord about the details of the deployment.199 Turkey
would own the missiles, and the United States would own and control the
warheads. Soldiers from both countries would man the missile sites. The
Jupiters could only be launched by order of the commander of SHAPE, an
American, with the concurrence of both governments.200

President Eisenhower, never very enthusiastic about the missiles, began to
have serious second thoughts about deploying them so close to the Soviet
Union. In June 1959, when missiles for Greece were under discussion, he
warned Under Secretary of State Douglas Dillon that Khrushchev would
almost certainly regard the deployment as extraordinarily provocative—
“just as we would if he put missiles in our backyard.” In what proved to be
a remarkably prescient observation, Eisenhower wrote: “If Mexico or Cuba
had been penetrated by the Communists and then began getting arms and
missiles from them, we would be bound to look on such developments with
the gravest concern.” In this circumstance, “it would be imperative for us to
take positive action, even offensive military action.”201

Eisenhower became increasingly uneasy about the deployment in Turkey.
On his instructions, Secretary of State Christian Herter requested the NATO
Council in December 1960 to rescind its approval. Herter told the Council
that the Jupiters were obsolete, vulnerable, and could only be used for a first
strike. They invited Soviet preemption.202 Herter’s plea was rejected because
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the Turkish and Italian governments were strongly opposed to reopening the
question of the missiles.

The controversy spilled over into the Kennedy administration. Three
weeks after his inauguration, Kennedy was presented with a Congressional
report, two years in the making, that was highly critical of a European mis-
sile deployment. The Ad Hoc Subcommittee of the House Joint Committee
on Atomic Energy recommended against construction of the five projected
Jupiter sites in Turkey. In lieu of the missiles, it recommended that a Polaris
submarine with sixteen IRBMs, operated by U.S. personnel, be dedicated to
NATO.203 In a closed session of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
Senator Albert Gore (D-Tenn.) characterized the Jupiters as “the kind of
provocation which needs to be considered very carefully.” “I wonder,” he
mused, “what our attitude would be if warheads should be attached to [So-
viet] missiles in Cuba.”204

In light of all this criticism, President Kennedy asked for an internal re-
view of the deployment to Turkey in April 1961. The review was carried out
by representatives of State, Defense, and the CIA. There was a near-consen-
sus in State and Defense that the Jupiters were militarily useless for anything
but a first strike.205 CIA Director John McCone described the Jupiters as
worthless and had earlier urged President Eisenhower to reconsider the de-
ployment.206 National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy thought their
warheads “worse than useless.”207 Secretary of State Dean Rusk remem-
bered that “we joked about which way those missiles would go if we fired
them.”208 Their warheads were “duds.” The missiles were also extremely
vulnerable. They were deployed aboveground and their thin aluminum skins
were easy targets for a marksman. Rusk was told “any casual traveler with
a .22-caliber rifle could shoot holes in the missiles from an adjacent highway
and put them out of action.”209

There was additional opposition to the Jupiters on political grounds.
Roving Ambassador Averell W. Harriman, who had opposed the missiles in
Turkey from the beginning, warned that they would cause trouble with
Moscow because they would be “humiliating to Soviet pride.”210 On his
own initiative, Rusk tried to talk Turkish Foreign Minister Selim Sarper out
of the deployment in April 1961. Sarper explained that it would be embar-
rassing for the Turkish government to reverse its position because it had just
attained legislative approval for its contribution to the cost of the Jupiters.
Turkish morale would be adversely affected by withdrawal of the missiles
unless some other weapons system was substituted in its place. The two men
agreed that this would not be possible until the spring of 1963 when Polaris
submarines would become available.211

Khrushchev spoke out repeatedly against the deployment and complained
to Kennedy about it on three occasions during their private talks at the Vi-
enna summit.212 He charged that the American military buildup in Turkey
posed a serious threat to Soviet security.213 In September 1961, Khrushchev
told New York Times correspondent C. L. Sulzberger that he was very un-
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happy about “what is going on in Turkey. She is our neighbor, but you have
stationed your bases there and threaten us from those bases. You have set up
bases in Greece as well.” Khrushchev pointed out that the Soviet Union was
“displaying self-restraint and patience with regard to those countries” and
urged the United States to act according to the same principles.214

Despite opposition to the Jupiters at home and abroad, the administra-
tion’s internal review, completed shortly after the June summit, urged the
president to persevere with the deployment. Acknowledging that the missiles
were militarily worthless, the cover letter to the review warned “that, in the
aftermath of Khrushchev’s hard posture at Vienna, cancellation of the IRBM
deployment might seem a sign of weakness.” Turkish opposition to cancel-
lation and Gen. Norstad’s belief that the missiles were militarily useful also
had to be considered.215 Kennedy was persuaded by the political argument,
and decided to go ahead with the deployment in the hope that another dem-
onstration of American resolve would make Khrushchev more cautious in
his approach to Berlin.216

In early 1962 Kennedy began to question his decision. His second
thoughts appear to have been a response to mounting opposition to the
weapons in the Congress and administration.217 A National Security Action
Memorandum drafted less than a month before the missile crisis indicates
presidential interest in removing the missiles.218 McGeorge Bundy, who au-
thored the Memorandum, reports that on 23 August the State Department
asked the American ambassador in Ankara what could be done to secure
Turkish agreement to cancel the deployment. No answer had been received
at the time of the crisis. “For a year and a half,” Bundy reported, Kennedy
knew that “the Turkish missiles could be removed only over the resistance
of both the Turks and Washington’s custodians of NATO solidarity (of
whom, in one mood, he was the foremost). He had not pressed the matter
home.”219

The View from Moscow

Khrushchev was pleased by Kennedy’s victory over the “son-of-a bitch”
Nixon, but did not expect a Democratic victory to result in any fundamental
reorientation of American foreign policy.220 He nevertheless toyed with the
idea of reaching an accommodation with the new administration. If success-
ful, it would demonstrate the validity of his foreign policy and strategic doc-
trine, strengthen his hand at home, and provide the justification for a major
shift in resource allocation.

The Bay of Pigs convinced Khrushchev that Kennedy was not interested in
détente. So did his performance in Vienna. Khrushchev was impressed by
Kennedy’s knowledge of international affairs and commitment to peaceful
coexistence, but disappointed by his desire to protect colonialism by freezing
the status quo in the Third World. “This was absolutely unacceptable.”221

On the afternoon of 3 June, when the two leaders met for a private talk,
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Khrushchev brushed aside Kennedy’s complaints about Cuba with the re-
joinder that American weapons in Turkey posed a greater threat to the
Soviet Union. Twice more that afternoon, he returned to the subject of the
American missiles in Turkey. On the last occasion, which followed an ani-
mated discussion of Taiwan, he warned Kennedy that “the U.S. had sur-
rounded the USSR with bases” and that “this was very unwise and aggra-
vates relations.”222 He returned home disappointed that Kennedy “wasn’t
willing to go much beyond the basic point” of preventing war, and con-
vinced that for the moment détente was an unrealistic goal.223

Khrushchev made many subsequent references to the Jupiters.224 During
the crisis, Khrushchev complained about the missiles to visiting American
businessman William E. Knox.225 On 27 October, in a long private letter to
Kennedy, Khrushchev defended the missiles in Cuba as a justifiable response
to the Jupiters in Turkey. American policies had exposed the Soviet Union to
enormous dangers:

you have surrounded the Soviet Union with military bases, surrounded our
allies with military bases, set up military bases literally around our country, and
stationed your rocket weapons at them? This is no secret. High-placed Ameri-
can officials demonstratively declare this. Your rockets are stationed in Britain
and in Italy and pointed at us. Your rockets are stationed in Turkey.

You are worried over Cuba. You say that it worries you because it lies at a
distance of ninety miles across the sea from the shores of the United States.
However, Turkey lies next to us. Our sentinels are pacing up and down and
watching each other. Do you believe that you have the right to demand security
for your country and the removal of such weapons that you qualify as offensive,
while not recognizing this right for us?

You have stationed devastating rocket weapons, which you call offensive, in
Turkey literally right next to us. How then does recognition of our equal mili-
tary possibilities tally with such unequal relations between our great states?
This does not tally at all.226

Khrushchev’s plea for equality was not an ex post facto rationalization.
He had made the same argument to Kennedy at Vienna and to other high-
placed Americans before the crisis. He was less troubled by the military im-
plications of the Jupiters, than by the political inequality they represented.
Khrushchev, his son insisted, did not view the missiles in Turkey as a new
military threat “because the Soviet Union had been surrounded by U.S. Air
Force bases since 1945.” It was the uselessness of the weapons that offended
him.227 Khrushchev had made this point to Richard Nixon during the vice
president’s July 1959 visit to the Soviet Union. The missiles could only be
used as first-strike weapons, he complained. “If you intend to make war on
us, I understand; if not, why do you keep them?”228

Lenin’s concept of the “correlation of forces” was central to Khrushchev’s
understanding of East-West relations. He took the gradual evolution of
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American foreign policy toward grudging acceptance of the Soviet Union
as proof of this principle. Eisenhower had sought improved relations be-
cause of “our economic might, the might of our armed forces, and that of
the whole socialist camp.” “By the time Kennedy came to the White House
and we had our first meeting in Vienna, there had already been a shift in
the balance of power. It was harder for the U.S. to pressure us than it had
been in the days of Dulles and Truman. It was for this reason that Kennedy
had felt obliged to seek an opportunity to reach some kind of agreement.”229

American pronouncements of strategic superiority in the fall of 1961 had
a chilling effect on Khrushchev. They compromised his strategy, based as it
was on convincing the United States of the Soviet Union’s growing military
and economic power. If American leaders had moderated their policies be-
cause of Moscow’s impressive military and economic achievements, they
would now revert to a more aggressive policy in recognition of the Soviet
Union’s strategic weakness and vulnerability.

Khrushchev’s understanding of the correlation of forces was not mecha-
nistic. He was sensitive, as Gen. Volkogonov put it, to “the purely psycho-
logical element” of security.230 Changes in the military-economic balance
were necessary but insufficient conditions for foreign-policy change. Leaders
had to recognize that a shift had occurred before they adjusted their policies.
The capitalist world had been slow to acknowledge the progress made by the
Soviet Union because of its visceral dislike of socialism. Vivid demonstra-
tions of Soviet power were necessary to bring capitalist conceptions in line
with reality. The Soviet detonation of a nuclear device in 1949 and the
launching of the first Sputnik in 1957 had captured the attention of the
West. Soviet leaders recognized that both events had compelled American
leaders to take the Soviet Union more seriously.231

Even before his strategic bluff was exposed, Khrushchev was convinced
that the United States still regarded the Soviet Union as a second-rank
power. This is why Eisenhower and the CIA had dared to send U-2s over the
Soviet Union, and why Kennedy was proceeding with the deployment of the
Jupiter missiles. These were blatant attempts to intimidate the Soviet Union.
Khrushchev believed that American presidents would not behave this way if
they came to regard the Soviet Union as an equal superpower.

Khrushchev understood that the United States was in many ways a more
powerful country, but he thought that American leaders exaggerated their
relative advantage and failed to appreciate the true power of the socialist
camp.232 This power was only partly due to tangible economic and military
accomplishments; it was also the result of the commitment to Marxist prin-
ciples of progress and social organization. These principles were ultimately
responsible for the Soviet Union’s impressive achievements and made it an
attractive model for many newly independent countries. Khrushchev also
gave great weight to the equalizing role of nuclear weapons; their unher-
alded destructiveness gave the superpowers a de facto veto over one an-
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other’s existence. Khrushchev was convinced—and the missile crisis would
prove him right—that American strategic superiority did not alter this fun-
damental political truth.

To change American policy it was necessary to change American concep-
tions of the Soviet Union through “a striking demonstration of Soviet
power.” Aleksandr Alekseev reports a revealing conversation with Khru-
shchev in the latter’s Kremlin office in May 1962. In explaining the missile
deployment to a small circle of top officials, Khrushchev emphasized the
need to defend Cuba. He also spoke of his intention to hold the United States
hostage to the threat of nuclear destruction. “Inasmuch as the Americans
already have surrounded the Soviet Union with a circle of their military
bases and missile installations of various designations, we should repay
them in kind, let them try their own medicine, so they can feel what its like
to live in the nuclear gun sites.”233

This was the deeper political purpose of the missiles in Cuba. By making
Americans feel vulnerable to nuclear attack, Khrushchev hoped to achieve,
in the words of Georgiy Kornienko, a greater degree of “psychological
equality” with the United States.234 As Leonid Zamyatin understood his pol-
icy, Khrushchev “thought he could reshape the political outlook in Wash-
ington and thereby lay the groundwork for a more equal and cooperative
relationship.”235 Khrushchev sent missiles to Cuba to protect against loss,
but also to make gains. They were to serve as the catalyst for the détente that
he saw as critical to the success of his efforts to transform the Soviet Union
economically. Following the missile deployment, Khrushchev intended to
launch another peace initiative on Berlin and Germany to pave the way to-
ward Soviet-American rapprochement.236

Kennedy and the Ex Comm never seriously considered the possibility that
the missiles in Cuba might be a response to the Jupiters.237 The only senior
American official known to have made this connection was Ambassador
Harriman. “In my judgment,” he wrote the president on 22 October,
“Khrushchev has been under great pressure from his military and from the
more aggressive group to use Cuba to counter U.S. action and to offset the
humiliation to which they consider they have been subjected by nuclear
bases close to their borders.” This pressure was “aggravated by our placing
Jupiter missiles in Turkey.”238 None of the Kennedy principals remember
the Harriman memorandum, nor is there any evidence that it influenced
the president.239

Today, Kennedy officials view the Jupiters differently. McNamara, Rusk,
Bundy, and Sorensen all consider the Jupiters to have been provocative and
unwise. Kennedy went ahead with the deployment, they maintain, because
of his belief that Khrushchev would misinterpret cancellation as lack of re-
solve. Kennedy worried that restraint on his part would encourage Khru-
shchev to challenge Western interests in Berlin. In practice, the Jupiter de-
ployment was the catalyst for a more serious challenge.
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ACTION AND REACTION

Students of deterrence distinguish between general and immediate deter-
rence. General deterrence relies on the existing power balance to prevent an
adversary from seriously considering a military challenge because of its ex-
pected adverse consequences.240 It is often a country’s first line of defense
against attack. Leaders resort to the strategy of immediate deterrence only
after general deterrence has failed, or when they believe that a more explicit
expression of their intent to defend their interests is necessary to buttress
general deterrence. If immediate deterrence fails, leaders will find themselves
in a crisis, as Kennedy did when American intelligence discovered Soviet
missiles in Cuba. General and immediate deterrence represent a progression
from a diffuse if real concern about an adversary’s intentions to the expecta-
tion that a specific interest or commitment is about to be challenged.

Both forms of deterrence assume that adversaries are most likely to resort
to force or threatening military deployments when they judge the military
balance favorable and question the defender’s resolve. General deterrence
pays particular importance to the military dimension; it tries to discourage
challenges by developing the capability to defend national commitments or
inflict unacceptable punishment on an adversary. General deterrence is a
long-term strategy. Five-year lead times and longer are common between a
decision to develop a weapon and its deployment.

The origins of the missile crisis indicate that general deterrence was pro-
vocative rather than preventive. Soviet officials testified that the American
strategic buildup, deployment of missiles in Turkey, and assertions of nu-
clear superiority, made them increasingly insecure. The president viewed
these measures as prudent, defensive precautions against perceived Soviet
threats. His actions had the unanticipated consequence of convincing Khru-
shchev of the need to protect the Soviet Union and Cuba from American
military and political challenges.

Khrushchev was hardly the innocent victim of American paranoia. His
unfounded claims of nuclear superiority and nuclear threats conveyed an
enormous sense of threat and were the catalysts of the American strategic
buildup and deployment of the Jupiters. Kennedy’s decisions to persevere
with the Jupiters and inform the Soviet Union about the true state of the
strategic balance were the direct consequence of Khrushchev’s ultimatum on
Berlin. In attempting to intimidate their adversaries, both leaders helped to
bring about the kind of confrontation they were trying to avoid.

Kennedy later speculated, and Soviet officials have since confirmed, that
American efforts to reinforce deterrence encouraged Khrushchev to stiffen
his position on Berlin.241 The action and reaction that linked Berlin and
Cuba were part of a larger cycle of insecurity and escalation that reached
well back into the 1950s, if not to the beginning of the Cold War. The Soviet
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challenge to the West in Berlin in 1959–61 was motivated primarily by So-
viet concern about the viability of East Germany and secondarily by Soviet
vulnerability to American nuclear-tipped missiles stationed in Western Eu-
rope. The American missiles had been deployed to assuage NATO fears
about the conventional military balance on the central front, made more
acute by the creation of the Warsaw Pact in 1955. The Warsaw Pact, many
Western authorities now believe, represented an attempt by Moscow to con-
solidate its control over an increasingly restive Eastern Europe.242

The Cold War began as a struggle for influence in Central Europe in the
aftermath of Germany’s defeat. The superpowers, guided by incompatible
visions of security, sought to incorporate as much of Europe as possible in
their respective spheres of influence when it became apparent that their goals
could not be achieved through collaboration. The division of Europe into
opposing alliance systems that had at their disposal the most advanced con-
ventional and nuclear weapons was a response to the insecurity and fear of
war that the Cold War generated on both sides. General deterrence, initially
a result of superpower tensions, had become by 1960 an important source
of conflict in its own right.
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Missiles to Cuba: Domestic Politics

I am a child of two epochs. One man inside me

understood something and the other shouted something

completely different.

—Nikita S. Khrushchev1

BY 1962, Khrushchev was extremely frustrated by the apparent failure of
many of his key domestic programs. To sweep away the obstacles that he
believed stood in the way of their success, he took dramatic and risky action.
The missile deployment was one of these actions; its most important purpose
was to compel the United States toward a political accommodation with
the Soviet Union. An accommodation would strengthen Khrushchev’s hand
at home and free scarce economic resources for agricultural and industrial
development. The first part of the chapter examines the domestic context of
the missile deployment and the links between Khrushchev’s domestic and
foreign policy.

The chapter goes on to assess the relative importance of domestic and
foreign objectives in Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba. Even
the most cursory analysis indicates that Khrushchev’s foreign policy was
poorly conceived; his objectives were incompatible with one another and
with a missile deployment. These contradictions are partially explained by
Khrushchev’s need to respond to diverse problems. They also reflect deeper
contradictions within Soviet society that Khrushchev was unwilling to rec-
ognize and incapable of addressing.

DOMESTIC POLITICS AND MISSILES IN CUBA

The son of impoverished peasants, Khrushchev had grown up in a small
village and worked in a coal-mining town in the Donets Basin. He joined the
Communist Party after the revolution and rose rapidly through the ranks
of the local and regional Party organizations. In 1938, he became Stalin’s
viceroy in the Ukraine where he gained a reputation as an efficient and inno-
vative administrator who had a serious interest in agriculture. Yugoslav
communist Milovan Djilas, who visited the Ukraine shortly after the war,
observed that Khrushchev was the only leader who “openly brought out



52 • C H A P T E R T H R E E •

shortcomings” of the collective farms and examined the “daily life of the
Communist rank and file and the citizenry.”2

After Stalin’s death, Khrushchev triumphed over his most immediate rival
for power, Georgiy Malenkov, by opposing reductions in defense spending
and negotiations with the West.3 His opposition gained him the support
of conservatives who helped to remove Malenkov from the leadership.
Khrushchev then reversed himself and adopted some of Malenkov’s poli-
cies. Claiming that nuclear weapons had revolutionized modern warfare,
he reduced the size of the armed forces and repudiated the Leninist-Stalinist
line that war between opposing social systems was “fatalistically inevi-
table.” In its place, Khrushchev proclaimed the doctrine of “peaceful co-
existence” that looked forward to a peaceful worldwide evolution toward
socialism. The unassailable strength of the socialist camp would deter impe-
rialist aggression.4

On the domestic front, Khrushchev presented himself as a radical re-
former who sought to revitalize agriculture, make industry more efficient,
and produce more consumer goods for the masses. Agriculture was a disas-
ter; it had been nearly destroyed by Stalin’s forced collectivization of the
1930s and the years of bad management that had followed. The 1953 har-
vest produced less than half the grain of 1913, the last prewar and prerevo-
lutionary growing season. Livestock also remained below prerevolutionary
levels. The food-distribution system was so primitive that a significant per-
centage of every year’s meager harvest rotted before reaching market.5

Khrushchev openly condemned the Party’s “lordly and bureaucratic atti-
tude toward the village.” Many officials, he charged, were ignorant of the
details of farming and unresponsive to local needs and advice; they were the
principal impediment to agricultural progress. Khrushchev tried to restruc-
ture the Party’s relationship to the peasantry. He decentralized authority by
abolishing Machine Tractor Stations and distributing their machinery to
collective and state farms. He called for the formation of local organizations
to propose initiatives from below and to put pressure on the Party to re-
spond.6 In industry, too, he hoped to combat inefficient and debilitating
“rule by fiat” and “commandism” through broadened political participa-
tion and decentralization of authority.7

At the same time that he encouraged local initiative, Khrushchev sought
to reform the Party through successive purges. Careerists were to be replaced
by younger, more dedicated “idealists” who would transform the Party into
a vehicle for progress. Khrushchev never articulated a concept of the institu-
tional evolution of the Soviet Union, but he seems to have anticipated “a
withering of the state process” and a sharp reduction in police and manage-
ment functions. The Party would remain and probably expand in size be-
cause of its critical role in managing a modern economy.8

De-Stalinization was the centerpiece of Khrushchev’s populist strategy.
His dramatic exposé of the crimes of Stalin and the rehabilitation of millions
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of Stalin’s victims were intended to undermine the legitimacy of Khru-
shchev’s opponents and encourage an increasingly critical public attitude
toward the “bosses” who stood in the way of change. Like Mikhail Gorba-
chev a generation later, Khrushchev cultivated the image of himself as a
pragmatic problem solver who would stimulate productivity and economic
growth by mobilizing the masses. Those around him believe that he “saw his
own destiny as that of giving peace and prosperity to the Soviet people.”9

His memoirs and casual conversations bespoke this concern.10

There was also an element of political calculation in Khrushchev’s attack
on Stalin. For several years, he adroitly exploited the discontent of newly
mobilized intellectuals and Party activists to intimidate his opponents and
keep his rivals off balance by shifting the popular agenda to suit his political
needs. The younger party secretaries, whose rise to prominence Khrushchev
encouraged, had little if any direct involvement in Stalin’s crimes. They were
natural allies in Khrushchev’s fight against the old guard.11

Khrushchev’s break with Stalinism at home and abroad was an enormous
gamble. If his policies succeeded, the Soviet economy would grow stronger
and more efficient. Détente with the West would free scarce capital, material
resources, and labor for economic development. Khrushchev’s political
standing would be correspondingly enhanced. His policies were anathema
to a substantial majority of the upper levels of the Party and government.
Conservatives, military officers, and other officials with a vested interest in
the Cold War, were strongly opposed to any opening to the West and the
institutional and budgetary changes that came in its wake.12 In December
1959, Khrushchev created a new branch of the armed forces, the Strategic
Rocket Forces (SRF), to emphasize his growing reliance on nuclear deter-
rence. Two months later, he used his burgeoning détente with Eisenhower to
justify a one-third reduction in the Soviet armed forces.13 Together with his
political rivals, many leading military officials were ready to exploit any of
Khrushchev’s failures to undermine his authority.14

Khrushchev’s attempt to explore the possibilities of a limited accommo-
dation with the West also provoked the uncompromising ideological hostil-
ity of Soviet conservatives. They ridiculed the notion that the capitalists
could have any serious interest in improving relations with the Soviet Union.
The People’s Republic of China voiced the same criticism. The Chinese lead-
ership excoriated Khrushchev’s doctrine of “peaceful coexistence” and
charged that Eisenhower would exploit his gullibility to the detriment of the
entire socialist camp.15

According to Aleksei Adzhubei, Khrushchev was willing to run the risks
of détente because he was convinced that President Eisenhower was sincere
in his professions of good will toward the Soviet Union. Khrushchev distin-
guished between Eisenhower, whom he described as “an honorable man,”
and his administration’s unpalatable policies. These he attributed to the Ra-
sputin-like influence of John Foster Dulles.16 In his memoirs, Khrushchev
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says that his initial high regard for Eisenhower was in part due to Stalin,
who spoke frequently “about Eisenhower’s noble characteristics” in conver-
sations with his inner circle. Stalin, had “always stressed Eisenhower’s de-
cency, generosity, and chivalry in his dealings with his allies.”17

The Spirit of Camp David

Khrushchev’s opening to the West was initially reciprocated. Cold War ten-
sions eased, and President Eisenhower invited him to visit the United States.
Khrushchev remembered his sense of elation—and also his foreboding—on
the eve of his departure. He was troubled by Eisenhower’s decision to re-
ceive him at Camp David, a place neither he nor the Soviet embassy had
heard about before. “One reason I was suspicious,” Khrushchev confessed,
“was that I remembered in the early years after the Revolution when con-
tacts were first being established with the bourgeois world, a Soviet delega-
tion was invited to a meeting held someplace called the Prince’s Islands. It
came out in the newspaper that it was to these islands that stray dogs were
sent to die. . . . I was afraid maybe this Camp David was the same sort of
place, where people who were mistrusted could be kept in quarantine.”
Upon his arrival in the United States, he was greatly relieved to be received
with full honors and delighted to discover that it was a sign of special favor
to be invited to Camp David.18

This passage is one of many in Khrushchev’s memoirs that reveals his
acute concern about avoiding humiliation. His concern seems to have had
both personal and political roots. As the peasant leader of a quasi-pariah
socialist country, he was doubly insecure in his dealings with the West and
its more worldly and seemingly self-confident leaders.19 On many occasions,
his insecurity led him to infer insults when none were intended. Before com-
ing to the United States, he worried about being received with the proper
protocol. Although reassured by the American ambassador that he would be
treated as a head of state, Khrushchev still fretted about discrimination he
might encounter. He admitted to being “very sensitive” on this score and
unwilling to tolerate “even a hint of anti-Sovietism.”20

The other face of Khrushchev’s insecurity was his desire for approval and
delight in acceptance. He was particularly responsive to flattering and gra-
cious treatment. Egyptian journalist Muhammad Haykal remembers that
Khrushchev was so overwhelmed by his regal welcome in Cairo that “there
were tears in his eyes.”21 He was equally thrilled by his red-carpet treatment
in Washington and the many courtesies extended to him in the United States.
“It made me immensely proud; it even shook me up a bit.” Standing on the
podium at Andrews Air Force Base, the Soviet visitors “felt pride in our
country, our Party, our people, and the victories they had achieved. We had
transformed Russia into a highly developed country.”22

Khrushchev regarded his visit as a “colossal moral victory” for social-
ism.23 “Who would have guessed,” he told his Kremlin colleagues, “that the
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most powerful capitalist country would invite a Communist to visit? This is
incredible. Today they have to take us into account. It’s our strength that led
to this—they have to recognize our existence and our power. Who would
have thought the capitalists would invite me, a worker? Look what we’ve
achieved in these years.”24

Khrushchev was deeply moved when “Ike” called him “my friend.”25 On
his arrival home, he treated the crowd at the airport to a rambling descrip-
tion of his trip that was full of praise for the American president. Khru-
shchev described in detail his visit to the Eisenhower farm, how he had
“made friends with the President’s grandchildren,” and learned of their de-
sire to visit Russia. “Eisenhower sincerely wanted to liquidate the Cold War
and improve relations between our two countries” but, he warned, “not all
Americans think like Eisenhower.” Powerful interests in the United States
“want to continue the Cold War and the arms race.” It was not clear
“whether the forces supporting the President can win.”26

Camp David and the limited détente it symbolized paved the way to a
four-power summit and Khrushchev’s invitation to President Eisenhower to
visit the Soviet Union. The Soviet media mobilized public support for the
president and the spirit of Camp David. This was hardly necessary; casual
discussion with Russians indicated enormous enthusiasm for Eisenhower
and the prospect of a thaw in East-West relations. “Wherever I went in Rus-
sia,” Newsweek’s correspondent wrote, “the ordinary folk have been filled
with great expectations by the Eisenhower-Khrushchev talks. And they give
the credit for what they believe is a great change in the Cold War to Nikita
Khrushchev. Make no mistake about it. Khrushchev has never been so pop-
ular in the U.S.S.R.”27

On the Defensive

Khrushchev was out of the Soviet Union for the better part of February and
March 1960 and did not return to Moscow until 3 April. In his absence,
opposition forces in the Party, KGB, and military were in close contact and
prepared to confront Khrushchev with their demand that he end his search
for détente with the United States.

Between 4 and 9 April, Khrushchev’s foreign policy was subjected to
stinging criticism in the Presidium. Defense Minister Rodion Malinovsky
objected to the troop reductions he had pushed through the Presidium in
January, arguing that they would be interpreted as weakness in the West.
KGB Chairman Aleksandr N. Shelepin charged that Khrushchev’s encour-
agement of free thinking would lead people to reject communism. Other
Presidium members complained that the relaxation in international tensions
ushered in by Camp David had aroused false expectations that the Cold War
would end and allow greater liberalization at home.28

Khrushchev’s adversaries returned to their earlier accusation that détente
with the West was doomed to failure. They pointed to the recent statements
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by Western leaders that suggested unwillingness to compromise on Berlin.
For Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders, the key issue in East-West rela-
tions was Germany and the status of its former capital. At Camp David,
where Khrushchev and Eisenhower agreed to the Paris summit, that troub-
led and divided city was at the top of their agenda. During the fall and winter
of 1959–1960, Khrushchev defended his foreign policy on the grounds that
it would lead to progress on Berlin. However, opposition from West Ger-
man Chancellor Konrad Adenauer compelled a frustrated Eisenhower to
adopt a more uncompromising position on Berlin. Soviet leaders were ap-
prised of this shift by the KGB, who learned about it from their well-placed
moles in the government of the Federal Republic of Germany.29

Khrushchev understood that he was isolated and vulnerable. On 9 April,
his situation was made even more difficult by the successful overflight of the
Soviet Union by an American U-2 reconnaissance aircraft. Early that morn-
ing, the U-2 had taken off from Peshawar, Pakistan and had flown a north-
easterly course to the city of Semipalatinsk and then west over two of the
Soviet Union’s most important missile test sites at Sary Shagan and
Baykonur before turning south and back to it base at Peshawar.30

The United States had been sending U-2s on intelligence missions over the
Soviet Union since July 1956. Soviet leaders had fumed quietly about the
violation of their air space and their inability to bring down these high-flying
spy planes. PVO Strany, the air-defense command, had standing orders to
shoot down any U-2s that overflew the Soviet Union and had recently been
provided with the new SA-2 missile, designed for that purpose. On 9 April,
at 4:47 A.M. local time, the U-2 was picked up by Soviet radar 250 kilome-
ters into Soviet air space en route to Semipalatinsk. High-altitude fighter
aircraft were scrambled but required instructions from the air base at Semi-
palatinsk to vector them to their target. The existence of this base was offi-
cially secret, and the request for the fighters to make radio contact and land
at the base had to be approved by Moscow. By the time this authorization
came, the U-2 was long out of range. At Sary Shagan, there was an SA-2
battery, but the commander of the battery and his troops were away from
their posts attending a political course on Marxism-Leninism. The U-2 then
passed over the SA-2 test site at Baykonur, but no launches were planned
that day and all the missiles were in storage almost 100 kilometers away.31

Khrushchev was “completely beyond himself in rage.” In October 1959,
he had asked the West to “take no action” before the summit that would
“worsen the atmosphere” and “sow the seeds of suspicion.” Instead, the
United States had given his domestic adversaries the opportunity to intensify
their criticism. Khrushchev speculated that perhaps the plane had been sent
on its provocative mission by the CIA and American military without the
president’s knowledge.32

On 10 April, Khrushchev left Moscow for a “holiday” at Gagra on the
Black Sea. He remained out of the public eye for two weeks. His where-
abouts were announced only on 20 April, an unusual time lag for the Soviet
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press of the time. He failed to return to Moscow for the long-planned cele-
bration of the ninetieth anniversary of Lenin’s birth on 22 April.33 Soviet
sources report that Khrushchev remained almost alone at Gagra, out of
communication with Moscow, in a foul mood, and planning his next move.

Khrushchev emerged from his isolation on 25 April to make a long speech
in Baku. In a veiled reference to the U-2, he expressed “alarm” at the strik-
ingly “negative aspects” of Western policy in recent weeks. Soviet foreign
policy, he left no doubt, would also become more intransigent. He rejected
the disarmament plan the Western powers had recently tabled in Geneva
and reverted to a much harder line on Berlin. He warned that the Soviet
Union would sign a separate peace treaty with East Germany if the four-
power negotiations failed and the West would lose its access to Berlin “by
land, water, or air.” The speech was widely regarded as Khrushchev’s
toughest in several months.34

Events at home and abroad compelled Khrushchev to abandon, at least
for the time being, his policy of accommodation with the West. His speech
in Baku was the opening salvo of a new, harsher line. It was intended to send
a strong message to militants in Washington and to his critics in the Presid-
ium. Upon his return to Moscow, Khrushchev instructed Foreign Minister
Gromyko to have his Berlin task force prepare for renewed confrontation.35

On the day Khrushchev delivered his Baku speech, CIA Director Allen
Dulles and Deputy Director of Plans Richard Bissell convinced Eisenhower
to send another U-2 over the Soviet Union to photograph Plesetsk, where
intelligence sources indicated the first operational ICBMs were being de-
ployed.36 That flight, on May Day 1960, was brought down by Soviet air
defenses over Sverdlovsk (now Ekaterinburg), in Central Russia.

Col. Gen. Georgiy Mikhailov, a former staff officer of PVO Strany, re-
ports that several missiles were fired at the U-2. The first exploded near
the high-flying plane and caused it to lose altitude. The pilot, Francis Gary
Powers, bailed out. The second missile hit the descending U-2. The third
missile destroyed a Soviet MiG-19 that had been scrambled to intercept the
American plane. Colonel Mikhailov and his colleagues were dumbfounded
when they saw the quality of the pictures produced by the U-2’s cameras;
they had nothing remotely as good.37

The United States at first denied that it had engaged in spying and then
reversed itself when the Soviets showed journalists the remains of the air-
craft. What made Khrushchev apoplectic was the Associated Press bulletin
on 9 May announcing that the U-2 had been sent “under President Eisen-
hower’s general orders” and the suggestion that “such flights may continue
until Soviet leaders open their borders to inspection.”38 Khrushchev was
convinced that the flight was “an affront orchestrated by the president
himself.”39 “By sending a plane on an espionage mission,” he told journal-
ists, “the American militarists have placed me, the man responsible for ar-
ranging the visit of the United States President to the USSR, in a very difficult
position.”40
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The downing of the U-2 and Eisenhower’s response acutely embarrassed
Khrushchev. Soviet militants affirmed their earlier warnings that Eisen-
hower’s interest in rapprochement was insincere. Mao Tse-Tung expressed
the pious hope that the U-2 would wake up “certain people” who harbored
the illusion that Eisenhower was a “lover of peace.”41 At a reception in
Moscow, Khrushchev dragged American Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson
into a side room and complained to him that “This U-2 thing has put me in
a terrible spot. You have got to get me off it.”42

Under heavy criticism for his policy of accommodation, Khrushchev used
the U-2 incident to retract his invitation to Eisenhower to visit the Soviet
Union and to justify confrontation at the Paris summit.43 At the opening
session of the summit, on 15 May, and at a press conference the following
day, Khrushchev bitterly criticized the United States, its policy of aerial spy-
ing, and the president’s connivance with the CIA. The summit collapsed and
with it, the “spirit of Camp David.”

Economic Problems

Khrushchev’s economic reforms were also running into serious difficulty
and mounting criticism.44 The Virgin Lands program was becoming expen-
sive and increasingly unproductive. Collective and state farm output was
decreasing. Low prices for meat and dairy products failed to compensate
collective farms for the cost of production and encouraged them to slaughter
their cattle and withhold their produce from the market. In the industrial
sector, the growth of heavy industry slowed, and the growth of light indus-
try and the rate of capital investment came to a halt. Inflationary pressures
triggered worker riots in the fall and winter of 1959–1960.45

Confronted with failure at home and abroad, Khrushchev underwent a
sharp change of mood in 1960. His earlier predictions of economic bounty
were replaced by a somber pessimism. He retreated from his commitment to
light industry and consumer goods and called for more investment in heavy
industry and agriculture. He allocated more funds to the Virgin Lands pro-
gram and increased his pressure on local cadres to adopt low-cost but unre-
alistic agricultural practices. He intensified his purge of regional party or-
ganizations and sought to establish greater central control; in 1960–1961,
he retired almost 40 percent of the Party’s professionals. Through doctrinal
changes and rhetoric he tried to intensify the conflict between local party
officials and the masses.

Soviet military and foreign policy underwent a parallel shift in 1960–
1961. To placate his opponents, Khrushchev reluctantly suspended the
previously announced commitment to reduce the Soviet armed forces by
one-third.46 He also temporarily retreated from his preference for minimal
deterrence in favor of the combined arms offensive to which most of the
military was committed.47 His economic programs required a reduction in
international tension, but Eisenhower’s response to the U-2 ruled out the
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possibility of détente. Khrushchev was also under mounting pressure from
militants to display uncompromising toughness to the capitalist world. His
bellicose rhetoric and rocket rattling, challenges to the Western position in
Berlin, and resumption of nuclear testing were a response to this pressure.
The return of the Cold War was a sign of Khrushchev’s weakness, not of
Soviet strength, as Kennedy and his advisors supposed.48 According to Cas-
tro, Khrushchev continued to be obsessed by the goal of accommodation.
“He was constantly talking about this, constantly talking about peace, con-
stantly talking about negotiations with the United States, trying to do away
with the Cold War, with the arms race and so on.”49

Missiles to the Rescue

Khrushchev’s response to his mounting domestic and foreign problems had
been largely ineffective. The structural problems bedeviling Soviet agricul-
ture and industry could not be solved by political mobilization and party
purges; they also antagonized the cadres upon whom he ultimately de-
pended for support. Intensified confrontation with the West brought an
equally negative return; it exacerbated American anxieties and prompted
Kennedy’s accelerated strategic buildup, which the Soviet Union found very
costly to match. Khrushchev would now resort to more intense intimidation.
He would send missiles to Cuba to coerce the United States into making an
accommodation with the Soviet Union.

From 1960 on, Khrushchev was a leader on the defensive who responded
in increasingly impulsive and ineffective ways to the deepening crisis. He
grew bitter and more authoritarian toward his colleagues, presenting them
with one fait accompli after another.50 In domestic and foreign policy he was
drawn to grand and risky ventures that held out the prospect of recouping
his losses and preserving his authority. “With things still going poorly,” his
son admits, “Khrushchev grasped at straws.”51 None of these initiatives
were carefully thought through or implemented with proper supervision and
care. They led to the major policy failures that precipitated his removal from
power in October 1964.52

Khrushchev’s most ambitious domestic initiative was the costly expan-
sion of the Virgin Lands program. In 1954, he had convinced the collective
leadership that the country’s agricultural problems could be alleviated by
cultivating unused lands in Siberia and Kazakhstan that had been left “to the
rabbits and wild goats.” The government authorized the planting of over 70
million acres of new land, a goal that was exceeded in the course of the next
several years. The program made sense as a short-term measure designed to
boost grain output for a few years to buy time to reform and modernize
Soviet agriculture.53 In 1958, Khrushchev boasted that within three years
the Soviet Union would overtake the United States in the production of meat
and milk, and would be able to buy all its grain from collective farms at a
cheaper price.54
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The first harvests were encouraging, although production per acre was
well below that of traditional areas. The initial success was due in large part
to exceptionally good weather that facilitated a bumper crop in 1958.
Agronomists advised Khrushchev against overreliance on the new lands be-
cause of their vulnerability to windstorms and extreme variations in temper-
ature and rainfall. Critics warned that successive yearly planting would ex-
haust the thin top soil and bring inhospitable alkaline soil to the surface.
Continuous cropping and insufficient fallow could turn whole provinces
into giant dust bowls.

Khrushchev brushed aside these criticisms and dramatically expanded the
scope of the program in the autumn of 1961. He called for the intensive
cultivation with spring wheat of another 27 million acres of new land. The
program was carried out at enormous cost to investment in traditional agri-
culture. As critics had predicted, output steadily declined in the new lands
and also fell off in the “black earth” region of the Ukraine, the country’s
bread basket, because funds for fertilizer and irrigation had been siphoned
off to pay for Khrushchev’s experiment. In 1963, there was a catastrophic
crop failure and the Soviet Union was forced to import grain from abroad at
great expense.55

The missile deployment was the international analogue of the Virgin
Lands expansion.56 Beyond its immediate objectives, the missile deploy-
ment, like the Virgin Lands program, was an attempt by an increasingly
frustrated leader to preserve his domestic programs and ultimately, his polit-
ical authority. Chapter 4 documents how the planning and implementation
of the missile deployment were characterized by the same impulsive emo-
tional commitment and disregard for professional advice that led to disaster
in the Virgin Lands.

Both policy initiatives were quintessential Khrushchev. He spurned incre-
mentalism in favor of radical solutions. In response to setbacks, he pushed
ahead with even more dramatic and risky policies that held out the prospect
of enormous gain—and risked equally staggering loss. De-Stalinization, the
Virgin Lands program, the chemical industry expansion, and the challenge
to the West in Berlin all had these characteristics. They required the coercion
of foreign adversaries or domestic opponents and, when they failed, made
Khrushchev vulnerable to charges of authoritarianism.57

REINFORCING OBJECTIVES?

Knowledgeable Soviets disagree about the relative importance of the for-
eign-policy motives that prompted the missile deployment. Sergei Khru-
shchev, Georgiy Kornienko, Aleksandr Alekseev, and Sergo Mikoyan, main-
tain that, above all, Khrushchev acted to protect Cuba from invasion. Fidel
Castro, Georgiy Shakhnazarov, and Dimitri Volkogonov are convinced that
his primary concern was to redress the strategic imbalance. Aleksei
Adzhubei and Leonid Zamyatin contend that Khrushchev was intent on



• D O M E S T I C P O L I T I C S • 61

achieving “psychological equality” to compel a fundamental shift in Ameri-
can foreign policy.

Khrushchev is probably responsible for this divergence of opinion. He
was anxious to build support for the missile deployment and is likely to have
used different arguments with different people. “He was very astute,” Cas-
tro observed. “He was capable of talking about an issue in one set of terms,
while thinking about it in other terms.”58

Sergo Mikoyan’s information comes largely secondhand from his father.
The elder Mikoyan was deeply involved in Soviet-Cuban relations and was
Khrushchev’s special emissary to Fidel Castro. He was committed to defend-
ing Cuba from American attack but was dubious about the feasibility and
consequences of a secret missile deployment.59 In speaking to him, and to
Ambassador Alekseev, Khrushchev would almost certainly have stressed the
deterrent value of the missiles and his concern for Cuban security.

Because of his military background and access to documents in the Minis-
try of Defense archives, Gen. Volkogonov is more sensitive to the military
problem posed by American strategic superiority in 1962. Defense Minister
Malinovsky and Marshal Sergei S. Biryuzov, the recently appointed com-
mander of the SRF, favored the installation of missiles in Cuba because they
were anxious to reduce Soviet strategic vulnerability. In speaking to the
military, Khrushchev would have emphasized this objective to enlist their
support.

As editor of Izvestiya and political confidant of his father-in-law,
Adzhubei was privy to many of Khrushchev’s thoughts about foreign and
domestic policy. It is not surprising that he has a different understanding of
Khrushchev’s motives, one that emphasizes the links between foreign and
domestic policy and the broader political objectives the missile deployment
was intended to serve.

It is possible, even likely, that Khrushchev made no effort to evaluate the
relative importance of the diverse objectives he sought, since he regarded
them as mutually reinforcing. We can nevertheless speculate that his first
priority was to rescue his domestic reforms; he was deeply committed to
them, personally and politically. He saw détente as critical to the success of
his domestic program, and all three of his foreign-policy objectives were
intended to facilitate détente by convincing the Kennedy administration that
the Soviet Union was a superpower deserving of respect.60

Many American students of the crisis have imputed far-reaching offensive
objectives to Khrushchev.61 They surmise that the missiles were intended to
undermine NATO, foster communist revolution in Latin America, and com-
pel Western concessions in Berlin. Soviet officials insist that Khrushchev en-
visaged the missile deployment as a purely defensive action. Adzhubei ad-
mits that Khrushchev found the Berlin problem “extraordinarily irritating,”
but he does not believe that it motivated his decision to send missiles to
Cuba.62 Andrei Gromyko contends that there was no direct connection be-
tween the deployment of the missiles and Germany.63

Soviet officials contend that Khrushchev wanted to keep Cuba well-insu-
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lated from Berlin. The morning after Kennedy announced the blockade, East
German leader Walter Ulbricht reportedly telephoned Khrushchev to sug-
gest that he make American recognition of East Germany a condition for
withdrawal of the missiles from Cuba. Khrushchev rejected this request,
much to Ulbricht’s annoyance.64 Later that day, First Deputy of Foreign
Affairs Vasiliy A. Kuznetsov suggested that Khrushchev respond to the
American pressure on Cuba with Soviet pressure in Berlin. “Khrushchev
replied quite harshly, saying that we did not need that kind of advice.”65

The secret missile deployment that was considered offensive by the Amer-
icans was regarded as defensive by the Soviets. Soviet officials who agree
that the missiles represented a serious challenge to the Kennedy administra-
tion contend that undeniably coercive means were intended to advance
legitimate, defensive purposes.66 In 1961, Khrushchev told representatives
of the British Labour Party that the Soviet decision to resume testing was
meant “to shock the Western powers into negotiations over Germany and
disarmament.”67 Some Soviet officials maintain that this was also a primary
objective of Khrushchev’s challenges to the West in Berlin in 1959 and
1961.68 Even though Khrushchev’s goals were defensive, the relationship
between the ends he sought and the means he chose was fraught with con-
tradiction.

CONTRADICTIONS

Foreign-policy analysts expect statesmen to have consistent preferences and
to choose policies most likely to advance their preferences. Khrushchev vio-
lated both these expectations. He did not choose the appropriate means,
given his ends, nor did he recognize the contradictions among his objectives.
The missile deployment threatened some of his most important foreign-
policy goals. It was a singularly inappropriate means of advancing his pro-
claimed objectives. The secret deployment of missiles raised rather than low-
ered the risks of an American invasion of Cuba. It was also illusory for
Khrushchev to believe that a missile deployment would compel the United
States to move toward détente.

Castro insisted that Cuba could have been best protected by conventional
forces. Marshal Malinovsky rejected the feasibility of defense with conven-
tional forces; he contended that American forces could overrun Cuba in a
matter of days.69 Malinovsky may have overestimated American military
capability—the Pentagon expected a more prolonged and costly struggle.
More important, Khrushchev discounted, or failed to consider, the deterrent
role of Soviet conventional forces in Cuba. Even if he doubted the efficacy of
conventional defense, he could have tried to exploit the deterrent value of
Soviet conventional forces.

When the Kennedy administration sent additional forces to Berlin in re-
sponse to Khrushchev’s ultimatum, it publicized the arrival of reinforce-
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ments. The purpose was to reassure West Berliners that the United States
was committed to their defense, but also to send a political message to
Moscow about American resolve to defend Berlin. Khrushchev believed
that Kennedy was as committed as he was to avoiding a superpower war;
he should have reasoned that the planned forty-five-thousand (actual forty-
two-thousand) Soviet forces in Cuba, many more troops than the West
maintained in Berlin, would have served as an effective “tripwire” deter-
rent.70 A tripwire strategy would have required fewer forces and would
have put significantly less pressure on Kennedy to respond. By shrouding
the conventional deployment in Cuba in secrecy, Khrushchev sacrificed
whatever deterrent value this forty-two-thousand-man force might have
possessed.

An even more serious contradiction is that in the short term—and that is
what mattered to Castro and Khrushchev—the missiles were irrelevant to
deterrence. In his memoirs, Khrushchev acknowledged he was in a great
hurry to deploy the missiles “because we expected there was not much time
before the Americans repeated their invasion.”71 Cuban and Soviet intelli-
gence agencies predicted that an American attack was most likely to come in
September or October 1962; afterward, the probability of invasion would
decline.72 Khrushchev was advised that the danger was greatest in the late
summer. On 15 October, the day before Kennedy announced the discovery
of missiles in Cuba, Khrushchev told Finnish President Urho Kekkonen that
he had expected the United States to invade in late August or early Septem-
ber, but now believed there would be no attack.73

The first missiles in Cuba did not achieve emergency operational capabil-
ity until the middle of October and were not expected to be fully operational
until sometime in December. If all had gone according to plan, the Ameri-
cans would have been informed of the missiles in the middle of November,
well after the invasion threat had peaked. The missiles could not possibly
have deterred an attack in September and October if their presence was un-
known to the Kennedy administration!74

Under these conditions, the missiles were a dangerous liability to the So-
viet Union and Cuba because American military action against Cuba could
have unwittingly triggered a nuclear war. Had the United States attacked in
late October, thinking it would meet opposition only from conventional
forces, many of the missiles would have been operational and some might
have been armed with nuclear warheads.75 Depending on the command and
control procedures in effect, missile crews about to be overrun could have
received orders—or acted on their own authority—to launch their weapons
against the United States. The destruction of one or more American cities
would have generated enormous pressure on the president for a massive
retaliatory strike against the Soviet Union.

Reality could have emulated fiction. In Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 movie, Dr.
Strangelove, the Soviet Union perfects a doomsday device in the form of
“dirty” bombs designed to explode automatically and poison the planet’s
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atmosphere with radiation if the Soviet Union is attacked. Moscow’s objec-
tive is to deter an American attack by making it suicidal. The doomsday
machine cannot be disabled; otherwise it would lack credibility. Soviet lead-
ers make a fatal error: they turn on the device before they notify Washington
of its existence. B-52 bombers from the Strategic Air Command attack the
Soviet Union because of an error in their “Fail-Safe” system, and the world
is destroyed. Like Kubrick’s Russians, Khrushchev could have paid a tragic
price for weapons that he had sent to Cuba. As long as they were unknown
to the Americans, they had no deterrent value, only the potential to destroy
Cuba and the Soviet Union.

If we relax or abandon the assumptions that Khrushchev chose policies
most likely to achieve his preferences, and that his preferences were consis-
tent, we can better understand his behavior. Cognitive psychologists argue
that human beings tend to avoid “trade-offs” among important values.
Rather than recognize that one policy may advance important objectives at
the expense of other valued goals, people are more likely to see their choices
as supportive of all their objectives. As they move toward a decision, they
may alter some of their earlier expectations or establish new estimates to
strengthen the case for their preferred course of action.76

The failure to recognize trade-offs leads advocates of a policy to advance
multiple, independent, and mutually reinforcing arguments in its favor.
They become convinced that the policy in question is not only preferable to
other alternatives but that it can achieve all their goals. Opponents similarly
attack a policy as ill-considered in all its consequences. Ordering cognitions
in this way helps people to make difficult or costly choices because nothing
need be sacrificed. The world is rarely as neatly ordered or benign. Impor-
tant decisions almost always involve conflict among values, sometimes re-
quiring major trade-offs.

Khrushchev’s decision reflects this kind of cognitive blindness. Not only
was his choice of a missile deployment inconsistent with his objectives, but
his objectives were contradictory. Khrushchev was moved by foreign-policy
interests to defend Cuba, by strategic considerations to develop a second-
strike capability, by domestic circumstances to seek détente, and by his emo-
tions to seek revenge. Revenge and détente were contradictory, but Khru-
shchev convinced himself that all these goals were compatible. In the face of
contrary predictions by his experts on the United States, he persuaded him-
self that the missiles could be the catalyst for détente.77 Psychological re-
search suggests that people are most likely to deny trade-offs when their
competing objectives are extremely important.78 Khrushchev was caught in
precisely this kind of dilemma.

Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba was not an isolated in-
stance of cognitive distortion. His policy toward Cuba was also inconsistent
with his broader goal of détente. Communist Cuba had become a thorn in
the side of the United States and a highly charged foreign-policy issue for
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most Americans. Khrushchev’s support of Castro angered Americans across
the political spectrum and generated pressure on the Kennedy administra-
tion to pursue a more militant policy toward both Cuba and the Soviet
Union. The highly visible Soviet military presence in Cuba added insult to
injury. Khrushchev had important reasons for wanting to support Cuba, but
he could not do so and hope to improve relations with the United States.

Khrushchev’s foreign policy was riddled with contradictions. His primary
objective was clear: accommodation with the West based on the recognition
of the Soviet Union’s coequal status as a superpower. However, many of his
most prominent actions—the ultimatums to the West on Germany, the con-
struction of the Berlin Wall, and support of revolutionary forces in the Third
World—made this goal more difficult to achieve. These actions were
prompted by other goals and needs. The ultimatums on Berlin and the Wall
were attempts to save East Germany and defuse militant critics in Moscow.
Increased aid to the “progressive forces” of the world was intended to
spread Soviet influence to new regions and to demonstrate the Soviet
Union’s bona fides as a revolutionary power in its struggle with China for
the loyalty of the world’s communist parties.

Khrushchev failed to think through the implications of his foreign policy.
He refused to make trade-offs among competing and contradictory objec-
tives and convinced himself that a policy of confrontation would advance all
his goals. He miscalculated badly. His challenge to the West’s position in
Berlin, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia intensified the Kennedy adminis-
tration’s perception of threat and made it less rather than more willing to
compromise on Berlin and other critical issues on Khrushchev’s foreign-pol-
icy agenda. The missile deployment provoked a war-threatening crisis that
ended in a humiliating defeat for the Soviet Union and seriously eroded
Khrushchev’s authority at home.

Khrushchev’s domestic policy was characterized by the same conceptual
confusion and inconsistency. He never developed a comprehensive strategy
of reform. His political and agricultural reforms were piecemeal and at times
contradictory. In the Virgin Lands program and expansion of the chemical
industry, he pursued unrealistic objectives that wasted scarce resources
and weakened his political standing. His policy of de-Stalinization and mo-
bilization of the masses competed with his insistence on discipline and the
primacy of the Communist Party. Khrushchev ultimately chose to impose
severe limits on liberalization, even though these restrictions curtailed indi-
vidual initiative as a creative force for change.

Khrushchev’s failure to match means to ends and to make hard choices
among ends almost certainly had deeper political and personal causes. His
policy objectives, foreign and domestic, were in the last resort incompatible
with a Stalinist political system committed to the global advancement of
Soviet-style socialism. A product of that system, Khrushchev could not bring
himself to do more than criticize and disavow its most egregious excesses.
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He was careful to attribute the crimes of Stalin to his personality, not to
the Leninist political system that Khrushchev had spent his adult life trying
to impose on the country. “Father never took the final step,” Sergei Khru-
shchev admitted; “the stereotypes laid down in the thirties were just too
strong.”79

Intellectually and emotionally, Khrushchev was unprepared to recognize
that rigid, authoritarian political and economic structures could not achieve
a better-fed and more secure society. In the final analysis, the deployment
of missiles in Cuba can best be understood as an illusory attempt to avoid
this deeper, underlying contradiction that was far too threatening for Khru-
shchev to confront.
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Why Did Khrushchev Miscalculate?

The Americans are going to have to swallow this the same

way we have had to swallow the pill of the missiles in Turkey.

—Nikita Khrushchev 1

Khrushchev possessed [a] rich imagination and when some

idea gripped him he was inclined to see in its implementation

an easy solution to a particular problem, a sort of cure-all.

—Oleg Troyanovsky 2

THIS CHAPTER reconstructs Khrushchev’s calculations on the eve of the
Cuban missile deployment. It addresses what has always been one of the
most puzzling questions about the crisis: why did Khrushchev think that
the United States would accept Soviet missile bases in Cuba?

Most Western analysts have argued that Khrushchev went ahead with the
deployment because he did not believe that Kennedy would discover the
missiles before they were operational or risk war to remove them once they
were. We contend that Khrushchev had no good reasons to suppose that
Soviet missile bases could be constructed secretly in Cuba, or that the United
States would tolerate the missiles. Like many leaders before and since, Khru-
shchev indulged in wishful thinking. He was driven by political need and
anger and wanted to believe that his bold challenge would succeed. Once
committed to the deployment, he became insensitive to warnings from So-
viet foreign-policy experts that it was likely to provoke a serious confronta-
tion with the United States. Kennedy’s attempts at deterrence failed because
Khrushchev was blind to American interests and signals.

KENNEDY’S WARNINGS

In the fall of 1962, President Kennedy responded to congressional and pub-
lic concern that the Soviet Union might send missiles to Cuba with a series
of stern warnings. On 4 September, he drew a distinction between “offen-
sive” and “defensive” weapons and put Khrushchev on notice that “the
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gravest issues” would arise if the United States acquired evidence of “offen-
sive ground-to-ground missiles or of other significant offensive capability
either in Cuban hands or under Soviet direction and guidance.”3 On 7 Sep-
tember, he requested and quickly received congressional approval for
standby authority to call up one-hundred-fifty-thousand reservists.4 At a 13
September press conference, he promised to take whatever action was neces-
sary to ensure that no offensive weapons were installed in Cuba.5

The president reinforced these public warnings with private messages to
the Kremlin. He sought to dissuade Soviet leaders from dismissing his
threats as idle campaign rhetoric. On 4 September, Robert Kennedy met
with Soviet Ambassador Anatoliy Dobrynin to tell him that his brother
would not tolerate offensive weapons in Cuba.6 Two days later, Theodore
Sorensen repeated the message to Dobrynin, adding that in his judgment
the November congressional elections would not inhibit the president’s free-
dom of action in foreign policy.7 Under Secretary of State Chester A. Bowles
also stressed Kennedy’s resolve to Dobrynin when the two men met on 13
October.8

Khrushchev gave every indication that he recognized the American strate-
gic interests and Kennedy’s political needs. In April, well before the presi-
dent’s warnings, Khrushchev sent him two reassuring letters. His letter of 22
April could not have been more specific. “We do not have any bases in
Cuba,” and he declared, “we do not intend to establish any.”9 On 4 Septem-
ber, Ambassador Dobrynin called on Robert Kennedy to relay a confidential
promise from Khrushchev not to create any trouble for the United States
during the election campaign.10

On 11 September, the Soviet government issued an official response to
Kennedy’s warnings. It made no commitment to refrain from introducing
missiles into Cuba—this would have been too abject an act of submission.
The statement declared that the Soviet Union had no need to station any
retaliatory weapons to defend Cuba.11 Two days later, Dobrynin explained
the Soviet position to Chester Bowles and emphatically denied that his gov-
ernment had any intention of deploying missiles in Cuba.12

On 22 October, almost a week after the Americans had discovered the
missiles, the administration received another reassuring message, this time
from Georgiy N. Bol’shakov, a counselor at the Soviet embassy and manag-
ing director of Soviet Life. Just back from talks in Moscow with Khrushchev
and First Deputy Prime Minister Anastas I. Mikoyan, Bol’shakov conveyed
the Soviet leader’s personal promise that “no missile capable of reaching
the United States would be placed in Cuba.”13 Bol’shakov, a high-level
KGB operative, served as an unofficial channel of communication between
Kennedy and Khrushchev. Between April 1961 and December 1962, he
carried more than forty private letters between the two leaders. The letters
addressed a number of delicate issues including Laos, Berlin, and Soviet-
American plans for a Vienna summit. Kennedy had come to rely on this
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back channel and was deeply offended that Khrushchev used a trusted mes-
senger to deceive him.14

Public and private Soviet assurances conveyed the impression that Khru-
shchev understood the gravity of the American warning. However, in May,
Khrushchev had decided to send missiles to Cuba. His assurances were de-
signed to lull the Kennedy administration into inaction until the missiles
were in situ and operational. They were also intended to provide a political
justification for the missiles when Khrushchev announced their presence in
Havana in November.

COMPETING EXPLANATIONS

Western scholars have put forward two contrasting explanations for Khru-
shchev’s behavior. The most widely accepted is that Khrushchev was con-
vinced that the missile deployment would succeed because Kennedy lacked
the will to oppose it.15 Proponents of this explanation maintain that Ken-
nedy’s youth and personality conveyed the impression of inexperience and
indecision, and that his refusal to commit American troops to the faltering
Bay of Pigs invasion, his poor performance at the Vienna summit, and
his failure to prevent construction of the Berlin Wall, conveyed lack of re-
solve.16

Scholars have also faulted Kennedy’s practice of deterrence; they do not
believe that he effectively communicated his opposition to Soviet missiles in
Cuba. Graham Allison, author of what was for many years the definitive
study of the crisis, stressed the low-key nature of Kennedy’s warnings, his
acceptance of the Soviet conventional buildup in Cuba, and the timing of the
president’s statements; all this gave the impression that his warnings were
aimed at domestic political critics, not the Russians. “Even up to the day of
discovery,” Allison insisted, “a man in Moscow, listening to the array of
messages emanating from Washington, could have had grounds for reason-
able doubt about the U.S. government’s reactions.”17

The charge that Kennedy’s vacillation encouraged Khrushchev to send
missiles to Cuba originated with the president. From the moment he as-
sumed office, Kennedy worried about his reputation for resolve. He confided
his concern to friendly journalists. Elie Abel, then with the National Broad-
casting Company, recalled a conversation with the president in September
1961, just after the Berlin Wall went up. Abel declared his interest in writing
a book about the president’s first year in office. Kennedy discouraged him.
“Who would want to read about disasters?” After the Bay of Pigs and the
Berlin wall, Khrushchev probably thought him a “pushover.”18 During the
Berlin crisis, Kennedy voiced the same concern to James Wechsler of the
New York Post. He worried “that Khrushchev might interpret his reluctance
to wage nuclear war as a symptom of an American loss of nerve.” The time
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might come, he told Wechsler, that he would have to run “the supreme risk”
to convince Khrushchev that conciliation did not mean humiliation. “If
Khrushchev wants to rub my nose in the dirt, it’s all over.”19

The president’s concern for his reputation was shared by his advisors and
shaped their understanding of the missile deployment. Theodore Sorensen
reports that the favored theory of the Ex Comm was that the missiles were
a test of America’s will:

Khrushchev believed that the American people were too timid to risk nuclear
war and too concerned with legalisms to justify any distinction between our
overseas missile bases and his—that once we were actually confronted with the
missiles we would do nothing but protest—that we would thereby appear weak
and irresolute to the world, causing our allies to doubt our word and to seek
accommodations with the Soviets, and permitting increased communist sway in
Latin America in particular.20

The president also thought in these terms. In his nationally televised ad-
dress proclaiming the naval “quarantine” of Cuba, he told the American
people that the missiles represented a challenge that had to be answered
“if our courage and commitments are ever to be trusted again by friend
or foe.”21

An alternative explanation for the missile deployment also starts from the
premise that Khrushchev erred in his judgment. But it shifts the onus for that
miscalculation from Kennedy to Khrushchev. Because the Soviet leader re-
garded the missile deployment as the only means of coping with serious
strategic and political threats, he deluded himself that it would succeed. He
became correspondingly insensitive to information that indicated he was
courting disaster.22

Were the reasons attributed to Khrushchev by the first interpretation
plausible? The evidence suggests that Kennedy’s age, performance in Vi-
enna, and decision not to commit American troops to the Bay of Pigs, gave
no reasonable grounds for doubting the president’s resolve.23

The myth has grown up that Khrushchev did not take Kennedy seriously
because of his youth.24 Ambassador Dobrynin’s predecessor in Washington,
Mikhail Menshikov, was struck by the youthful appearance of both Ken-
nedy brothers and referred to them as “boys in short trousers” in at least one
of his cables to Moscow. A hardliner who wanted Khrushchev to pursue a
more militant policy toward the United States, Menshikov routinely dis-
missed Kennedy’s warnings as mere bravado.25

Khrushchev did comment on Kennedy’s age on several occasions during
the Vienna summit, but never suggested that his youth implied weakness.26

Khrushchev’s remarks indicate that he may have viewed Kennedy as less
predictable, less compromising, and more concerned with establishing a rep-
utation for himself than an older president would have been. During the
missile crisis, he told American businessman William Knox that the block-
ade was an act of “hysteria.” “The president was a very young man,”
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younger than his son. He “was confident that Eisenhower would have done
things differently.”27

The widely credited story that Khrushchev took Kennedy’s measure in
Vienna and found him wanting originated with James Reston of the New
York Times. Three-and-a-half years after the summit, he proposed it as an
explanation for the Soviet decision to send missiles to Cuba. Reston was
careful to point out that his hypothesis was speculative and based on the
president’s somber mood following his meeting with Khrushchev.28 Abel
and others treated the proposition as incontrovertible fact.29

All eyewitness accounts of the summit report plain speaking between the
two leaders with neither man giving ground.30 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., de-
scribed the conversations as “civil but tough.” He insists that there is no
truth to “the legend that Khrushchev browbeat and bullied Kennedy at Vi-
enna.”31 Kenneth O’Donnell, a political and personal confidant of the presi-
dent, tells the same story, as do Dean Rusk and knowledgeable Soviet offi-
cials like Ambassador Georgiy M. Kornienko, who ridicules the notion of
Kennedy as a weak president.32 That “doesn’t fit at all with my impression
of how Khrushchev perceived Kennedy.”33

Khrushchev told reporters that Kennedy was tough, especially on the
question of Berlin.34 He confided to Kornienko that he had been right in his
assessment of Kennedy as “a really intelligent, extraordinary politician.”35

According to Sergei Khrushchev, “Father returned to Moscow after the sum-
mit with a very high opinion of Kennedy. He saw him as a worthy partner
and strong statesman, as well as a simple, charming man to whom he took
a real liking.”36 Speaking of the summit in his memoirs, Khrushchev remem-
bered Kennedy as a refreshing change from Eisenhower because of his thor-
ough preparation, frankness, and the verve with which he argued his case.
“This was to his credit and he rose in my estimation at once. . . . He was, so
to speak, both my partner and my adversary.”37

The third and most commonly cited justification for Soviet doubts about
American credibility is Kennedy’s refusal to commit American forces to save
the Bay of Pigs invasion.38 It is certainly conceivable that Khrushchev inter-
preted the president’s restraint as a failure of nerve, but his remarks indicate
that he also regarded it as an act of courage. In their private discussions in
Vienna, Kennedy confessed that the Bay of Pigs had been a mistake. Khru-
shchev was supportive. He told the president that he respected his explana-
tion and valued his frankness. Afterward, he told his son how he was struck
by the contrast between Kennedy’s willingness to admit his mistake and
Eisenhower’s refusal in 1960 to apologize for the U-2 overflight of the Soviet
Union.39

The Bay of Pigs disaster had made Cuba the administration’s “political
Achilles heel.”40 Khrushchev did not have to be an especially astute student
of American politics to recognize that Kennedy could not afford another
fiasco in Cuba; he was under pressure to honor his well-publicized commit-
ment to keep Soviet missiles out of Cuba.
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Those who blame the crisis on Kennedy’s failure to develop an adequate
reputation for resolve ignore the occasions when Kennedy successfully dem-
onstrated strength. Berlin in 1961 is the most striking example. In July, Am-
bassador Menshikov advised Moscow that the Kennedy brothers’ tough
words on Berlin could safely be ignored. When the moment of decision ap-
proaches “they will be the first to shit in their pants.”41 But Kennedy did not
behave in accord with Menshikov’s prediction. He rejected Khrushchev’s
demands outright and reinforced the American garrison in Berlin. His un-
yielding defense of Western access rights to Berlin compelled Khrushchev to
retreat from his challenge and should have strengthened his estimate of the
president’s resolve—and led him to question the judgment of his representa-
tive in Washington. So too, should Kennedy’s success in using the threat of
American military intervention in Laos to compel communist-backed forces
to accept a cease-fire.42 Khrushchev, not Kennedy, bore the primary respon-
sibility for his miscalculation of the likely consequences of sending missiles
to Cuba.

THE DECISION

Khrushchev’s colleagues respected his “sharp political skills” but regarded
him as “very emotional and impulsive.”43 “He made decisions first and
thought about them, if at all, later,” lamented Anatoliy Dobrynin. Georgi
Arbatov offered Khrushchev’s 1960 Berlin ultimatum as a case in point: he
threatened to sign a separate peace treaty with East Germany without in-
forming the Presidium, foreign ministry, or armed forces.44 Soviet and
Cuban officials contend that Khrushchev acted just as impulsively when he
decided to send missiles to Cuba. He committed himself to the plan before
consulting any of his foreign-policy advisors.45

The idea of a missile deployment may have been planted in Khrushchev’s
head in September 1959 by AFL-CIO leader Walter Reuther. In San Fran-
cisco, on his visit to the United States, Khrushchev entered into a heated
discussion with American labor leaders. He complained bitterly about
the American missile and military bases ringing the Soviet Union. “Who
prevents you,” Reuther broke in, “from deploying missiles in Canada or
Mexico?” Soviet officials traveling with Khrushchev were struck by the
suggestion.46

In his memoirs, Khrushchev says that he conceived of the missile deploy-
ment during a state visit to Bulgaria in the middle of May 1961.47 “I didn’t
tell anyone what I was thinking. I kept my mental agony to myself. But all
the while the idea of putting missiles in Cuba was ripening inside my
mind.”48 According to Fedor Burlatsky, Khrushchev had a big lunch at the
Bulgarian seashore resort of Varna (or in the Crimea, in another version of
the story) and fell asleep in a deck chair with the book he was reading spread
on top of his ample belly. He awoke late in the afternoon and extolled the
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tranquillity of the scene to Defense Minister Rodion Ya. Malinovsky, seated
in a nearby deck chair. Malinovsky reminded Khrushchev that beyond that
“tranquil” horizon the Americans were deploying missiles armed with nu-
clear weapons aimed at the Soviet Union. Khrushchev became angry and
expressed his desire to send missiles to Cuba to “get even” with the Ameri-
cans for their “intolerable provocation.”49

Interviews with Soviet officials indicate that Khrushchev may have
sounded out some of his senior advisors about a missile deployment in late
April and early May, before his trip to Bulgaria. Sergo Mikoyan believes
that his father, recognized as something of an expert on Cuba, was the first
to be approached. The Khrushchev and Mikoyan houses were adjacent, and
the two men used to walk a lot and discuss foreign affairs.50

Khrushchev told Mikoyan that he intended to install a small number of
medium-range missiles in Cuba “very speedily,” and would not reveal their
presence to the United States until after the November congressional elec-
tions. Mikoyan was incredulous. He expressed doubts that the missiles
could be deployed secretly, and warned that their discovery was likely to
provoke a crisis with the Kennedy administration. Khrushchev disagreed.
He expected that the missiles in Cuba “would be received in the United
States as the Turkish missiles were received in the Soviet Union.”51

Khrushchev also confided his plan to send missiles to Cuba to Gromyko,
Malinovsky, Presidium member Frol R. Kozlov, and Marshal Sergei S.
Biryuzov, the recently appointed commander of the Strategic Rocket Forces.
Gromyko, Malinovsky, Mikoyan, Kozlov, and Biryuzov discussed the mis-
sile deployment with Khrushchev at his home and in his garden without any
note-takers present.52 Khrushchev then raised the matter in the Presidium.
He told its members that it was “a very complex question, and that the
consequences of that step were difficult to evaluate immediately.” He asked
that discussion be postponed “until the next meeting.”53

When the Presidium reconvened, Khrushchev went into more detail about
the proposed deployment and a lively debate ensued. Mikoyan had serious
reservations. He worried about the reaction of the United States and warned
that the proposed deployment would be “a very dangerous step.” After the
meetings, Presidium members returned home with Khrushchev and “sat till
late at night” discussing the implications of sending missiles to Cuba.54

Khrushchev put Malinovsky in charge of developing the operation and
for reasons of security insisted that only a small circle of people be told
of the plan.55 The defense minister was a reluctant supporter of a secret
missile deployment.56 Marshal Biryuzov was extremely enthusiastic and im-
pressed by the deterrent potential of Soviet missiles in Cuba.57 Mikoyan was
openly skeptical. He questioned Khrushchev’s assumption that the missiles
could be shipped to Cuba, transported inland, and deployed in the field
without being detected by the Americans. He was also dubious about Fidel
Castro’s willingness to allow missile bases in Cuba because of the risks.
In response to Mikoyan’s objections, Khrushchev proposed that Marshal
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Biryuzov go to Havana to investigate the feasibility of a secret deployment.
He would carry a letter, Khrushchev announced, “in which I shall ask
Fidel’s opinion.”58

Gromyko maintained that he also expressed reservations about sending
missiles to Cuba when Khrushchev first broached the idea to him on the
plane ride home from Bulgaria. He warned “that putting our nuclear mis-
siles in Cuba would cause a political explosion in the United States.” Khru-
shchev made light of the risk and told Gromyko that he would ask the
Presidium to discuss the possibility of sending missiles to Cuba at its next
meeting.59

Sometime after the second Presidium meeting, Khrushchev summoned
Aleksandr I. Alekseev, ambassador designate to Havana, and Sharaf R.
Rashidov, a candidate member of the Presidium and First Secretary of the
Uzbek Communist Party to his Kremlin office. Alekseev and Rashidov were
to be part of the delegation to Havana. In the presence of Mikoyan, Gro-
myko, Malinovsky, Kozlov, and Biryuzov, Khrushchev grilled the two men
about Cuba, its leadership, and defense capability. “And suddenly the ques-
tion was asked,” Alekseev remembered, “the unexpected nature of which
rooted me to the spot. Khrushchev asked me, how in my opinion, Fidel
would react to a proposal to deploy our missiles on Cuba. Having overcome
with difficulty my confusion, I expressed doubt that Fidel would agree to
such a proposal.” Marshal Malinovsky was certain that he would and drew
an analogy between Cuba and Republican Spain, which had openly sought
Soviet military assistance.60

Khrushchev stressed to the group how critical it was to prevent the United
States from attacking Cuba. He expressed his

absolute conviction that in revenge for its defeat at the Playa Giron [the Bay of
Pigs], the Americans will undertake an invasion of Cuba. It is necessary to raise
the price of a military adventure against Cuba to the highest level, to equalize
the magnitude of the threat to Cuba to the threat to the United States. Logic
suggests that such a means could only be the deployment of our missiles with
nuclear warheads on the territory of Cuba.61

A consensus was reached to send Rashidov, Biryuzov, and Alekseev to
Havana to see if the Cubans were willing to accept Soviet missiles, and if
they were, to explore if and how they could be installed secretly. Before the
three men left for Cuba, they were summoned to Khrushchev’s country
dacha, to meet with all of the Presidium members in Moscow at the time. At
this meeting, Alekseev insists, “complete unanimity prevailed.”62

On 30 May, a delegation of agricultural experts, led by Presidium mem-
ber Rashidov, arrived in Havana for a well-publicized visit.63 The delegation
included Marshal Biryuzov and Gens. Ushakov and Ageyev, traveling under
assumed names.64 As he was not yet accredited as ambassador, Alekseev
went along as an advisor to the embassy. At a reception for the visitors,
Alekseev took Raúl Castro aside and confided to him that “Our delegation
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wants to discuss the question of defense, and between us, Engineer Petrov is
not Engineer Petrov, he is Marshal Biryuzov of the Strategic Rocket Forces.”
Castro promised to arrange a meeting with his brother, which took place
that evening.65

At this meeting, Rashidov handed Khrushchev’s letter to Fidel Castro.
Alekseev, translating for Rashidov, explained the Soviet government’s con-
cern that Cuba was about to be attacked by the United States. Khrushchev
was prepared “to assist Cuba in fortifying its defense capability, even to
deploy on its territory Soviet intermediate-range missiles, if our Cuban
friends consider it useful to them to deter a potential aggressor.” Castro “fell
to thinking,” and then said: “If this will serve the socialist camp, and if it will
hinder the actions of American imperialism on the continent, I believe that
we will agree. But I will give you an answer only after I consult with my close
comrades.”66

The next day Alekseev and Rashidov met with both Castro brothers, Che
Guevara, President Osvaldo Dorticós Torrados, and Blas Roca. The Cuban
leaders agreed to host the missiles. Marshal Biryuzov and Gens. Ushakov
and Ageyev then entered into discussions with their Cuban colleagues about
camouflage and other details of the deployment.67

Between the two meetings, the Cuban leaders met among themselves to
discuss Khrushchev’s proposition. All six members of the Central Commit-
tee favored the deployment on the grounds that it would help “change the
correlation of forces between capitalism and socialism.” Rashidov had in-
sisted that the missiles were meant to protect Cuba, but the Central Commit-
tee agreed this could be done more effectively with conventional forces. “We
didn’t really like the missiles,” Castro confided. “If it had been a matter only
of our own defense, we would not have accepted the deployment of the
missiles here.” The Central Committee was concerned that the missiles
would turn their country into “a Soviet military base” and damage their
image throughout Latin America. They felt they had no choice but to go
along with Khrushchev’s request. “We could not refuse,” Castro explained,
because “we were already receiving a large amount of assistance from the
socialist camp.”68

The Cubans worried at first about the likely American reaction. Castro
admitted that his “unlimited confidence” in the Soviet Union led him to
downplay this concern. The Soviets, he convinced himself, must know what
they were doing because they “had decades of experience in diplomatic, in-
ternational, and military matters.” Castro was also influenced by Khru-
shchev’s strategic claims, and counted on the Soviet Union’s nuclear prowess
to deter an American attack against the missiles in Cuba. Most of all, Castro
was impressed by Khrushchev. “In Nikita’s public rhetoric you could see—
you could detect—confidence, certainty, and strength. . . . So what was re-
ally protecting us,” Castro reasoned, “was the global strategic might of the
USSR, not the rockets here.” It was “Soviet will, Soviet determination, So-
viet global might.”69
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Mikoyan, who had expected Castro to reject the missiles, was amazed; he
subsequently acknowledged that he had “underestimated Fidel’s capacity to
take risks.” Mikoyan was still worried about the problem of secrecy, and
was unimpressed by Marshal Biryuzov’s claim that there were places in the
mountains where the Americans would never discover the missiles. He
thought Biryuzov was “a fool.”70

Khrushchev convened a meeting of the Presidium on 10 June. Biryuzov
and Alekseev described their talks in Havana, and Biryuzov assured the Pre-
sidium that the missiles could be installed secretly. “They would look like
palm trees” to American reconnaissance aircraft.71 Khrushchev agreed that
the deployment could be carried out secretly “if we acted very carefully and
did not send immediately a stream of ships.” He would announce the pres-
ence of the missiles to the world in Havana on 6 November.72 The Presidium
approved the deployment and the plans for its implementation that had been
prepared by the Ministry of Defense.73

Khrushchev had intended to send only a small number of missiles to
Cuba, but the Ministry of Defense plan called for 24 R-12 launchers with 36
SS-4 MRBMs and 6 training missiles, 16 launchers for 24 SS-5 IRBMs, and
nuclear warheads for all the operational missiles. Also to be sent were four
motorized rifle regiments, two air-defense missile divisions comprising 24
missile sites, two regiments of tactical cruise missiles, a regiment of 40 MiG-
21 aircraft, a regiment of 33 Il-28 light bombers, an Mi-8 transport heli-
copter regiment, a transport air squadron, and a coastal defense force
consisting of land-based missiles, a squadron each of surface ships and sub-
marines, and a brigade of missile launching patrol boats. By mid-October,
the total deployment would reach forty-two-thousand of the planned forty-
five-thousand men. Khrushchev approved this plan despite his earlier insis-
tence that a large-scale movement of men and matériel would threaten the
security of the operation.74

On 2 July, Raúl Castro, the Cuban defense minister, arrived in Moscow
for two weeks of talks. During his visit, Soviet and Cuban officers worked
out many of the details of the missile deployment. Khrushchev attended two
meetings of their working group, on 3 and 8 July. The first step, everyone
agreed, was to install a dense network of SA-2 SAMs to provide perimeter
and point air defense of Cuba and of the MRBMs and IRBMs that would be
stationed at San Cristóbal, Sagua la Grande, Guanajay, and Remedios. Be-
fore the end of the month, the first ships laden with military equipment had
departed for Cuba.75

Castro, Malinovsky, and Biryuzov, with Alekseev once more acting as
translator, drafted an agreement to govern the deployment. The Soviet
Union was to have custody over the missiles and missile sites at all times,
although Cuba would continue to exercise sovereignty over the sites. The
SAMs would be manned by Soviet forces. Moscow would assume all the
costs of the deployment and agree to renegotiate it after five years. Every-
thing was to be in place by November. Had the crisis not intervened, Khru-
shchev would have traveled to Havana sometime that month for a public
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ceremony at which he and Castro would have signed the treaty and an-
nounced the presence of the missiles.76

In early August, Castro made some changes in the draft treaty. He sent it
back to Moscow on 27 August with Che Guevara and Emilio Aragonés,
who were to discuss the proposed changes with Khrushchev.77 The major
point of contention was secrecy. The Cubans wanted the treaty and the mis-
siles made public from the outset. “We had every sovereign right to accept
the missiles,” Castro insisted. “We were not violating international law.
Why do it secretly—as if we had no right to? I warned Nikita that secrecy
would give the imperialists the advantage.”78 Guevara and Aragonés told
Khrushchev about the mounting anti-Cuban sentiment in the United States
and the serious possibility that Kennedy might react violently to a secret
fait accompli. The Cuban leadership thought an attack on Cuba more likely
still if the administration discovered the missiles before they were fully
operational.79

Khrushchev made light of the Cuban concerns. “You don’t have to
worry,” he assured them, “there will be no big reaction from the U.S. And
if there is a problem, we will send the Baltic Fleet.” “When he said that,”
Aragonés exclaimed, “Che and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows.
But, you know, we were deferential to the Soviets’ judgments because, after
all, they had a great deal of experience with the Americans, and they had
superior information than we had.”80

Fidel Castro was unhappy with Khrushchev’s insistence on secrecy and
appears to have dropped a hint about the impending deployment in a 26 July
speech.81 This displeased Khrushchev, who reiterated his insistence that the
communiqué of the August Soviet-Cuban talks in Moscow remain secret.
Khrushchev never signed the draft treaty; he may have refused out of con-
cern that Castro would make it public.82

Khrushchev remained confident. He brushed aside the misgivings of
Mikoyan, Gromyko, Castro, and Polish leader Władyslaw Gomułka, whom
he let in on the secret sometime during the summer. When Gomułka ex-
pressed concern about the political consequences of the deployment, Khru-
shchev assured him that all would turn out well. He told Gomułka the story
of a poor Russian farmer who lacked the money to buy firewood for the
winter. He moved his goat into his hut to provide warmth. The goat was
incredibly rank but the man learned to live with its smell. “Kennedy would
learn to accept the smell of the missiles.”83

WHY WAS KHRUSHCHEV SO CONFIDENT?

Khrushchev was optimistic that the United States would accept the missiles
for several reasons. Foremost in his mind was the fundamental similarity
between the installation of Soviet missiles in Cuba and American missiles in
Turkey. The general secretary had been deeply offended by the proposed
deployment of the Jupiters and had repeatedly protested against them. He
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had not interfered with their installation. He expected the same response
from Kennedy. For Khrushchev, his son explained, the missiles in Cuba were
a Soviet “tit” for an American “tat.”84

The link between the missiles in Turkey and Cuba was privately acknowl-
edged by the Kennedy administration. Late in the summer, some of Ken-
nedy’s advisors considered the possibility that Khrushchev would announce
that he was sending missiles to Cuba in response to the American missiles
then going into Turkey. Theodore Sorensen and McGeorge Bundy believe
that the president would have found it extraordinarily difficult to have op-
posed an open deployment. During the crisis they thought frequently about
the precedent set by the Jupiters. They worried that world opinion would be
receptive to the Soviet claim that the missiles in Cuba were a legitimate re-
sponse to the Jupiters in Turkey.85

Khrushchev’s confidence also derived from his expectation that the mis-
siles could be kept secret until they were operational. This would be after the
off-year elections in November, and, he told members of the Presidium,
“electoral tensions [will] have eased.”86 Once the deployment became a fait
accompli, the missiles would represent the status quo, and the onus of
changing it would shift to the Americans. The cost of attacking the missiles
after they were operational would also increase dramatically. “My thinking
went like this,” Khrushchev wrote in his memoirs. “If we installed the mis-
siles secretly and then if the United States discovered the missiles were there
after they were already poised and ready to strike, the Americans would
think twice before trying to liquidate our installations by military means.”87

Khrushchev counted on the deterrent value of uncertainty. Because the
president could not be sure that all the missiles would be destroyed in a first
strike, he would hesitate to attack for fear that any surviving missiles would
be launched against American cities. The administration did in fact calculate
its response on the basis of a conservative worst-case analysis. Although
there was no firm evidence of nuclear warheads in Cuba, everyone assumed
that they were there. As Robert McNamara put it: “We couldn’t take the
chance of being wrong, so we worked on the assumption throughout the
crisis that at least some missiles were operational and armed with nuclear
weapons.”88

Aleksei Adzhubei contends that there was another reason for his father-
in-law’s unwarranted optimism: his belief “that Kennedy recognized that
there could be no winners in a nuclear war.”89 Kennedy was tough, but
committed, just as he was, to keeping their competition peaceful.90 Adzhubei
believes that the critical event in shaping Khrushchev’s judgment was Ken-
nedy’s cautious policy during the Berlin crisis in 1961. The most dangerous
moment of that confrontation came on 27 October, when American bull-
dozers, tanks, and jeeps advanced to challenge the Soviet checkpoints at the
border between the two Berlins. They encountered Soviet tanks that had
been lying in wait on side streets. The jeeps passed through the Soviet check-
points but quickly retreated to the Western sector when they spotted ad-
vancing Soviet tanks and infantry. The forces of the two sides spent a tense
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night with their tanks facing one another at point-blank range. The next
morning, Marshal Ivan S. Konev called Khrushchev to report that the op-
posing forces were only five meters apart and that war seemed imminent.
Khrushchev ordered him to withdraw the Soviet tanks and redeploy them on
side streets. Within twenty minutes, he learned “to his great relief” that the
Americans had withdrawn in response.91

Khrushchev’s order to Konev was given in response to a back-channel
communication from Kennedy proposing a mutual disengagement.92 The
encounter “convinced Khrushchev that Kennedy was as committed as he
was to avoiding war.” Before the Berlin standoff, Adzhubei maintains,
Khrushchev feared war and Western intentions. Afterward, he feared only
Western intentions. Khrushchev’s “near certainty” that Kennedy would not
start a war was “the most fundamental reason” for his belief “that it would
be safe to send missiles to Cuba.”93

Aleksandr Alekseev also stressed Khrushchev’s faith in Kennedy’s good
judgment. In his discussions with Alekseev, Khrushchev “expressed confi-
dence that the pragmatic Americans would not be so bold to take an irra-
tional risk—exactly as we now are not able to take any measures against the
American missiles in Turkey, Italy, and the F[ederal] R[epublic of] G[er-
many], which are directed against the Soviet Union.” Kennedy and other
“sober-minded politicians in America should reason just as we do today.”94

THE FLAWS IN KHRUSHCHEV’S REASONING

None of the reasons that Khrushchev gave for his expectation that Kennedy
would accept the missiles withstand close scrutiny. They are all based on
unrealistic or contradictory assumptions.

There were important differences between the missiles in Cuba and Tur-
key that made it inappropriate for Khrushchev to predict the American re-
sponse to Soviet missiles in Cuba on the basis of his response to the Ameri-
can missiles in Turkey. The Soviet missiles would cause a grave domestic
political problem for President Kennedy; the Jupiters had no such conse-
quences for Khrushchev. The Kennedy administration also took a different
view of the foreign-policy consequences of the two deployments. Khru-
shchev’s action struck them as especially ominous because of its likely reper-
cussions in Europe. The Ex Comm transcripts make clear that for Kennedy,
the important link was not between Cuba and Turkey, but Cuba and Ber-
lin.95 This association generated an imperative for action that rivaled the
domestic pressures on the president to confront Khrushchev. If Kennedy
retreated from his public commitment to keep Soviet offensive weapons out
of Cuba, he expected America’s adversaries and allies to doubt his resolve to
defend substantively more important commitments like Berlin.

Khrushchev failed to consider another critical and obvious difference be-
tween the missiles in Turkey and Cuba. The United States had installed its
missiles openly.96 The Soviet Union deployed its missiles secretly, after
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promising that no missiles would be sent to Cuba. Khrushchev’s duplicity
shocked and infuriated the president, who “was personally deceived.”97

Anger was also a significant factor in the Ex Comm’s initial reaction to the
missiles.98 According to Bundy, “The intensity of the American reaction in
October was very largely a function of the deception.”99

The president and Ex Comm were also disturbed by the more general
implications of Soviet duplicity. Khrushchev’s deceit seemed to indicate his
total disregard for the accepted rules of superpower politics; it confirmed the
American image of him as wild and unpredictable. There was a consensus
that Khrushchev had to be taught a lesson to prevent him from becoming
even more aggressive and irresponsible. He had to be convinced of the ad-
ministration’s determination to honor and defend its commitments.100

Khrushchev’s reliance on secrecy was misplaced. He had insisted on se-
crecy because he was certain that Kennedy would never accept a public de-
ployment. Sergei Khrushchev explained that his father expected Kennedy to
send the American navy to interdict Soviet freighters transporting the mis-
siles to Cuba. He also worried that the announcement of a Soviet-Cuban
defense pact would serve as the catalyst for an American invasion of Cuba.
He intended to inform Kennedy about the missiles only after they were de-
ployed and operational.101

Khrushchev’s belief in the need for secrecy is inconsistent with his analogy
between the missiles in Cuba and Turkey. If Kennedy would accept the mis-
siles in Cuba because he, Khrushchev, had exercised restraint in Turkey,
then there was no need for secrecy. Khrushchev’s repeated and emphatic
opposition to an open missile deployment indicates that on at least one level
he recognized that there were fundamental differences between the two
deployments.

Khrushchev’s belief that Kennedy would not accept an open missile de-
ployment is ironic. The administration was convinced that Khrushchev sent
missiles to Cuba because he did not believe that Kennedy had the resolve to
oppose the deployment. Soviet and Cuban officials suggest that Khrushchev
insisted on a secret deployment because he had no doubts whatsoever about
Kennedy’s resolve. If Khrushchev had thought Kennedy weak and irresolute,
he might have acceded to Castro’s request for an open deployment and there
might not have been a crisis.

Bundy and Sorensen contend that the president would have found it ex-
tremely difficult to threaten force if the missile deployment had been an-
nounced publicly. A forceful response would have been more difficult still if
Khrushchev had announced his intention to send missiles to Cuba before the
September warnings. Kennedy would have found Soviet missiles in Cuba
extraordinarily embarrassing but might only have protested verbally, as
Khrushchev had when the Jupiters went into Turkey. Khrushchev seriously
misjudged the American reaction.

Khrushchev erred further in assuming that operational missiles would
deter the administration from threatening military action against them. The
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CIA reported that all twenty-four MRBM launchers became operational
during the course of the crisis. There is no reason to suppose that the admin-
istration would have acted any differently if the missiles had been discovered
a week or two later, when more of them would already have been opera-
tional and possibly armed with nuclear warheads.102

Khrushchev was also wrong in his expectation that the missiles could be
deployed secretly. Soviet shipments to Cuba were carefully monitored by
American intelligence, and this coverage was increased in the summer of
1961 in response to the Soviet conventional arms buildup on the island.
Special efforts were made to detect the transport or arrival of Soviet missiles
and related equipment. Because of this extraordinary surveillance, Soviet
missile bases were discovered on 14 October by a U-2 reconnaissance air-
craft while they were still under construction.103

Khrushchev’s optimism was not grounded in reality. Above all, it ignored
the domestic political costs to Kennedy of allowing the missiles to remain in
Cuba, even if their presence only came to light after the congressional elec-
tions. Public concern about Cuba became most acute during the late summer
and early fall of 1962, in response to the Soviet military buildup in Cuba and
Republican charges that the administration was not doing anything to pre-
vent Soviet penetration of the hemisphere. This was a month or two after
Khrushchev made his decision to send missiles to Cuba. However, there
were repeated and dramatic indications of extraordinary public pressure on
the administration before Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba.
Since the Bay of Pigs in April 1961, Cuba had constantly been in the head-
lines, and the columns of Washington’s leading journalists should have left
no doubt in any Soviet leader’s mind that the president could not afford
another defeat over Cuba. Khrushchev was remarkably well informed about
American politics; many of his earlier decisions revealed a reasonably so-
phisticated grasp of American electoral politics.

In his memoirs, Khrushchev acknowledged the critical importance of
public opinion in presidential elections. During the 1960 campaign, the
White House had asked him to release U-2 pilot Francis Gary Powers. Khru-
shchev told the Central Committee:

If we release Powers now it will be to Richard M. Nixon’s advantage. Judging
from the press, I think the two candidates are at a stalemate. If we give the
slightest boost to Nixon, it will be interpreted as an expression of our willing-
ness to see him in the White House. This would be a mistake. . . . Therefore,
let’s hold off on taking the final step of releasing Powers.104

In Vienna, Khrushchev told Kennedy that the Soviet Union had voted for him
“by waiting until after the election to return the pilots.” Kennedy agreed.105

Khrushchev had an earlier revealing encounter with Republican vice-pres-
idential candidate Henry Cabot Lodge. On a visit to Moscow during the
1960 campaign, Lodge attempted to reassure Khrushchev that Soviet-Amer-
ican relations would not suffer if Nixon were elected. As Khrushchev tells it,
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Lodge insisted that “Nixon was not really the sort of man he deliberately
appeared to be at election rallies.” He urged the Soviets not to pay attention
to the campaign speeches. “Remember, they’re just political statements.
Once Mr. Nixon is in the White House I’m sure—I’m absolutely certain—
he’ll take a position of preserving and perhaps even improving our rela-
tions.”106 Khrushchev was unconvinced; the candidates’ speeches reflected a
“substantial difference in the shading of their political characters.”107

Khrushchev’s evident sensitivity to the nuances of presidential politics
makes his willingness to dismiss Kennedy’s very specific warnings as cam-
paign rhetoric all the more enigmatic. If he had refused to interpret Nixon’s
speeches in this light—after being urged to do so by his running mate—why
would he do so with Kennedy’s warnings when all private communications
from the president’s emissaries emphasized the seriousness of his intent?
Kennedy’s warnings should also have sounded an alarm because they came
hard on the heels of reports from Ambassador Dobrynin in Washington
about “the political and press excitement” in the United States regarding
Cuba.108 The contradiction between Khrushchev’s grasp of American poli-
tics and his expectations on the eve of the Cuban deployment defies simple
explanation.

So, too, does Khrushchev’s apparent certainty that Kennedy would re-
spond to the missiles in a rational and unemotional way. The president and
his advisors were outraged by the discovery of the missiles. It provoked the
same kind of hostility and resentment that the Jupiter deployment in Turkey
had aroused in Khrushchev. Kennedy’s response to the missiles in Cuba, like
Khrushchev’s response to the Jupiters, was strongly influenced by anger. It
is remarkable that Khrushchev, who sent missiles to Cuba at least in part out
of anger, was blind to the possibility that the same emotion could influence
his adversary’s response.

REASONS OR RATIONALIZATIONS?

Were Khrushchev’s arguments about why the United States would accept
Soviet missiles in Cuba the basis for his decision, or were they rationaliza-
tions he invoked to convince himself and others of the wisdom of a policy to
which he was deeply committed? The way in which the decision was made
strongly suggests that they were rationalizations.

Secrecy

Although Khrushchev regarded secrecy as essential, he never seriously inves-
tigated its feasibility. His complacency was all the more remarkable because
he had originally planned a small missile deployment; he feared that a larger,
more elaborate operation would telegraph his intentions to the Americans.
But the generals had insisted that a small, symbolic deployment was militar-
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ily useless. They committed Khrushchev to a much larger operation that
would send a veritable “stream of ships” to Cuba, just what he had hoped
to avoid.109 The troop transport alone involved 85 merchant marine ships
that made 185 trips to Cuba. The ships sailed from seven ports on the White,
Barents, Baltic, and Black seas.110

Khrushchev had also been warned by Anastas Mikoyan that American
intelligence would almost certainly discover the missiles before they became
operational. Marshal Malinovsky had disagreed. He “was sure it could be
done speedily and that if it was camouflaged it would not be discovered.”111

To placate Mikoyan, Khrushchev asked Marshal Biryuzov, commander-
in-chief of the Strategic Rocket Forces, to investigate this question during
his stay in Cuba. To no one’s surprise, Biryuzov, a committed supporter of
the plan, reported back to Moscow that the missiles could be deployed
secretly.112

Khrushchev placed great store in the opinion of Gen. Issa A. Pliyev, an
elderly officer whose chief claim to fame was that he had led the last major
cavalry charge in history, in August 1945, against the Kwantung Army in
Manchuria. At Malinovsky’s suggestion, he had been summoned from an
unimportant post in the Caucasus to command the Soviet expeditionary
forces in Cuba.113 He knew little about modern warfare and nothing about
American intelligence capabilities, but he quickly agreed with Biryuzov that
the missiles would look like palm trees to American aircraft.114 Khrushchev
accepted their judgment and never asked for the opinion of intelligence of-
ficers in a position to offer professional assessments of American capa-
bilities.115 He was absolutely convinced that the missiles would not be
discovered.116

Khrushchev’s trust in Malinovsky, Biryuzov, and Pliyev was misplaced.
The Kennedy administration had made no secret about its efforts to monitor
military developments in Cuba. The detailed reports made public during the
summer indicated that American intelligence was monitoring the weapons
entering Cuba as part of the Soviet conventional buildup. After Kennedy’s
warnings in early September, Moscow had to assume that Washington was
watching shipments to Cuba even more closely than before.117 Cuban and
Soviet intelligence was fully acquainted with the surveillance potential of
U-2 aircraft. Soviet experts had examined the camera in the U-2 shot down
in May 1960 and had prepared an extensive report on its capabilities. Khru-
shchev had grudgingly admitted that the photographs it took were remark-
ably clear.118

Ambassador Kornienko reports that he knew “through a back channel
that not a single specialist who had any relation to this [operation] believed
that it could be done secretly.”119 Adm. Nikolai Amelko, at the time dep-
uty to the chief of the general staff, was adamant about the impossibility of
a secret deployment. At every stage of the journey, he insisted that the
missiles were visible to American satellites or spies. They were first brought
down river by barge to the Black Sea port of Odessa for reloading onto
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ocean-going vessels. They caused a stir in Odessa, where “Everybody
was talking about missiles being sent overseas.” The next stage of their jour-
ney was from Odessa to Cuba, aboard merchant ships used in the Baltic
lumber trade. Sending these ships to Cuba was anomalous and “should
have alerted the American navy that something was up.” Finally, the mis-
siles were vulnerable to detection when they were unloaded at Cuban ports
and transported to their bases. “It was,” Amelko insisted, “a crackpot
scheme.”120

Oleg Troyanovsky, one of Khrushchev’s principal foreign-policy advi-
sors, was also deeply troubled by the assumption that such an enormous
operation could be kept secret from the Americans. Sometime toward
the end of September he summoned the courage to express his disbelief to
Khrushchev when the two men were alone in the latter’s study. Khrushchev
brushed aside his objections with the rejoinder that it was now “too late
to change anything.” “I had the feeling,” Troyanovsky remembered, “of
a man in a car which lost control, gathered speed, and rushed God knows
where.”121

Implementation

The deployment “was a top secret.”122 A decision was made at the outset to
send all messages by hand. There was no use of radio. By the time of Raúl
Castro’s visit in July, some members of the Presidium were discussing the
operation, but without writing anything down.123 Later on, only the highest
commanders in the military were told of the plan. Soviet military personnel
and technicians sent to Cuba were not informed of their destination until
after their ships passed through the Straits of Gibraltar. They brought with
them everything required by standard operating procedures. For soldiers,
this included winter clothes and skis.124 The Soviet navy was equally ill-
informed. Merchant marine ships, used to transport the missiles, received
their orders through a separate chain of command. Adm. Amelko insists that
top naval officers knew nothing about the missile deployment “until Ken-
nedy announced the blockade.”125

Knowledge that Cuba was being carefully watched led Soviet political
and military authorities to take extraordinary measures to mask the missile
deployment. Despite his concern for secrecy, Khrushchev left the opera-
tional details to the military and made no effort to satisfy himself that they
had taken all possible precautions. However, he did attend two meetings of
the Cuban-Soviet military planning group.126 His laissez-faire approach
stood in sharp contrast to the effort Kennedy and McNamara made to over-
see every relevant detail of the blockade.

The Soviet military and merchant marine handled all but the last part
of the deployment successfully. The transport of missiles to Cuba and to
their bases in the hinterland went undetected. The first medium-range mis-
siles arrived on the wide-hatched freighter Omsk on 8 September; more
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came a week later on Poltava. By mid-October, forty-two of the planned
sixty combat missiles had reached Cuba.127 The missiles and related equip-
ment were off-loaded at night under cover of darkness. During the day,
Soviet military and construction crews wore colorful sport shirts to disguise
their identities.

The Cubans went to extraordinary lengths to facilitate the deployment.
The land surrounding the missile sites was cleared of inhabitants and hun-
dreds of families had to be relocated. “We had to negotiate with them, give
them land, give them advantages—and all of this secretly,” Castro ex-
plained, “because we couldn’t explain what this was for.” Security was al-
most impossible to maintain because of the large troop movements, and
there was talk of missiles. When the missiles arrived, they were huge and
difficult to conceal. “There were all sorts of leaks.” The government re-
sponded by trying to put any citizen who knew or suspected something in
isolation.128

At the missile sites, Soviet military authorities made a fatal mistake: they
failed to mask construction work until after the sites were discovered by the
Americans.129 Scanning the film of countryside around San Cristobal, Amer-
ican photo-intelligence analysts spotted military vehicles and tents that sug-
gested preparatory work for an SA-2 SAM site. They then identified six long
canvas-covered objects, which they estimated to be more than sixty feet
long. Comparison with side view photographs of the Soviet SS-4 missile
taken at Moscow parades permitted positive identification.130

The Soviet military also erred with respect to the method and timing of
construction. If Soviet construction crews had worked only at night and had
camouflaged the launcher sites during the day, their activities would have
been much more difficult to detect. The SA-2 missiles should have been de-
ployed before any construction work began. They would have made Ameri-
can high altitude overflights of Cuba extremely difficult and hazardous.131

The SA-2 network did not become operational until after construction of the
MRBM and IRBM bases had begun and some of the MRBMs were opera-
tional.132 President Kennedy found this inexplicable.133

Western analysts attributed these anomalies to poor planning and organ-
izational rigidity. They speculated, and Soviet generals now confirm, that
because of the overriding concern for secrecy, the units involved in the
deployment were given information on a need-to-know basis.134 Rigid com-
partmentalization hindered overall coordination and seems to have ac-
counted for the inverse order in which the SAM and MRBM sites were
constructed. It also reinforced the already strong organizational tendency
to do things by the book. The missile sites were laid out in the same way
they were in the Soviet Union. Superfluous equipment like tanks and anti-
tank missiles was also deployed, not because it could protect the missiles
from American attack, but because it was standard equipment for Soviet
regiments.135

Beyond these coordination problems, the Soviet effort was hindered by
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arrogance. Soviet generals were overconfident and unwilling to seek or listen
to the advice of Cuban officials prepared to help them. This was a costly
mistake and “absolutely Russian,” Sergo Mikoyan admitted. “We never
asked Fidel about camouflage,” and he was dismayed. Castro later in-
sisted that the missile sites could have been better disguised as agricultural
projects.136

Dissent

Khrushchev consulted very few officials before committing himself to the
missile deployment. Anatoliy Dobrynin, the man on the spot in Washington,
was neither consulted nor informed about the missiles.137 He learned about
them from Dean Rusk an hour before the president’s speech announcing
the blockade.138 Dobrynin knew more about the Kennedy administration
than any other Soviet official and could have been consulted without com-
promising security. Khrushchev’s failure to solicit his views suggests that he
was not seriously interested in exploring Kennedy’s likely response to the
missiles.

Khrushchev’s response to dissent was equally revealing. By making his
commitment to the missile deployment very clear, he discouraged subordi-
nates from raising objections. Andrei Gromyko said nothing further after his
airplane discussion with Khrushchev and remained silent throughout the
Presidium meetings.139 Khrushchev made no attempt to draw him out even
though he had extensive knowledge of the United States; Gromyko had
served in Washington from 1940 to 1948, and had visited the country many
times since. Once the deployment was approved, Gromyko put his career
ahead of his country’s interests. He supported the initiative and on the eve of
the crisis cabled Khrushchev from Washington that Kennedy would not
raise any serious objections to the missiles.140

Oleg A. Troyanovsky was more courageous. He read most of the foreign-
policy documents brought to Khrushchev’s attention, but learned only belat-
edly of the first secretary’s intention to deploy nuclear missiles in Cuba. He
was definitely taken aback with this information, “because being someone
knowledgeable of U.S. affairs, and realizing the importance of such a step, I
knew this would entail serious consequences.” Troyanovsky’s colleagues in
the Secretariat told him “that there was no sense in discussing this because
the decision had been made and a change in the decision would be impossi-
ble.” He nevertheless found an appropriate time to talk to Khrushchev, who
insisted that the Soviet Union had the right to send missiles to Cuba because
“we were surrounded by U.S. military bases and U.S. missiles. Against this
logic, what was I to say, especially since I really did not expect a change in
the decision that had been made? That was the end of our discussion.”141

Deputy Prime Minister Mikoyan was in a better position to speak out.
Khrushchev regarded him as a loyal colleague and friend. He took his opin-
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ions seriously and often used him as a sounding board on issues of foreign
policy. “We would always talk things through and even argue quite a bit,”
Khrushchev later confessed.142 Mikoyan had a reputation as a moderate.
He had vigorously opposed Soviet intervention in Hungary and had been
against the “hard policy in Berlin” in 1961.143

It was because of Mikoyan’s doubts that Castro would host Soviet mis-
siles that Khrushchev sent Biryuzov and Alekseev to Havana. He was less
responsive to Mikoyan’s concern that the missiles would be discovered by
the Americans and provoke a crisis. To the best of our knowledge, Khru-
shchev never questioned Malinovsky’s and Biryuzov’s assurances that the
missile bases could be kept secret. He neither probed the reasons for their
confidence nor sought independent advice from intelligence officials or mili-
tary officers knowledgeable about camouflage.

Khrushchev also rode roughshod over dissent. At the Presidium meeting
on 10 June, members had to indicate their support for the proposed deploy-
ment. Col. Gen. Semyon Pavlovich Ivanov, Secretary of the National De-
fense Council, went around to collect their signatures, but not everyone
signed. Some of the secretaries of the Central Committee refused, as did
Mikoyan. Gen. Anatoliy Gribkov explained: “In our country we had the
following norm: if you agreed with a certain document, you would write
down that you were in favor. Not all were in favor, but a great many did
sign.” Ivanov reported to Khrushchev “that a number of comrades did not
want to sign.” Khrushchev sent Ivanov back to them and when approached
with Khrushchev’s demand for their compliance, everyone signed. “So there
was no real unanimity on the Soviet side either, despite the fact that there is
a signed document.”144

Détente

The most striking evidence of Khrushchev’s failure to think through the
consequences of his policy was his illusory expectation that the missiles
would serve as a catalyst for superpower accommodation. Soviet officials
report that Khrushchev believed that Soviet-American relations would im-
prove after Kennedy was informed of the missiles. Khrushchev was con-
vinced that the Americans respected power and would moderate their hostil-
ity when they were forced to accept the Soviet Union as a military equal. It
was by no means self-evident that the missile deployment would compel a
shift in the American estimate of the military balance. And to the extent that
the administration felt threatened by the missiles, it was at least as likely
to exploit its conventional superiority in and around the Caribbean to de-
stroy them or compel their withdrawal. Khrushchev’s plan was as flawed
in its conception as it was in its implementation. In a classic example of
diplomatic understatement, Anatoliy Dobrynin called it “not well thought
through.”145
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LOOKING BENEATH THE SURFACE

Fedor Burlatsky maintains, and we agree, that Khrushchev’s behavior was
not rational. “There are some irrational reasons—psychological or emo-
tional reasons. We must research this case from both points of view.”146

Our analysis should begin with the combination of strategic and political
needs that made the missile deployment so attractive to Khrushchev. As he
saw it, the missiles were necessary to protect Cuba, reduce the Soviet Union’s
crippling strategic inferiority, and compel the United States to moderate its
hostility toward the socialist camp. All three objectives were central to the
attainment of his domestic agenda. Khrushchev was “absolutely con-
vinced,” Aleksei Adzhubei explained, that “we could not negotiate success-
fully with the United States over Cuba, or any other matter, without first
taking practical action to improve our military position.”147

When leaders feel compelled to challenge important adversarial commit-
ments, they frequently convince themselves that their action will succeed in
the face of contradictory evidence.148 Because they see their challenges as
necessary and feel powerless to back down, they expect their adversaries to
acquiesce. Under these conditions, wishful thinking can impair the judgment
of otherwise sensible leaders and lead them to seriously flawed assessments
of adversarial responses.

For psychologists, wishful thinking is a form of “bolstering.” People are
most likely to bolster decisions that risk serious loss. They exaggerate the
expected rewards of their chosen course of action and suppress their doubts.
They may also try to avoid anxiety by insulating themselves from informa-
tion that indicates their choice may lead to serious loss.149

Bolstering serves a useful psychological purpose by helping people move
toward commitment and cope with the doubts and internal conflict that
risky decisions generate. Bolstering is detrimental when it discourages a
careful evaluation of alternatives or realistic assessment of the risks associ-
ated with a preferred course of action. It lulls people into believing that they
have made good decisions when they have avoided a careful appraisal of
their options. People who bolster become overconfident and insensitive to
the information that is critical to the evaluation of their policy.150

Nikita Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba displays strong
evidence of bolstering. He sent missiles to Cuba to prevent serious foreign
and domestic losses. He saw no other way of coping with these threats
and was thus strongly motivated to believe that the deployment would suc-
ceed. He refused to take seriously the possibility that the missiles would be
discovered by the Americans before they were operational or that Kennedy
would threaten or use force to remove the missiles if he learned of their
presence.

Bolstering helps to explain Khrushchev’s premature commitment to the
deployment. He informed his colleagues of his decision, he did not ask for
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their advice. When he told Gromyko about his plan on their return flight
from Bulgaria, Gromyko “had a definite feeling that he had no intention of
changing his position.” According to Gromyko, his warning that the mis-
siles would cause “a political explosion” in the United States did not please
Khrushchev. After some reflection, “Khrushchev terminated the discussion
by announcing his intention to bring the matter before the Presidium.”151

Anastas Mikoyan had the same impression; Khrushchev had made up his
mind and “was not at all pleased” by his doubts.152

Khrushchev’s premature commitment to the missile deployment was most
likely a response to the anxiety it aroused. Rather than recognize the atten-
dant risks, Khrushchev tried to avoid thinking about them. He assured him-
self and everyone else that there was nothing to worry about. This kind of
behavior is a classic manifestation of bolstering. So, too, was Khrushchev’s
response to dissent, failure to involve himself in the details of implementa-
tion, and insensitivity to warnings from the United States once he was com-
mitted to the deployment.

Khrushchev’s bolstering was facilitated by the Soviet political system;
the powerful general secretary could brush aside criticism and intimidate
dissenters by merely expressing a strong opinion. When he was removed
from power, Khrushchev was charged with having “undervalued other
Presidium members,” behaving “tactlessly” toward them, and “disdaining
their views.”153 But Khrushchev, too, was a victim of the system. In the
absence of any constitutional guarantees to office, Khrushchev, and Brezh-
nev after him, were driven to accumulate as much power as possible to pro-
tect themselves against challenges to their leadership. Vadim Zagladin, a
top advisor to Brezhnev and Gorbachev, maintains that this kind of “leader-
ship from above” was also responsible for “the disastrous intervention in
Afghanistan.”154

After making stressful decisions, people tend to upgrade the appeal of
their chosen course of action and downgrade that of rejected alternatives.
By convincing themselves that there were overwhelming reasons for decid-
ing as they did, they boost their confidence in their course of action, which
in turn enables them to maintain their commitment.155 Such “post-deci-
sional rationalization” is dysfunctional when confidence is unwarranted or
makes people insensitive, as it did Khrushchev, to the kinds of problems
their policy is likely to encounter. Once they have committed themselves,
people often try to cope with residual anxiety by practicing “defensive
avoidance.” They do their best to insulate themselves from information that
suggests their policy may not succeed. When confronted with critical or
threatening information, they deny, discredit, distort or otherwise explain
it away.156

Defensive avoidance helps to explain Khrushchev’s dismissal of Ken-
nedy’s warnings in September. As precise as those warnings were, they came
after Khrushchev had committed himself to the missile deployment and
was therefore unreceptive to information that challenged its feasibility.
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When Gromyko described Kennedy’s warnings to the leadership, Khru-
shchev recalled that “We listened to him but went on with the operation.”157

Wishful thinking, overconfidence, and insensitivity to threatening infor-
mation help explain why Khrushchev committed himself prematurely to
the missile deployment, failed to think through its implications, and re-
mained committed in the face of Kennedy’s warnings. Anger also played
a role.

Khrushchev made little attempt to hide his feelings. He gave vent to anger
and joy in Presidium meetings, diplomatic forums, and in private encounters
with ordinary citizens and other world leaders. Andrei Gromyko com-
plained that he “had enough emotion for ten people—at a minimum.”158

Khrushchev’s outbursts reflected his personality, especially his tendency to
equate his honor and self-esteem with the fortunes of the Soviet state. Be-
cause he internalized his country’s triumphs and failures, they were more
keenly felt, and more likely to be expressed in emotional outbursts.

Khrushchev’s reaction to the U-2 was a striking example of his propensity
to personalize events. He was humiliated and enraged by the intrusion of the
spy planes. He also felt “impotent” because the air defense command was
unable to prevent repeated penetrations of Soviet airspace.159 In May 1960,
when a U-2 was finally brought down by a new missile, Eisenhower ac-
cepted personal responsibility for the flight, but insisted that “such flights
may continue until Soviet leaders open their borders to inspection.”160 The
president’s public statements exposed Khrushchev to rebuke and ridicule
from his domestic adversaries and the Chinese.

Khrushchev felt betrayed by Eisenhower’s “two-faced policy.”161 In Paris
to attend the four-power summit, he denounced Eisenhower in violent terms
to British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan. Macmillan was struck by
Khrushchev’s intensely personal portrayal of the incident. In a private meet-
ing, the Soviet leader complained “that his friend [bitterly repeated again
and again], his friend Eisenhower had betrayed him.”162 He told Macmillan
and French President Charles de Gaulle that he would not be satisfied until
he had “Eisenhower’s apology for what he had already done and his assur-
ances that it wouldn’t happen again.” Both leaders tried without success to
convince Khrushchev that it was unreasonable to expect a great power to
apologize for spying; insistence on an apology would break up the summit.
Khrushchev was unyielding. “My anger,” he wrote, “was building up inside
me like an electric force which could be discharged in a great flash at any
moment.”163

The Jupiters rekindled Khrushchev’s unresolved emotions about the U-2.
The Americans had again ignored Soviet sensitivities in their quest for uni-
lateral advantage. The perceived purpose of the missiles, like the U-2 flights
before them, was to intimidate Soviet leaders by making them feel vulner-
able to attack. Khrushchev, according to Leonid Zamyatin, was “deeply
angered” by the Jupiters.164 In the words of Aleksei Adzhubei, he was “furi-
ous” and “itching for revenge.”165
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Khrushchev acknowledged his desire for revenge in his tape-recorded
memoirs. “The Americans,” he observed bitterly, “had surrounded our
country with military bases and threatened us with nuclear weapons, and
now they would learn just what it feels like to have enemy missiles pointing
at you; we’d be doing nothing more than giving them a little of their own
medicine. And it was high time America learned what it feels like to have her
own land and her own people threatened.”166

Emotional arousal inhibits the desire and ability to think clearly. Khru-
shchev’s anger may have helped to blind him to the consequences of his
choice and contributed to his wishful thinking. It could also have prompted
his premature commitment to the missile deployment in April or May,
and explain why he made no serious effort to explore the problems and
implications of his policy and brushed aside objections from advisors whose
opinions he was otherwise disposed to take seriously. Kennedy’s September
warnings provoked another outburst of anger. Khrushchev told the Presid-
ium: “What made the Americans think they had such a unilateral right?
After all, America used our neighbor’s territory to station its rockets. Now
that we were doing the same, they were threatening us with war. It angered
us and we agreed that we would continue to pursue this policy.”167

The relative importance of anger and perceived political need in Khru-
shchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba is difficult to assess; their behav-
ioral consequences were the same. We suspect that Khrushchev was moved
by both anger and need, and that they made him insensitive to the warnings
of friends and the threats of adversaries. Irrespective of their relative impact,
it is Khrushchev, not Kennedy, who bears the onus for the miscalculation
that provoked the most acute crisis of the Cold War.

COULD KENNEDY HAVE DONE MORE?

Kennedy has been criticized for not warning Khrushchev earlier about his
unwillingness to tolerate offensive weapons in Cuba.168 Critics assume that
Khrushchev might have reconsidered his plan if he had been warned in the
spring of 1962, before he had committed himself to the missile deployment.
We can only speculate about how Khrushchev would have responded to
deterrence before he had made his decision.

Earlier warnings might have punctured Khrushchev’s illusions and forced
him to confront some of the dangerous consequences of the deployment of
missiles to Cuba. It is also possible that deterrence would have failed for the
same reasons that the warnings of his own advisors had so little impact.
Khrushchev was angry and had compelling domestic and foreign-policy rea-
sons for deploying the missiles. He might have discounted warnings issued
in May just as he did Kennedy’s warnings in September.

Kennedy’s critics not only assume that Khrushchev would have re-
sponded positively to earlier warnings, they argue that by the spring the
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president should have been sensitive enough to the possibility of a Soviet
missile deployment in Cuba to have issued those warnings. Just how reason-
able was it to have expected Kennedy to have warned Khrushchev in April,
May, or early June?

Immediate deterrence requires a defender to make or reinforce a commit-
ment when there is some evidence that it might be challenged. Before
the Soviet conventional buildup began in the summer of 1962, no one in
Washington had reason to suppose that Moscow might consider sending
missiles to Cuba capable of attacking the United States. Even in September
McGeorge Bundy explains, “We did not expect Khrushchev to put missiles
in Cuba, which accounts for the relatively untroubled way in which we
wrote our warnings in September.”169

When the Soviet conventional arms buildup in Cuba assumed major pro-
portions, Kennedy put Moscow on notice that certain categories of weapons
would be unacceptable. The timing of his public and private warnings was
dictated by events. It is unreasonable to have expected him to have issued
stern warnings against a provocation that neither he nor his advisors consid-
ered a remote possibility.170 A strategy that requires leaders to warn adver-
saries in detail against any provocation that they can imagine would in any
case be ineffective; adversarial leaders would routinely discount such warn-
ings because so often they would apply to challenges that they were not
considering.

DETERRENCE AND CRISIS PREVENTION

In chapter 2 we examined the role of general deterrence in Soviet-American
relations on the eve of the Cuban missile crisis. We found that deterrence
was provocative instead of preventive. Soviet officials testified that the
American strategic buildup, missile deployment in Turkey and assertions of
strategic superiority exacerbated their insecurity. President Kennedy consid-
ered all these actions as prudent, defensive measures against Soviet threats,
especially in Berlin. Instead of restraining Khrushchev, they convinced him
of the need to do more to protect the Soviet Union and Cuba from American
military and political challenges. Through their avowedly defensive actions,
the leaders of both superpowers made their fears of an acute confrontation
self-fulfilling.

In this chapter we analyzed the practice and failure of immediate deter-
rence to prevent a Soviet missile deployment in Cuba. It illustrates another
fundamental problem of deterrence: the inability or unwillingness of leaders
facing serious domestic and foreign problems to engage in a comprehensive
and open-minded assessment of the expected costs and benefits of a chal-
lenge. Khrushchev made only the most cursory examination of the feasibility
of sending missiles to Cuba and its likely impact on the United States. He
committed himself to the deployment before consulting with the intelligence
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experts and foreign-policy advisors who could have helped him to make a
more informed judgment. He then sought out confirming opinions and dis-
counted information that indicated that the deployment might fail and
provoke a crisis. Khrushchev’s behavior bore little relationship to the expec-
tation of rational decision making that lies at the core of deterrence theory
and strategy.

Chapters 2 and 3 offer vivid testimony to the ways in which American
and Soviet general deterrence helped provoke the most serious crisis of the
Cold War. Leaders of both superpowers overplayed their hands. Their mili-
tary buildups and deployments, claims of strategic superiority, and threaten-
ing rhetoric aroused their adversary’s fear and anxiety and provided Khru-
shchev with strong incentives to send missiles to Cuba. They were also a root
cause of the wishful thinking that led him to dismiss or discount the techni-
cal and political obstacles that threatened the deployment’s success.

Kennedy’s critics accuse him of not practicing deterrence early or force-
fully enough. They allege that his failure to commit American forces at the
Bay of Pigs, his poor performance in Vienna, and failure to prevent the con-
struction of the Berlin Wall, convinced Khrushchev that he could act with
impunity in Cuba. We have shown that Kennedy’s attempts to demonstrate
resolve, not his apparent irresolution, prompted Khrushchev’s decision to
send missiles to Cuba. Immediate deterrence failed at least in part because
Kennedy practiced general deterrence too forcefully.
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Why Did the Missiles Provoke a Crisis?

If I point a pistol at you like this in order to attack you, the

pistol is an offensive weapon. But if I aim to keep you from

shooting me, it is defensive, no?

—Nikita S. Khrushchev 1

You see, we had already staked out a public position

on the issue: if the Soviet Union does anything to threaten the

safety of the United States or Latin America, we cannot

tolerate it. . . . We felt the same way you would feel if

we put missiles in Finland.

—McGeorge Bundy 2

THE DISCOVERY of Soviet missiles in Cuba created a crisis for the Kennedy
administration.3 A week later, Kennedy’s proclamation of a limited naval
“quarantine” of Cuba triggered a crisis in Moscow. There is nothing puz-
zling about the Soviet reaction to Kennedy’s speech: it issued a direct chal-
lenge and raised the prospect of an American attack against Cuba and Soviet
forces stationed there. Considerable controversy surrounds the Kennedy ad-
ministration’s reaction to the missile sites; critics contend that Soviet missiles
in Cuba did not threaten any vital American interest and that it was irre-
sponsible for the president to risk war to remove them. This chapter exam-
ines this controversy; it looks at why the discovery of the missile sites consti-
tuted a crisis for the Kennedy administration.

The traditional interpretation of the crisis, enshrined in the writings of
administration insiders Theodore C. Sorensen and Arthur M. Schlesinger,
Jr. and newsman Elie Abel, depicts the missiles as an intolerable provoca-
tion.4 The president had to compel the Soviet Union to withdraw the missiles
to defend the balance of power, preserve NATO, and convince Khrushchev
and the world of American resolve. Sorensen, Schlesinger, and Abel laud
the “quarantine” as the optimal strategy, hail the outcome of the crisis as
an unqualified American success, and attribute it to Kennedy’s skill and
tenacity.
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The revisionist interpretation, associated with the writings of journalist I.
F. Stone and historians Ronald Steel and Barton Bernstein, maintains that
Kennedy needlessly risked war for domestic political gain. Revisionists con-
demn the blockade as irresponsible and attribute the peaceful resolution of
the crisis to Soviet moderation and American good luck.5 New evidence per-
mits us to reevaluate these competing claims. It indicates that both interpre-
tations are overdrawn and one-sided. Kennedy opposed the Soviet missiles
for domestic and foreign-policy reasons.

DOMESTIC POLITICS

Revisionists accuse the president of risking the peace of the world to advance
his political career. I. F. Stone, the most prominent early revisionist, distin-
guished sharply between presidential political and American national inter-
ests. The former might be well served by a crisis, but the latter required
compromise and diplomacy. Kennedy chose confrontation because it was
more likely to get the missiles out of Cuba before the November congres-
sional election. “There was no time for prolonged negotiation, summit con-
ference, or U[nited] N[ations] debates if the damage was to be undone before
the election. Kennedy could not afford to wait.”6

Sorensen, Schlesinger, and more recent defenders of the traditional inter-
pretation deny that Kennedy or his principal advisors were influenced in any
way by domestic political considerations.7 “I’ve listened to the tapes of the
October 27th [Ex Comm] meetings,” McGeorge Bundy exclaimed, “and I
can say with a high degree of confidence that I don’t think there was any
worry of that kind whatsoever. I have no recollection of anyone voicing any
fear of being lynched over the affair in Cuba.”8 Sorensen insists that the
president chose the blockade over the air strike in full recognition that it
would adversely affect his political standing. “JFK at the time was convinced
his course would hurt his party in the elections.” He recognized that the air
strike would “be a swifter and more popular means of removing the missiles
before Election Day.”9 Dean Rusk’s revelation that late in the crisis Kennedy
considered concessions to Khrushchev is cited as further proof by tradition-
alists of the president’s willingness to incur severe domestic political costs.10

The evidence supports the claim of the revisionists that domestic consider-
ations shaped Kennedy’s response to the missiles. The president’s objective,
however, was to avoid loss, and not, as most revisionists allege, to make
political gains for himself or his party. Some former administration officials
now acknowledge this truth.

“Once they [the missiles] were there,” maintains John Kenneth Galbraith,
Kennedy’s ambassador to India, “the political needs of the Kennedy admin-
istration urged it to take almost any risk to get them out.”11 According to
Dean Rusk, the administration “would have been discredited” in the eyes of
the public if it had accepted Soviet missiles in Cuba.12 Roger Hilsman, then



96 • C H A P T E R F I V E •

head of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, argues
that Kennedy had helped to create his political predicament. He had used
Cuba to great effect in his campaign against Richard Nixon, asking over and
over why a Communist regime had been allowed to come to power just
ninety miles off the coast. Then came the Bay of Pigs and the Soviet military
buildup. The president was “peculiarly vulnerable on Cuba.”13

Rusk and Hilsman argue that Kennedy was responding to more than just
electoral pressure. If the administration had tolerated the missiles, Hilsman
explains,

it would be faced with a revolt from the military, from the hardliners in other
departments, both State and CIA, from not only Republicans on Capitol Hill
but some Democrats, too; that it would be faced with all this opposition at
home just at the time that it would be undergoing deep and very dangerous
challenges from the Soviets brought on by the alteration in the balance of power
wrought by their successful introduction of missiles in Cuba, and which might
well put the United States in mortal danger. This was why the Administration
was in trouble.14

Domestic and foreign-policy considerations combined to propel Kennedy
into a showdown with Khrushchev.

Theodore Sorensen now acknowledges the existence of these political fac-
tors but does not consider them significant. He insists that the pressures
pushing Kennedy toward a confrontation were always offset by those pull-
ing him in the opposite direction.15 Public opinion was divided over the
blockade. Many Americans believed that the president was needlessly court-
ing nuclear war, but the overwhelming majority supported the president.
There was also a vocal minority who thought his policy too weak. Kennedy
was surprised and angered when he heard this kind of complaint from
prominent Democrats, senators whom he briefed about the crisis before an-
nouncing the blockade. Richard Russell of Georgia criticized the blockade
as a halfway measure that would arouse allied opposition without forcing
the withdrawal of the missiles. J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, chairman
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, joined Russell in calling for an
invasion of Cuba.16 Only the previous month, the Senate had adopted a joint
congressional resolution by an overwhelming 86–1 vote, calling for the use
of force, if necessary, to halt Cuban aggression and communist subversion
in the Western hemisphere.17

Kennedy indicated that domestic politics were very much on his mind. On
the morning of 16 October, shortly after being informed of the discovery of
the missile sites, he summoned Kenneth O’Donnell to the Oval office. “You
still think that fuss about Cuba is unimportant?” he asked his special assis-
tant and appointments secretary. “Absolutely,” O’Donnell replied. Kennedy
showed him the photographs. “You’re an old Air Force bombardier. You
ought to know what this is. It’s the beginning of a launching site for a me-
dium-range ballistic missile.” “I don’t believe it,” O’Donnell exclaimed.
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“You’d better believe it,” Kennedy admonished him. “It was taken Sunday,
and checked and rechecked yesterday. We’ve just elected Capehart in Indi-
ana and Ken Keating will probably be the next president of the United
States.”18

Kennedy’s concern about the domestic political implications of his policy
resurfaced a week later. On Wednesday morning, 22 October, the day the
quarantine went into effect, the navy reported that Soviet ships were still
steaming toward the blockade line. The Kennedy brothers walked together
to that morning’s Ex Comm meeting. Robert Kennedy reported that his
brother turned to him and said: “‘It looks really mean, doesn’t it? But then,
really there was no other choice. If they get this mean on this one in our part
of the world, what will they do on the next?’ ‘I just don’t think there was any
choice,’ I said, ‘and not only that, if you hadn’t acted, you would have been
impeached.’ The President thought for a moment and said, ‘That’s what I
think—I would have been impeached.’”19

Was Kennedy seriously worried about impeachment? His remarks to his
brother can be read as a frank admission of political vulnerability. They
might also represent post-decisional rationalization.20 Kennedy had opted
for a risky course of action, one he knew could escalate to war. Any respon-
sible leader in this situation would have second thoughts about the wisdom
of his policy. Risk, uncertainty, and self-doubt generate anxiety. To cope
with it, people convince themselves that their chosen course of action will be
more successful than originally anticipated and that the costs and draw-
backs of any alternative would be correspondingly higher. The president’s
comment may have been intended to reduce his anxiety and buttress his
commitment; we must be cautious about accepting it at face value.

Even if we accept that Kennedy’s concern about impeachment might have
been exaggerated, his comment still reveals sensitivity to the domestic impli-
cations of his policy. The core of the problem was Kennedy’s prior public
commitment to keep “offensive weapons” out of Cuba. If he now accepted
the missiles, McGeorge Bundy reasoned, Republican opponents would have
brought a triple indictment against him: “You said it wouldn’t happen, and
you were wrong; you said you would know how to stop it if it did happen,
and you don’t; and now you say it doesn’t matter, and it does.”21 In the
wake of this criticism—and public grumbling by dissatisfied generals—the
administration would suffer severe political consequences.

Defense Secretary Robert McNamara remembers that “right from the be-
ginning, it was President Kennedy who said that it was politically unaccept-
able for us to leave those [Cuban] missile sites alone.”22 McNamara made
the same point to the Ex Comm during its first day of deliberations: “I’ll be
quite frank,” he announced to the group. “I don’t think there is a military
problem here . . . this, this is a domestic political problem.”23 Not everyone
agreed. Some participants insisted that the missiles would upset the strategic
balance.24 Nobody challenged McNamara’s contention that the president
faced a serious domestic political problem.
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In 1987, Theodore Sorensen made a revealing admission about the calcu-
lations that led to Kennedy’s warnings to Moscow in September. They were
issued on the assumption that the Soviet Union had no intention whatsoever
of sending missiles to Cuba.25 The purpose of the warnings was to deflect
Republican charges that the administration was “soft” on Cuba. By appear-
ing to stand up to Khrushchev and Castro, Kennedy could convey the ap-
pearance of toughness without risking confrontation abroad—or so he
thought.

Sorensen’s remarks, and those of other administration officials, make it
apparent that Kennedy tried to walk a fine line between the Scylla of domes-
tic political loss and the Charybdis of military action. By drawing the line at
the introduction of “offensive weapons,” for example, missiles, bombers,
and submarines, he in effect told Khrushchev that he would not oppose the
continuing buildup of Soviet conventional forces in Cuba. This was a major
concession, given public and congressional opposition. Kennedy was willing
to expose himself to considerable recrimination at home in the hope of fore-
stalling a serious confrontation with the Soviet Union. To seek such a con-
flict in the hope of personal or political gain would have been as unaccepta-
ble to him as it is to the revisionists.

THE NEED TO DISPLAY RESOLVE

Traditionalists maintain that Khrushchev sent missiles to Cuba because he
doubted Kennedy’s resolve. It was therefore imperative to demonstrate to
Khrushchev that the administration would not be coerced. Revisionists por-
tray Kennedy’s concern for resolve as neurotic and deny that it was neces-
sary to meet the foreign-policy objectives of the United States.

Proponents of both interpretations agree that Soviet missiles in Cuba did
little or nothing to alter the military balance. The Joint Chiefs of Staff and Ex
Comm militants thought differently; they worried that the missiles would
make the United States significantly more vulnerable to a Soviet attack.26

Defense Secretary McNamara rejected this argument. He maintained, and
the president agreed, that the missiles would make no difference because the
United States was already targeted by ICBMs deployed in the Soviet Union.
American intelligence expected the Soviet ICBM force to grow substantially
in the course of the next few years whether or not there were any missiles in
Cuba. “A missile is a missile,” McNamara exclaimed, “It makes no differ-
ence whether you are killed by a missile fired from the Soviet Union or from
Cuba.”27

Kennedy, Rusk, and McNamara were concerned about the foreign-policy
consequences of the missiles. The president believed that “The Soviet move
had been undertaken so swiftly, so secretly and with so much deliberate
deception—it was so sudden a departure from Soviet practice—that it repre-
sented a provocative change in the delicate status quo.”28 Dean Rusk was
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convinced that “If we allowed deployment of Soviet missiles just ninety
miles off our coast, American credibility would have been destroyed, and
there would have been a devastating psychological impact on the American
people, the Western hemisphere, and NATO.”29 The consensus of the
Ex Comm, Arthur Schlesinger reported, was “that while the missiles might
not have had much effect on the overall U.S.-Soviet military balance,
they had a considerable effect on the world political balance.” They would
permit the Soviets “to act with impunity in the very heart of the American
zone of vital interest—a victory of great significance for the Kremlin, which
saw the world in terms of spheres of influence and inflexibly guarded its
own.”30

Neither the president nor the Ex Comm were persuaded that Khru-
shchev’s challenge had defensive purposes. They discounted the possibility
that the Soviet buildup in Cuba, conventional and nuclear, was intended
to protect Cuba from American attack.31 The Ex Comm also considered and
rejected the “strategic fix” hypothesis.32 At the first Ex Comm meeting,
Secretary of State Dean Rusk brought up CIA Director John McCone’s
hypothesis “that Khrushchev may feel that it’s important for us to learn
about living under medium range missiles.” His observation elicited no
response.33

Administration officials reasoned that the missile deployment was offen-
sively motivated. Dean Rusk speculated that Khrushchev had put missiles
into Cuba to compel American concessions on Berlin and, if that failed, to
provide the security umbrella he needed to take decisive action against the
Western presence in that city.34 Under Secretary of State George Ball viewed
it as an attempt to augment Soviet strategic capabilities and possibly to com-
pel American concessions.35 President Kennedy thought Khrushchev sought
multiple ends: he wanted to raise doubts about America’s commitment to
defend Europe; encourage revolution in the Third World, especially in Latin
America; and heal the rift between the communist giants by giving lie to
Chinese charges that the Soviet Union was an ineffectual “paper tiger.”36

Kennedy suspected that Khrushchev intended to announce his fait accompli
in a speech at the United Nations in which he would make “cocky demands
on Berlin and other matters.”37

These interpretations cast the Soviet initiative in a particularly threaten-
ing light. Worse still, they seemed to indicate Soviet lack of respect for Amer-
ican capability and resolve. In its first assessment, the CIA advised the White
House that Khrushchev had felt free to challenge the United States because
he believed that the balance of military power was shifting in favor of the
Soviet Union.38

At the outset of the crisis, Ambassador Charles “Chip” Bohlen, one of the
Ex Comm’s two Soviet experts, invoked an adage he attributed to Lenin: “If
you strike steel, pull back; if you strike mush, keep going.”39 According to
this hypothesis, widely accepted within the Ex Comm, Khrushchev doubted
American resolve because of the widespread abhorrence of war and obses-
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sion with affluence. This is why the president had refused to commit troops
to the Bay of Pigs landing or to oppose the construction of the Berlin Wall.
In the words of Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., “the missiles represented the su-
preme probe of American intentions. No doubt, a ‘total victory’ faction in
Moscow had long been denouncing the government’s ‘no win’ policy and
arguing that the Soviet Union could safely use the utmost nuclear pressure
against the United States because the Americans were too rich or soft or
liberal to fight.”40

We feared that “Khrushchev’s successful gamble might well have tempted
him toward further adventures,” McGeorge Bundy reported.41 According to
Robert McNamara, “There was the risk that if we did not respond forcefully
in Cuba, the Soviets would continue to poke and prod us elsewhere. And
what if the next prod came around Berlin, which had been driving Khru-
shchev nuts for years? If that happened, than the risk of disaster would go
way up, relative to Cuba.”42 Berlin was uppermost in the president’s mind.
If they got away with the missile deployment, “they [would] start getting
ready to squeeze us in Berlin,” he warned the Ex Comm on 16 October.43 A
week later, Sander Vanocur, who covered the White House for NBC,
walked through the Cabinet Room after an Ex Comm meeting and observed
that the president had written on his yellow legal pad: “Berlin . . . Berlin . . .
Berlin . . . Berlin. . . .”44

Revisionists are unpersuaded by these arguments. They believe that Ken-
nedy’s policies reflected his personal insecurity. I. F. Stone alleges that Ken-
nedy blockaded Cuba to prove his machismo. The “eyeball to eyeball” con-
frontation it provoked “was the best of therapies for Kennedy’s nagging
inferiority complex.”45 Ronald Steel also stressed Kennedy’s obsession with
his image and his irrational fear that Khrushchev would never take him
seriously again if he backed away from his pledge to keep Soviet missiles out
of Cuba.46

Revisionists are right in sensing something extraordinary about Ken-
nedy’s belief that Khrushchev saw him as weak and irresolute. Soviet testi-
mony indicates that Kennedy misjudged his adversary. The missile deploy-
ment was neither opportunity-driven nor prompted by lack of respect for
Kennedy’s resolve. It was not Kennedy’s performance in Vienna, acceptance
of the Berlin Wall, or failure to commit troops to the Bay of Pigs that led
Khrushchev to send missiles to Cuba, but Kennedy’s deployment of Jupiters
in Turkey, proclamations of strategic superiority, and political-military
pressures against Castro.47

Kennedy’s failure to grasp Khrushchev’s motives was due in part to the
misleading historical analogy he and his advisors drew between Nazi Ger-
many and the Soviet Union. The two dictatorships shared much in common
in the Stalin-Hitler years; they were expansionist regimes governed by a mix
of propaganda and terror. On the eve of World War II they had conspired
to divide Eastern Europe between them. Postwar American policymakers
assumed that the Soviet Union, like Nazi Germany, was driven by its ideol-
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ogy and bent on world domination. Hitler, Stalin, and Khrushchev were all
consummate opportunists, constantly probing for weak spots in their adver-
saries’ defenses in the hope of expanding their influence and territory.48

Kennedy saw the Soviet Union through the prism of the 1930s. His world
view had been shaped by the fiasco of appeasement. His father, Joseph Ken-
nedy, had served as ambassador to the Court of St. James on the eve of the
war, and had been an outspoken partisan of appeasement. The twenty-
three-year-old Kennedy lived with his parents in England while he expanded
his Harvard senior thesis into a book. Why England Slept was a stunning
indictment of England’s lack of preparedness and of the political and moral
bankruptcy of appeasement.49 The young Kennedy’s personal involvement
with this issue, his political opposition to his father, and the death of his
older brother in the war that appeasement helped to bring about made him
more committed than most to “the lesson of Munich” and its application to
Soviet-American relations.

In fairness to Kennedy, his predisposition to draw parallels between Nazi
Germany and the Soviet Union was greatly abetted by Khrushchev’s bully-
ing speeches, boasts of superiority, and crude displays of force. His aggres-
sive posturing evoked memories of Hitler and aroused fear of another war.
In hindsight, it is apparent that many of Khrushchev’s bellicose displays
were intended to mask Soviet inferiority or to impress the Chinese. Kennedy
and his advisors could not know that these factors motivated Khrushchev’s
behavior.

Neither the analogy to the 1930s nor Khrushchev’s threatening behavior
can fully account for Kennedy’s doubts about his reputation for resolve.
There was something neurotic about the president’s confessions to adminis-
tration officials and friendly newsmen that his foreign policy was a string of
“disasters” and encouraged Khrushchev to believe that he was a “push-
over.”50 The Bay of Pigs was admittedly a disaster, but the Vienna summit
and the Berlin crisis could only be so interpreted by a president who dis-
torted reality to confirm his unjustified fears. Kennedy had been resolute in
Vienna. Khrushchev had told journalists how impressed he had been by his
firmness and grasp of the issues.51 Kennedy had been unyielding on Laos and
Berlin. He had successfully exposed Khrushchev’s bluff to sign a separate
treaty with East Germany. It was odd that the president worried that his
refusal to tear down the Berlin Wall would be seen as a sign of cowardice; its
construction was a confession of communist weakness. Kennedy’s accep-
tance of the Wall represented a statesmanlike decision to eschew a confron-
tation in the heart of Europe.

Kennedy’s insecurity seriously distorted his understanding of Khru-
shchev. His faulty historical analogy encouraged him to see Khrushchev as
aggressive and opportunistic. His doubts about himself led him to exagger-
ate the extent to which Khrushchev saw opportunities to exploit. These dis-
tortions were complementary and combined to produce a seriously flawed
understanding of Soviet foreign policy.
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Kennedy’s image of Khrushchev was also self-justifying. He analyzed suc-
cessive encounters with Khrushchev in terms of the assumptions he made
about himself and Khrushchev’s understanding of him. In doing so he con-
firmed tautologically the validity of those assumptions. This process blinded
him to the possibility that Khrushchev could respect his resolve but act ag-
gressively for defensive reasons.

In evaluating Kennedy’s concern for establishing a reputation for tough-
ness, we need to distinguish between Soviet-American relations before and
after the discovery of Soviet missiles in Cuba. Even if Khrushchev’s decision
to deploy the missiles had little or nothing to do with his assessment of
Kennedy’s resolve, Kennedy’s failure to take a firm stand against the deploy-
ment could have raised doubts about that resolve. In this respect, the missiles
were very different from the Bay of Pigs or the Vienna summit. The implica-
tions of both for the president’s credibility were marginal at best; it was not
at all obvious how, if at all, his credibility was engaged. In Cuba, Kennedy
had publicly drawn a line and had staked his reputation on its defense. To
have accepted Soviet missiles in Cuba would have exposed his well-publi-
cized commitment as a bluff.

The domestic costs of accepting the missiles would also have been high.
The administration would have been crippled and the Republicans might
have won control of Congress in November. Kennedy’s willingness to accept
these losses to avoid the risks of a Soviet-American crisis would have com-
municated a clear and dangerous message to Khrushchev. It could have
encouraged him, as Kennedy feared, to encroach further on American inter-
ests in the expectation that he would not meet serious resistance. Above all
else, the president and his advisors wanted to discourage a new challenge
in Berlin where they believed the risk of escalation was far greater than
in Cuba. The revisionists are wrong to dismiss the serious international im-
plications of the deployment just as the traditionalists err in ignoring its
domestic political consequences. Both concerns were very much on the
president’s mind.

WHY THE BLOCKADE?

Kennedy supporters praise the “naval quarantine”—really a limited block-
ade—of Cuba as a judicious and successful choice. Revisionists contend that
it unnecessarily risked war for a goal that could have been achieved by diplo-
macy. Critics on the right, the “hawks,” contend that an air strike would
have been a better choice. Some of them believe that Kennedy should have
exploited the opportunity provided by the Soviet missiles to invade Cuba
and overthrow Castro. We address the criticism of the hawks elsewhere in
this volume. Here, we examine the controversy between traditionalists and
revisionists and the reasons why Kennedy chose the blockade in preference
to a secret diplomatic overture to Khrushchev.
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The documents and oral testimony of Ex Comm participants indicate that
Kennedy had two objectives: to get the missiles out of Cuba and to demon-
strate resolve to Khrushchev. A secret overture, even if it led to the with-
drawal of the missiles, would not convey resolve. This was necessary, the
president was convinced, to forestall another challenge in Berlin. He opted
for a full-fledged confrontation in full recognition that it entailed a serious
risk of war. As Dean Rusk put it, “If we don’t do this, we go down with a
whimper. Maybe it’s better to go down with a bang.”52

The question of resolve was also at the heart of the debate between advo-
cates of the blockade and the air strike, the two most attractive options on
the Ex Comm’s menu. The air strike appealed to many of Kennedy’s advi-
sors because, unlike the blockade, it would get rid of the missiles, not just
put pressure on Khrushchev to remove them. The air strike was also a more
dramatic demonstration of resolve. The Ex Comm’s final draft scenario for
the air strike described its message of resolve as its principal advantage. By
carrying out his pledge to eliminate offensive weapons in Cuba, the presi-
dent “shows that [the] U.S. has [the] will to fight and to protect vital interests
(of great importance vis-à-vis Berlin).” The air strike, the document ac-
knowledged, “may force Khrushchev to react strongly and could result in
some type of war.”53 The blockade was less likely to provoke a war and, for
this reason, conveyed less resolve.

The president faced a difficult choice. A few Ex Comm members, includ-
ing former Secretary of State Dean Acheson and Assistant Secretary of De-
fense Paul Nitze, denied his need to make any trade-off; they did not believe
Khrushchev would retaliate against an American air strike even if it killed
hundreds of Soviet military personnel. Acheson advised that “We should
proceed at once with the necessary military actions and should do no talk-
ing.”54

Most of the Ex Comm worried that Khrushchev might choose or be
forced to respond to an air strike with military action of his own. They were
concerned, as Dean Rusk warned his colleagues on 16 October, that they
were “facing a situation that could well lead to general war.”55 The Ex
Comm struggled with the pros and cons of the air strike and the blockade.
Uncertainty about the effectiveness and consequences of both options re-
sulted in long and torturous deliberations. Many Ex Comm participants
changed their mind at least once during the week it took to reach a near-
consensus in favor of the blockade.

The president was among those whose preferences changed. At first, he
was drawn to the air strike, but upon reflection rejected it as too risky. He
opted for the blockade because it conveyed resolve without resorting to vio-
lence and was less likely to provoke military escalation. In his mind, it repre-
sented a compromise between the imperatives for action, which pushed him
up the ladder of escalation, and the risks of a confrontation, which pulled
him down.56

The Ex Comm’s Soviet experts, Charles “Chip” Bohlen and Llewellyn
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“Tommie” Thompson, argued unsuccessfully for a private overture to
Khrushchev. During the Ex Comm discussions on the second and third day
of the crisis, Bohlen suggested that Kennedy send a letter to Khrushchev
asking him to withdraw the missiles and proceed with a blockade, air strike,
or invasion, only if Khrushchev refused. “No one can guarantee,” he wrote
the president, “that withdrawal can be achieved by diplomatic action—but
it . . . seems essential that this channel be tested before military action is
employed.”57

For two days, Kennedy’s advisors tried unsuccessfully to draft a letter to
Khrushchev. They were unable to find language that would express indigna-
tion and demand the withdrawal of the missiles without provoking the crisis
the letter was meant to avoid.58 But this is not the only reason why Kennedy
rejected Bohlen’s proposal. He did not believe that a letter, no matter how
well drafted, would convince Khrushchev to halt work at the missile sites
and remove the missiles. “We couldn’t imagine,” McGeorge Bundy told So-
viet officials many years later, “your obviously adventurous leader backing
off from a move of this seriousness if we merely confronted him privately.”59

To get the missiles out, Kennedy and most of his advisors believed, it was
necessary to threaten military action. If so, they reasoned, it was better to
present Khrushchev with a fait accompli than an ultimatum that would
allow him time to prepare a countermove.60

Revisionists fault Kennedy for not following the advice of Bohlen and
Thompson. Ronald Steel believes that Kennedy should have “used tradi-
tional diplomatic channels to warn the Russians that he knew what they
were up to, and thus give them a chance quietly to pull back.” He could have
communicated with Khrushchev through Georgiy Bol’shakov and Soviet
Foreign Minister Andrei A. Gromyko, who visited the White House on 18
October, three days after the president had learned of the missiles in Cuba.61

Walter Lippmann argued that Kennedy should have confronted Gromyko
with the facts, giving “Mr. Khrushchev what all wise statesmen give their
adversaries—the chance to save face.”62

At issue is not Kennedy’s ability to communicate with Khrushchev but the
likelihood that a purely diplomatic initiative would have convinced the So-
viet leader to withdraw his missiles.63 None of the revisionists offer any rea-
son to support their expectation that Khrushchev would have responded
positively. One possible argument, and it seems implicit in Lippmann’s for-
mulation of the problem, is that backing down in response to a private
rather than a public ultimatum, would have been less costly and hence more
attractive to Khrushchev. It might also be supposed that a secret letter out-
lining the consequences to Khrushchev of the missile deployment might have
encouraged him to reconsider his policy.64

We will never know if secret negotiations could have prevented a crisis. It
is possible that Khrushchev might have been persuaded by a combination of
threats and promises to dismantle the Soviet missile bases under construc-
tion in Cuba. We think it more probable that he would have rejected Ken-
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nedy’s demand and have insisted that the missiles were necessary to protect
Cuba from an American invasion. He would have tried to drag out his ex-
change of notes with Kennedy as long as possible to gain time for the missiles
to become fully operational.

When he decided to send the missiles to Cuba, Khrushchev did not con-
sider the domestic political pressures that would make the missiles unaccept-
able to Kennedy. Nor is there any evidence that he considered the important
differences between openly deploying missiles in Turkey and secretly install-
ing them in Cuba after giving the administration assurances to the contrary.
Knowledgeable Soviet officials agree that Khrushchev’s failure to grasp these
consequences was the result of anger and wishful thinking.65

Khrushchev’s emotional commitment to the missile deployment made it
unlikely that a letter, or even an exchange of letters, would have led him to
reconsider. We know that he discounted Kennedy’s public and private warn-
ings of 4 and 13 September, both of which should have made it clear that
Washington would not tolerate the introduction of ballistic missiles into
Cuba.66 There is little reason to suppose that he would have responded dif-
ferently to subsequent warnings and threats not backed up by observable
military preparations.

Backing down in response to a secret ultimatum from Kennedy would
also have created very serious problems for Khrushchev with two important
constituencies: Fidel Castro and the Soviet officials whose support he relied
on to maintain his authority. Castro welcomed the missiles and bitterly op-
posed their withdrawal.67 Other Soviet militants felt the same way, and al-
most certainly would have accused Khrushchev of cowardice and of betray-
ing Cuba. In the next chapter we argue that the crisis and the threat of war
were probably necessary to convince Soviet hard-liners that Khrushchev had
no choice but to remove the missiles, or have them removed by the United
States. The crisis also eased the political consequences for Khrushchev by
enabling him to secure a pledge not to invade Cuba from Kennedy and a
private commitment to withdraw the American Jupiter missiles from Turkey
some time after the Soviet missiles left Cuba.

It is possible, but unlikely, that Kennedy would have promised not to
invade Cuba in the absence of a crisis. It is extremely unlikely that he would
have consented to withdraw the Jupiters on Soviet demand. That concession
was a secret move by a president anxious to avoid further military escalation
that he believed could lead to war. Because the noninvasion pledge came late
in the crisis, most Americans did not view it as a concession by a weak and
irresolute president but as a statesmanlike gesture to end the confrontation
by allowing a defeated adversary to save face. They knew nothing about the
promise to remove the Jupiters, not made public until years later.

There is also the question of Kennedy’s objectives to consider. Removing
the missiles was Kennedy’s primary objective. He also wanted to teach
Khrushchev a lesson, something unlikely to be accomplished by quiet diplo-
macy. For this, he needed a dramatic public confrontation.
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TIME PRESSURE

Definitions of international crisis emphasize the perception of threat, height-
ened anxieties of war, and the limited time leaders have to respond to the
threat.68 Traditionalists and revisionists agree that time pressure was acute
in the missile crisis but advance divergent explanations for why this was so.
Traditionalists insist that the United States had to act before the Soviet mis-
siles in Cuba became operational and made military action against them
prohibitively costly. Revisionists contend that Kennedy had to remove the
missiles before the November congressional elections. The evidence indi-
cates that the president felt pressed for altogether different reasons.

In his widely acclaimed biography of John F. Kennedy, Arthur Schlesin-
ger, Jr. reported that at the outset of the crisis the CIA had estimated that the
Soviet missiles would be on pads and ready for firing in about ten days.
According to Schlesinger, “The deadline defined the strategy.”69 The presi-
dent and his advisors had to destroy, neutralize, or remove the missiles be-
fore they became operational and threatened to rain nuclear destruction on
American cities. At the very first Ex Comm meeting, on the morning of 16
October, the president acknowledged this pressure. “I don’t think we got
much time on these missiles,” he complained. “So it may be that we just have
to, we can’t wait two weeks while we’re getting ready to, to roll.”70

Robert McNamara has challenged this depiction of American policy. He
insists that neither he nor the president was overly concerned about the op-
erational status of the missiles. “I know that the later writing on the subject
makes it sound like an important issue, but it had no effect on my deci-
sions.”71 McGeorge Bundy explained that there was great concern about the
missiles during the first week of the crisis. The concern was most pro-
nounced among the Ex Comm hawks: Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
Maxwell Taylor, former Secretary of State Dean Acheson, Secretary of the
Treasury C. Douglas Dillon, CIA Director John McCone, and Assistant Sec-
retary of Defense Paul Nitze.72 The Ex Comm tapes reveal that Kennedy and
McNamara also felt this way on the first day but quickly came to the realiza-
tion that it was not a critical policy consideration.73 They authorized further
reconnaissance missions primarily to satisfy Ex Comm hawks and the joint
chiefs.74

McNamara offered two reasons for his and the president’s lack of con-
cern. The first was intelligence information indicating that some of the mis-
siles were operational as early as 15 October, although the CIA was unsure
if those missiles had nuclear warheads.75 The second was the need for cau-
tion: “We couldn’t take the chance of being wrong, so we worked on the
assumption throughout the crisis that at least some missiles were opera-
tional and armed with nuclear weapons.”76 For Kennedy and McNamara,
knowledge that more missiles would soon come on line did not alter the
fundamental fact that Khrushchev had some capability to launch a nuclear
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attack against the United States from missile bases in the Soviet Union and
Cuba from the very beginning of the crisis.

Recently released CIA reports support McNamara’s claims about the
status of the missiles. On the morning of 19 October, only three days after
the president learned of the missile sites, the CIA advised the White House
that two MRBM launch sites with their sixteen R-12 missile launchers had
an emergency operational capability. The MRBMs had a range of eleven-
hundred nautical miles and could be launched within eighteen hours.77 Bad
weather grounded photoreconnaissance aircraft on 20 October. The next
day’s overflights discovered, and the president was quickly advised, that
eight to twelve MRBM missiles had full operational capability.78 By 23 Oc-
tober, the CIA had identified six MRBM sites. Four were presumed to be
fully operational, and the two others were suspected of having some emer-
gency capability.79 On 27 October, the CIA reported that by the next day all
six MRBM complexes would have achieved full operational status; their
twenty-four MRBMs could be launched within six to eight hours, and a
second salvo of twenty-four missiles within another four to six hours.80 The
White House never had a “window of opportunity” that would close when
Soviet missiles came on line. From the beginning, the situation was one of
gradually diminishing advantage because at least some missiles became op-
erational shortly after their discovery.

McNamara maintains that the significance of missile readiness was politi-
cal; it provided the militants with a rationale for military action against
Cuba. According to George Ball: “The air strike advocates were using the
issue of the missiles becoming ‘operational’ to buttress their case for ur-
gency.” It was the most powerful argument they could make against the
blockade, before and after its implementation.81 McNamara regarded the
arguments as an attempt to justify a policy hardliners wanted for other rea-
sons. Those who argued for an air strike on the grounds that it was neces-
sary to keep the missiles from becoming operational “continued to favor it
after it became clear that the missiles were operational.”82

If there was no deadline imposed by the missiles, why did the president
feel that he was acting under such extreme time pressure? Everyone agreed
that during the first week of the crisis the sense of urgency was the result of
the need to keep the discovery of the missiles in Cuba secret until the admin-
istration was prepared to respond. “There was a real concern,” Douglas
Dillon explained, “to control the agenda and keep it from being set by some
newspaper.”83 George Ball thought the consequences of a leak would have
been horrendous: “I’m just trying to think how we could have held off for
three, four, or five days with the country screaming at us, when are you
going to react, what are you going to do, with speeches in the Congress, with
resolutions being passed, with demonstrations in the streets, the place would
have been—the country would have been up in arms.”84 Dean Rusk worried
that news of the missile sites “could lead to panic and confusion and even a
mass exodus from our cities.”85
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A leak would have been politically damaging to the president. It would
have generated enormous public and congressional pressure for immediate
military action.86 It could also have impaired the quality of the American
response. In the week between the discovery of the missiles on 16 October
and the administration’s announcement of the quarantine on the twenty-
second, the president and Ex Comm had time to consider the pros and cons
of several different courses of action.87 Advocates of the air strike and block-
ade agree that their free-wheeling debate led to a more informed decision. It
also permitted the administration to orchestrate the political and military
details of its strategy in a manner that would not otherwise have been possi-
ble. “The greatest lesson I took out of this,” McNamara told George Ball,
“is the increasing soundness of the decision with the passage of time.”88

There was another critical consideration for the president: his need to
gather support for the blockade from the cabinet, joint chiefs, and his own
advisors. Kennedy was blunt about this need. On 22 October, he convened
a full meeting of the National Security Council (NSC) to brief its members
about the naval quarantine that he would announce that evening in a special
televised address to the nation. Turning to the domestic aspects of the crisis,
he stressed how important it was for the NSC to sing “one song” and to
“make it clear that there was no difference among his advisors about the
proper course to follow.”89 Kennedy was about to initiate a war-threatening
confrontation with the Soviet Union. To make credible demands on Mos-
cow, he needed bipartisan support. If his policy failed, and the crisis moved
toward war, he would need this backing even more.

The issue of internal support became more critical during the second week
of the crisis. The transcripts and participant accounts of the Ex Comm meet-
ings make it apparent that the proponents of military action had agreed to
the blockade in return for a tacit commitment that the president would carry
out an air strike and possibly an invasion, if the blockade failed. As the week
wore on, the pressure for an air strike mounted.90 The principal advocates of
the air strike—Paul Nitze, Douglas Dillon, and John McCone—became in-
creasingly outspoken and critical of the blockade.91 On the morning of 27
October, the joint chiefs unanimously recommended immediate military ac-
tion to the president. “Time was getting a little tight,” they warned, because
of the impossibility of keeping military forces at full-alert status indefi-
nitely.92 The consensus had broken down. The president, Sorensen admits,
was “under tremendous pressure at this point.”93

Sorensen insists “that the President was determined not to step on that
ladder of escalation at all.”94 He chose the blockade because it finessed his
need for choice. But when the blockade appeared to have failed, the militants
pressed for an air strike, and Kennedy found it increasingly difficult to avoid
committing himself to a fight or a trade. Either policy involved serious polit-
ical costs. It would also shatter the fragile unity of the Ex Comm and make
it impossible for the administration to speak in one voice to the Congress
and American people.
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THE DANGER OF ESCALATION

The traditional and revisionist interpretations address only the domestic and
foreign-policy costs of accepting Soviet missiles in Cuba. Both interpreta-
tions fail to consider the possible costs of doing something to get the missiles
out. These costs were very much on the president’s mind.

Kennedy was sensitive to the likelihood that the Republican opposition—
and Democrats like Senators Russell and Fulbright, who clamored for an
invasion of Cuba—would turn on him the moment American military oper-
ations ran into serious opposition. He may have remembered the fate of his
Democratic predecessor, Harry S. Truman. Ohio Senator Robert A. Taft,
leader of the Republican opposition, initially supported Truman’s decision
to come to the aid of South Korea. Within weeks, Taft and other Republican
senators were derisively referring to the conflict as “Truman’s War.”95 Tru-
man’s subsequent decision to cross the thirty-eighth parallel and occupy
North Korea was primarily a response to domestic political pressures.96 But
as soon as Douglas MacArthur’s advancing forces encountered Chinese
forces and made an ignominious and costly retreat, the Republicans turned
on Truman and successfully made his conduct of the Korean War a major
campaign issue.97

Kennedy’s desire to avoid this kind of political trap was an important
reason for rejecting an air strike. So, too, was his concern that American
military action would compel Soviet retaliation and trigger a spiral of escala-
tion that could lead to thermonuclear war. During the second week of the
crisis, escalation appeared no more acceptable than capitulation. This un-
palatable choice pushed the president to find an alternative. His and Khru-
shchev’s skill in finding one is the subject of the next chapter.
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The Crisis and Its Resolution

I’m not a czarist officer who has to kill myself if I fart at a

masked ball. It’s better to back down than to go to war.

—Nikita S. Khrushchev 1

The Cuban missile crisis reminds me of two boys fighting in

the schoolyard over who has the bigger stick.

—Mikhail S. Gorbachev 2

THE OUTCOME of the missile crisis has traditionally been regarded as a tri-
umph of American coercive diplomacy.3 John F. Kennedy exploited his
country’s nuclear superiority and conventional superiority in the Caribbean
to impose a limited blockade of Cuba. He also prepared to mount an aerial
offensive and invasion of Cuba. Confronted with superior force and resolve
and offered the face-saving concession of a pledge not to invade Cuba, Khru-
shchev reluctantly agreed to remove the Soviet missiles. This explanation of
Khrushchev’s retreat captures only a small part of the much more complex
calculus of both leaders.

The Cuban missile crisis is like the proverbial onion whose layers need to
be peeled away one by one. In this chapter we begin by exposing the first and
most visible layer: threats of force and their impact on both leaders. We
argue that Kennedy’s blockade and implicit threat of direct military action
against Cuba had important consequences. By generating strong mutual
fears of war, they prompted major concessions by both sides.

Khrushchev agreed to remove the missiles in return for a public pledge
from Kennedy not to invade Cuba and a private promise to remove the
American Jupiter missiles from Turkey sometime after the crisis. The out-
come was a compromise. If Khrushchev had “hung tough” for a while
longer, Kennedy would probably have agreed to a public exchange of mis-
siles. To the public, who knew nothing of Kennedy’s secret concession, the
crisis was an unalloyed American triumph.

The second layer of the onion is domestic politics. Khrushchev and Ken-
nedy worried deeply that concessions would undercut their political author-
ity. As the crisis intensified, both leaders devoted considerable effort to find-
ing ways of insulating themselves from the domestic costs of concession.
It is no exaggeration to say that they became coconspirators; they cooper-
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ated to find ways of making concessions while conveying the appearance
of resolve.

The third and deepest layer of the onion is mutual learning and reassur-
ance. Each leader viewed the other’s behavior as extraordinarily threatening
because it appeared to be directed toward purely aggressive ends. They were
both reluctant to make concessions for fear they would be interpreted as
signs of weakness and encourage further challenges.

The missile crisis and the palpable threat of war it raised, helped both
sides to break through some of the barriers of mistrust that divided them.
Through letters and back-channel contacts, Kennedy and Khrushchev devel-
oped some insight into the interests, insecurities, and constraints that shaped
one another’s policies. Each leader succeeded to some extent in reassuring
the other about the defensive nature of his motives. This significantly re-
duced the perceived cost of concession. This process and its broader implica-
tions are the subject of chapter 12.

THE ONSET OF THE CRISIS

For the United States, the crisis began on 16 October, when President Ken-
nedy was informed of the discovery of missile sites in Cuba. The night be-
fore, the CIA had notified several high-ranking administration officials
about the missiles, but National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy decided
not to tell the president until the following morning. He wanted to protect
the secret and was concerned that late-night telephone calls or meetings
would alert the press. Bundy also reasoned that his boss would profit from
an undisturbed night of sleep.4

During the week the Ex Comm debated and prepared the administra-
tion’s response to the missiles, Khrushchev assumed that all was going ac-
cording to plan.5 On Thursday, 18 October, Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei
Gromyko, in the country for the opening of the United Nation’s General
Assembly, came to the White House to talk about Berlin and Cuba. Gro-
myko assured Kennedy that the Soviet Union would do nothing in Berlin
before the congressional elections; afterwards, there would have to be some
dialogue. He complained about the American threat to Cuba, and justified
the Soviet decision to send soldiers and technicians to the island as a defen-
sive and precautionary measure.6

From his rocking chair, Kennedy disavowed any intention to invade Cuba
and told Gromyko that the Soviet arms shipments had seriously aroused
American opinion. He was under pressure to take firmer measures against
Castro. He read aloud his 4 September statement warning that the introduc-
tion of offensive weapons into Cuba would have the gravest consequences
for Soviet-American relations. Gromyko repeated the assurances that his
government had already given the administration. The Soviet foreign minis-
ter left the White House in a jovial mood and told reporters that his discus-
sion with the president had been “useful, very useful.”7
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Kennedy was not so buoyant. He told Dean Rusk and Llewellyn Thomp-
son that perhaps he had made a mistake by not telling Gromyko that he
knew about the Soviet missiles in Cuba. Both men assured him that he had
acted wisely by keeping the knowledge to himself. Moscow should be told
nothing until the president had decided on an appropriate response; prema-
ture disclosure would give Soviet leaders a tactical advantage. That evening,
Dean Rusk hosted a dinner for Gromyko at the State Department and
steered the conversation away from Cuba. He and his guest became em-
broiled in arguments over Berlin and about who had started the Cold War.8

Gromyko later claimed that he felt extremely uncomfortable about re-
peating Khrushchev’s assurances because the Soviet deception was likely to
provoke a serious crisis. His conversation with Kennedy “was perhaps the
most difficult I have had with any of the nine presidents with whom I had
dealings in my forty-nine years of service.”9 Khrushchev had no such misgiv-
ings; he was delighted with Gromyko’s performance. The Soviet foreign
minister, he boasted, had “answered like a gypsy who was caught stealing a
horse. ‘It’s not me and it’s not my horse. I don’t know anything.’”10

Gromyko’s cables to the Presidium tell a different story. They did not
emphasize the administration’s concerns but rather downplayed them. So-
viet “boldness” in Cuba, he advised, had compelled Washington to rethink
its plans for invading Cuba. The anti-Cuba campaign had been scaled down
in its intensity, and the press was now in an uproar about Berlin. “The pur-
pose of this change in American propaganda was to divert attention from
Cuba, not without the White House doing its share.”11 Gromyko told Am-
bassador Anatoliy F. Dobrynin that he was pleased with the results of his
meetings with Kennedy and Rusk. Dobrynin, who had no inkling that Soviet
missiles were being deployed in Cuba, was surprised that Kennedy had
not pressed Gromyko harder on this question given the administration’s
obvious concern. In retrospect, he thinks this was a great mistake on Ken-
nedy’s part.12

Gromyko’s attempt, as Dobrynin put it, “to play down” Kennedy’s oppo-
sition to Soviet missiles in Cuba helped to lull Khrushchev into believing that
all was well. Gromyko’s colleagues maintain that his cable was very much in
character. As one of them put it, “he stayed in power for so long because
he told his superiors only what they wanted to hear.” Gromyko’s willing-
ness to pander to Khrushchev had a chilling effect on his subordinates. They
often felt constrained from reporting the truth as they understood it for fear
that it would offend and embarrass Gromyko.13

The View from Moscow

On Monday, 22 October, Soviet officials learned that something extraordi-
nary was afoot in Washington. That morning’s New York Times, which was
on the newsstands the evening before, reported a crisis atmosphere in Wash-
ington, a major military buildup in the Caribbean, and the expectation that
the president would address the nation on television.14 At 6:00 P.M., one
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hour before the president was to go on the air, Dean Rusk briefed Ambassa-
dor Dobrynin about the contents of his speech. Dobrynin refused to believe
that his country had sent missiles to Cuba. When Rusk showed him the U-2
photographs, “he aged ten years before my eyes.” Dobrynin left the meeting
“badly shaken.”15

In Moscow, Khrushchev scheduled a late-night meeting of the Presidium.
It was held in a large hall in the Kremlin, two rooms away from Khru-
shchev’s study. In attendance were all the Presidium members in Moscow,
alternate members, Central Committee Secretaries, and many top officials
from the foreign and defense ministries. About a hour before Kennedy
spoke, at 2 A.M. Moscow time, the text of his speech was transmitted to the
foreign ministry by the American embassy. It was relayed by telephone to
Oleg Troyanovsky at the Kremlin, who provided an on-the-spot translation
of relevant passages for the Presidium.16

Kennedy’s announcement of the “quarantine” was seen to leave room for
political maneuver, “the more so because the President called the blockade
a ‘quarantine’ which created an illusion of still greater vagueness.” Because
it contained no ultimatum or direct invasion threat, the speech encouraged
the illusion that Kennedy might yet accommodate himself to the presence of
the missiles.17

Following a lengthy discussion, Khrushchev decided on the broad out-
lines of a reply and instructed Deputy Foreign Minister Vasiliy V. Kuznetsov
to have his staff submit a final draft the next day.18 Khrushchev recom-
mended to everyone present that they spend the night in the Kremlin so that
foreign correspondents would not get the impression that Soviet leaders
were anxious or frightened.19 This was a futile ruse. Ambassador Foy Kohler
cabled Washington that “the remarks of almost every Soviet official” made
it clear that the Soviet leadership was really “shaken.”20

Khrushchev subsequently acknowledged that the entire Soviet leadership
was under great stress.

I remember a period of six or seven days when the danger was particularly
acute. Seeking to take the heat off the situation somehow, I suggested to the
other members of the government: Comrades, let’s go to the Bolshoi Theater
this evening. Our own people as well as foreign eyes will notice, and perhaps
it will calm them down. They’ll say to themselves, ‘If Khrushchev and our other
leaders are able to go to the opera at a time like this, then at least tonight we
can sleep peacefully.’ We were trying to disguise our own anxiety, which was
intense.21

Another indication of stress was Khrushchev’s inability at first to come to
grips with the gravity of the situation. Soviet officials report that it took two
or three days for him to confront the reality that if he did not remove the
missile the Americans almost certainly would.22 Vasiliy Kuznetsov dismissed
Khrushchev’s blistering messages to Kennedy on 23 and 24 October as at-
tempts to conceal his confusion. Without any guidance from the Kremlin,
the foreign ministry was unable to act. This put Ambassador Dobrynin in a
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particularly difficult position. He received no response to his cable describ-
ing his talk with Robert Kennedy in the Soviet embassy on the evening of 23
October. In the absence of instructions, Dobrynin could not acknowledge
Kennedy’s assertion that there were Soviet missiles in Cuba. He nevertheless
hastened to inform Moscow of the gravity of the situation and of the possi-
bility that the United States would attack Cuba.23

Soviet Policymaking

Crisis policy was made by Khrushchev in consultation with a group of top
officials. They included President of the Supreme Soviet Leonid I. Brezhnev,
Prime Minister Aleksei N. Kosygin, First Deputy Prime Minister Anastas I.
Mikoyan, First Deputy Foreign Minister Vasiliy Kuznetsov, Foreign Minis-
ter Andrei A. Gromyko, Secretary of the Central Committee Leonid F. Ily-
chev, Chairman of the Committee on State Security (KGB) Aleksandr N.
Shelepin, Minister of Defense Marshal Rodion Ya. Malinovsky, Com-
mander of the Strategic Rocket Forces Marshal Sergei S. Biryuzov, Director
of the Central Committee’s Department for Relations with Socialist Coun-
tries Yuri Andropov, Khrushchev foreign-policy aide Oleg Troyanovsky,
Presidium members Petr N. Demichev, Frol R. Kozlov, Boris N. Ponomarev,
Dimitri S. Polyansky, and Mikhail A. Suslov. Pavel Satyukov and Aleksei
Adzhubei—editors-in-chief, respectively, of Pravda and Izvestiya—and vari-
ous officials from the Central Committee and foreign ministry were also
invited to some of the meetings at which the crisis was discussed.

Khrushchev conferred with these men individually, in small groups, and
in full Presidium sessions. These meetings generally took place in his Krem-
lin office, but sometimes at his home or the suburban government mansion
in Novo-Ogarevo.24 He also consulted with allied leaders. He corresponded
almost daily with Fidel Castro but did not inform him of his negotiations
with President Kennedy.25 Critical decisions and letters to Kennedy were
approved by the Presidium but in every case reflected Khrushchev’s will.26

Khrushchev had two working groups assisting him. The first, in the Cen-
tral Committee, was led by Andropov. The second, in the foreign office,
reported to Gromyko. It was composed of Andrei M. Alexandrov-Argentov,
Felix N. Kovaliev, Lev I. Mendelevich, Mikhail N. Smirnovsky, and Leonid
M. Zamyatin, with Oleg Grinevsky as its secretary. Both groups saw Khru-
shchev’s correspondence with Kennedy and Castro and relevant embassy
cables. Alexandrov was, inter alia, responsible for liaison between the KGB
and foreign ministry, and did his best to ensure that relevant information
collected by the KGB was made available to both groups.27

There was no firm division of labor, although of the two groups the one
in the Central Committee was the senior. Andropov and Gromyko kept in
close touch. Gromyko often passed on memorandums and drafts from the
foreign-ministry to the Central Committee group. But sometimes he submit-
ted them directly to Khrushchev. The foreign-ministry group reworked and
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polished drafts of Khrushchev’s letters to Kennedy. Unlike other Soviet lead-
ers, Khrushchev drafted much of his own correspondence. During the mis-
sile crisis, he dictated letters to Kennedy. Some of them were ten pages and
“long-winded and rambling.” The foreign office group worked hard to
transform them into coherent and succinct letters for his approval.28

Neither working group staffed options the way the Ex Comm did; this
was simply not done in the Soviet Union. Officials waited for their superiors
to choose a policy line and only then responded with more detailed studies
or plans for implementation. “The game in the Soviet foreign ministry,”
according to Ambassador Grinevsky, “was to guess the policy choices that
would be made and be ready to respond.” Most of the staff papers analyzed
American policy and intentions; this was a much safer enterprise.29

In their meetings, members of both groups did not hesitate to discuss
the key questions of the crisis. What was the risk? How should the Soviet
Union respond to the blockade? How could war be avoided? How can
Khrushchev retreat and save face? The foreign-ministry group had lengthy
private discussions about what would happen if the United States attacked
the missiles or invaded Cuba, possibilities considered very likely. By Thurs-
day, the third day of the crisis, there was a consensus within the group that
the missiles would have to be withdrawn. There were significant disagree-
ments about how to respond to an American attack against the missiles or
Cuba. Some officials maintained that the Soviet Union should do nothing,
that the loss of Cuba, galling as it would be, was still preferable to World
War III. Others believed that the Soviet Union should take military reprisals
of some kind.30

The Soviet Dilemma

Khrushchev was in a thoroughly unenviable position. The missiles in Cuba
were vulnerable to American attack, as was the Castro regime. If Kennedy
used force—and his public commitment to remove the missiles and extensive
military preparations made that a real possibility—Khrushchev knew that
he could protect neither the missiles nor the Cuban government.31 Prudence
dictated accommodation. But to withdraw the missiles in response to Amer-
ican threats would entail serious political and foreign-policy costs.

If he pulled the missiles out, Khrushchev would appear weak and indeci-
sive at home and abroad. His domestic political opponents would brand him
as the author of an impractical and provocative scheme. Militants would
accuse him of losing his nerve. Sergei Khrushchev says his father “did not
want to run the blockade, but the Soviet Union would have experienced a
national humiliation if he had failed to challenge it.” Khrushchev reluctantly
ordered a ship to proceed to Cuba, fully expecting the Americans to fire on
it. “He was surprised by Kennedy’s restraint and wisdom when the navy did
not sink it. Kennedy rose in his esteem. Nikita Sergeevich thought that this
was one of the most dangerous moments of the crisis.”32
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Khrushchev also faced a delicate situation with Castro, whom Khru-
shchev thought “a young and hotheaded man.” When Khrushchev an-
nounced that he would withdraw the missiles in return for an American
promise not to invade Cuba, Castro was adamantly opposed.33 “You don’t
know Americans,” he told Alekseev and Mikoyan. “Any agreement with
them is just paper. . . . They only understand the language of force.”34 Khru-
shchev had to consider the possibility that Castro would refuse to cooperate
with a decision to withdraw the missiles and seriously complicate his rela-
tions with the United States.

Even if Castro did not block withdrawal of the missiles, he might still
excoriate Khrushchev for cowardice in the face of American threats. Cuban
disenchantment with Khrushchev would be exploited by China, intent as it
was on convincing other communist parties that the Soviet Union was a
“paper tiger.” Cuban and Chinese criticism would greatly intensify Khru-
shchev’s political embarrassment at home.

Collectively, the expected costs of retreat provided a strong incentive for
Khrushchev to stand firm and deny the dangers that lay ahead. To Khru-
shchev’s credit, he did not succumb to wishful thinking a second time. He
had persevered with the missile deployment in the face of warnings from his
foreign-policy advisors and President Kennedy. The American blockade and
the mounting preparations for an invasion of Cuba soon brought him back
to reality. Aleksei Adzhubei reports that his father-in-law slowly came to the
realization that “he had put himself out on a limb that Kennedy would saw
off unless he climbed down.” Once Khrushchev overcame his anger, he
sought to end the crisis peacefully “with the maximum possible result for
us.”35 His biggest worry “was that the American military would force Ken-
nedy into attacking Cuba before some kind of acceptable accommodation
could be found.”36

Khrushchev’s Strategy

As much by default as by design, Khrushchev pursued a two-pronged strat-
egy. By appearing tough and uncompromising, he tried to extract conces-
sions from Kennedy in return for withdrawing the missiles. At home, he
sought to convince his Presidium colleagues that failure to remove the mis-
siles would provoke an American invasion of Cuba.

Khrushchev implemented his strategy with considerable skill. To keep the
pressure on Kennedy, Soviet work crews stepped up the pace of construction
at the Cuban missile sites.37 In Europe, Soviet and Warsaw Pact Armed
forces announced an alert.38 The Ministry of Defense canceled all leaves and
deferred the impending release of troops in the Strategic Rocket Forces, Air
Defense Forces, and submarine fleet.39 In Hiroshima, the head of the Soviet
news agency TASS announced that American ships would be sunk if they
attacked Soviet ships.40 Khrushchev’s public statements and messages to
Kennedy were equally uncompromising. He rejected the president’s demand
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that the Soviet missiles be withdrawn as “arbitrary,” and denounced the
Cuban blockade as an illegal “act of aggression” that was “pushing man-
kind toward the abyss of a world missile nuclear war.” He warned that
Soviet ship captains had orders not to tolerate “piratical actions of American
ships on the high seas” and would defend themselves if necessary.41 By
Wednesday morning, 24 October, Gagarin and Komiles, two Soviet mer-
chantmen, were only a few miles from the blockade line.42

Khrushchev was all bluster in his interview with William Knox, President
of Westinghouse International. In Moscow on business, Knox was sum-
moned to the Kremlin on Wednesday and subjected to a three-hour ha-
rangue. Khrushchev told him that Soviet ships would challenge the blockade
and Soviet submarines would sink American destroyers if they interfered
with Soviet shipping. He warned Knox that he would not be the first to fire
a nuclear weapon but “if the U.S. insists on war, we’ll all meet together in
hell.”43 Dobrynin gave the same message to Robert Kennedy on 23 October.
He told the attorney general that “our captains had an order to continue
their course to Cuba, for the action[s] of President Kennedy were unlawful.”
His answer “made Kennedy a bit nervous.”44 In retrospect, Dobrynin con-
sidered this to have been the tensest moment of the crisis. He watched on
television as the first ship reached the blockade line and remembered breath-
ing “an enormous sigh of relief” when it was allowed to pass through.45

Despite his threats, Khrushchev was careful not to provoke a military
clash. Within hours of learning about the blockade, he ordered Soviet ships
en route to Cuba to stop and the sixteen carrying arms to return to the Soviet
Union. Soviet admirals advised him that there was no chance of running the
blockade or of opposing the Americans at sea. The Soviet navy had few
surface ships in the Atlantic and only the submarines normally on station.
The Americans, Khrushchev was told, had mustered overwhelming naval
and air forces at short notice.46

All sixteen vessels with military cargoes, including five carrying missiles
and one suspected of transporting nuclear warheads, turned back after the
quarantine was announced and before it went into effect.47 Two of the ships
that turned back, Poltava and Kimovsk, had been the prime targets for
boarding. Kimovsk was a large-hatch ship that had previously delivered mil-
itary equipment to Cuba. Poltava, designated by the American navy as
its “first target,” was thought to be carrying nuclear weapons.48 The ships
that halted, tankers and freighters with nonmilitary cargoes, stood dead in
the water, some of them for two days, and then resumed their journey to-
ward Cuba. No Soviet ship reached the quarantine line until Thursday, 25
October.

Khrushchev’s strategy was risky. In the hope of extracting concessions
from the Americans, he rejected their demand and raised the threat of war.
He assumed that Kennedy was as anxious to avoid a military clash as he
was. If the president wanted to exploit the missile deployment as a pretext to
invade Cuba, Khrushchev’s truculence would backfire. So could the round-
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the-clock work on the missile sites. Khrushchev may have hoped that fully
operational missiles would deter an American attack. Some of his advisors
worried that stepped-up efforts to ready the missiles could provoke an at-
tack from an administration anxious to prevent the United States from be-
coming more vulnerable to nuclear attack.49

Even if Khrushchev’s judgment of Kennedy was correct, it was not clear
how far the president could be pushed before he would feel compelled to
attack either the missiles or Cuba. Military action by either side could set in
motion an unstoppable spiral of escalation. In his messages to the president,
Khrushchev repeatedly warned of this danger. Timing was everything.
Khrushchev had to remain uncompromising long enough for Kennedy to
soften his terms, but not so long that he despaired of negotiating an accept-
able settlement and succumbed to the mounting pressures to order an air
strike or invasion.

THE VIEW FROM WASHINGTON

On Monday evening, 22 October, President Kennedy proclaimed a “naval
quarantine” to prevent the further shipment of offensive weapons to
Cuba. To enforce what was in effect a partial blockade, the U.S. navy put
183 ships into the Caribbean and Atlantic sea lanes. Naval aircraft flew
hundreds of sorties to spot, identify, and plot the course of every vessel ap-
proaching Cuba from the mid-Atlantic. The army and air force prepared
for military action against Cuba. The assembled invasion force included
five Army and one Marine divisions—more than 140,000 troops—sup-
ported by 579 ground- and carrier-based combat aircraft. American strate-
gic forces were also brought up to an unprecedented state of readiness, De-
fense Condition (DEFCON) II. Many more nuclear armed B-52 bombers
went airborne and as many ICBM missile silos as was possible were raised
to full-alert status.50

The President’s Dilemma

By Saturday, 27 October, the prospect of war weighed heavily on Kennedy’s
mind. The blockade had done nothing to stop construction at the missile
sites; American intelligence reported that Soviet construction crews were
working around the clock to make the sites fully operational. Khrushchev
appeared interested in resolving the crisis, but in return for withdrawing the
Soviet missiles in Cuba, he insisted that the United States give a formal
pledge not to invade Cuba and remove its Jupiter missiles from Turkey.
When the Ex Comm adjourned that afternoon, the president passed out
sealed envelopes to all the participants. Inside were instructions for them
and their families if they and other top officials should have to evacuate
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Washington in the next day or two for an unspecified wartime command
center.51 Kennedy estimated that the odds of the Soviets starting a war were
“somewhere between one out of three and even.”52

Kennedy had chosen the blockade over the air strike because he regarded
it as less risky. A vocal minority in the Ex Comm had favored an air strike
and pressed for it now that the blockade seemed to have failed. Paul Nitze,
John McCone, Douglas Dillon, and Maxwell Taylor all urged an air strike
on the grounds that the blockade had done nothing to stop construction at
the missile sites. McNamara remembers that “Taylor was absolutely con-
vinced that we had to attack Cuba.”53 Some advocates of the air strike
thought it should be limited to the Soviet missiles and their bases. Others
wanted to go after a wide range of military and economic targets as well. All
were convinced that Khrushchev would not dare respond to an air strike
with military action of his own.54

The air force steadfastly opposed a limited or so-called “surgical” air
strike, and demanded an attack of some 500 sorties against the missiles pre-
ceded by a “softening up” strike of 1,190 sorties against related military
targets. This was to be followed by six more days of massive strikes. The
bombing was expected to prepare the way for the invasion the joint chiefs
insisted would have to follow a day or two later. The chiefs advised Defense
Secretary McNamara that the invasion would lead to “a bloody battle” in
which the Cuban and Soviet forces would sustain “heavy casualties.” All the
preparations for the air strike and invasion were ordered to be in place by
Monday, 29 October.55

The Ex Comm transcript for 27 October indicates that not everyone was
as sanguine as the hawks. Some officials voiced concern that even a limited
air strike would provoke some kind of Soviet reprisal, most probably
against Berlin or the Jupiter missile bases in Turkey. McNamara was abso-
lutely convinced of this and said so three times during the course of the day’s
deliberations.56 He subsequently reaffirmed his belief “that if we initiated
military action, something would follow. There would have been a Soviet
response somewhere—and that was simply unforeseeable. I didn’t expect a
strategic exchange, but I just didn’t know where things would go.”57 Dean
Rusk thought that Khrushchev would have “serious problems controlling
his own Politburo [sic].”58 Llewellyn Thompson worried that Khrushchev
was sufficiently impulsive to order some kind of military retaliation that
“would result eventually, if not immediately, in nuclear war.” Thompson,
whose judgment on Soviet matters carried great weight with the president,
had warned earlier that the prestige and honor of the Red Army would re-
quire retaliation if the United States killed Soviet military personnel in
Cuba.59

McNamara described the most likely scenario of tit-for-tat escalation.
The United States would strike Cuba and have to follow with an invasion.
The Soviet Union would respond by attacking the Jupiter missiles in Turkey.
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That would compel American retaliation against Soviet air and naval bases
in and around the Black Sea. “That was the minimum response we would
consider, and I would say that it is damned dangerous.”60 The president
agreed. The consequence of an air strike, he warned “is going to be very
grave [words unclear], and very bloody.”61

The Search for a Compromise

Early accounts of the crisis portray Kennedy as prepared to order an air
strike if the blockade failed to achieve its purpose.62 Fortunately, it did not
prove necessary; on Sunday, Khrushchev agreed to remove his missiles in
return for a pledge not to invade Cuba. Khrushchev’s “capitulation” is gen-
erally attributed to Kennedy’s resolve and his willingness to make a “face-
saving” concession on Cuba.

Aleksandr Fomin, KGB station chief in Washington, had suggested a non-
invasion pledge as a possible means of resolving the crisis. Khrushchev had
also asked for such a pledge in his Friday letter to the president. These com-
munications set the stage for Robert Kennedy’s meeting with Soviet Ambas-
sador Anatoliy Dobrynin on Saturday evening, 27 October. At this meeting,
Kennedy presented Dobrynin with a de facto ultimatum. As one Kennedy
confidant put it: “He told the Ambassador that we would remove the mis-
siles from Cuba if we did not hear by the following day that the Russians
were willing to remove them.”63 Kennedy also carried a conciliatory mes-
sage from the president: a letter offering an American pledge not to invade
Cuba in return for withdrawal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba. Students of the
crisis have generally regarded the Kennedy-Dobrynin meeting as the catalyst
for Khrushchev’s decision, made the following day, to accept Kennedy’s
terms for ending the crisis.

Robert Kennedy’s memoir sheds some light on his Saturday night meeting
with Dobrynin. That morning, the White House had received a message
from Khrushchev demanding the removal of the American missiles in Tur-
key as a quid pro quo for withdrawal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba.64 The
president instructed his brother to tell Dobrynin that he would not with-
draw the Jupiter missiles under Soviet pressure but “had ordered their re-
moval some time ago, and it was our judgment that, within a short time after
this crisis was over, those missiles would be gone.”65 The attorney general
brandished a stick as well as holding out a carrot. He told Dobrynin that
pressure was mounting within the government for military action to remove
the missiles and that his brother could not hold out much longer. The am-
bassador “should understand that if they did not remove those bases, we
would remove them.”66

The president had not in fact decided what to do if Khrushchev spurned
his offer. He was very reluctant to attack Cuba and was contemplating fur-
ther concessions if they were necessary to end the crisis. On 24 October,
Dean Rusk, acting on presidential instructions, cabled Raymond Hare, the
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American ambassador in Turkey, that the administration was considering
removal of the Jupiter missiles. Hare was asked to evaluate the political
consequences for Turkey of several different scenarios, including “outright
removal” of the Jupiters.67 He reported back on 26 October that Turkey
would “deeply resent” any sacrifice of its interests “to appease an enemy,”
and advised that if the administration decided to remove the Jupiters, it do
so on a “strictly secret basis with the Soviets.”68

From the very outset of the crisis the Kennedy brothers had recognized the
need for compromise. On Sunday evening, 21 October, a day before the
quarantine speech, Robert Kennedy confided to Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. that
“We will have to make a deal in the end.”69 That morning, the president
expressed the same opinion to British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan.70

The most salient bargain was an exchange of missiles: Soviet missiles in
Cuba for American missiles in Turkey.

The Ex Comm discussed the possibility of an exchange of missiles almost
from the beginning of their deliberations; on Wednesday morning, 19 Octo-
ber, the president had posed the question of removing the Jupiters.71 Robert
McNamara and Assistant Secretary of State Harlan Cleveland had argued
that some kind of trade would be necessary to get the missiles out of Cuba.
McNamara had suggested “that we might have to withdraw our missiles
both in Italy and Turkey.” He even conceded that the United States might
ultimately have to abandon Guantanamo.72 United Nations Ambassador
Adlai E. Stevenson had urged the president to consider such a deal when he
was first informed about the discovery of Soviet missile bases.73 Averell Har-
riman also favored a missile trade as a face-saving way out of the crisis for
Khrushchev. On Wednesday, 22 October, he advised the president that it
might help Khrushchev to overcome military opposition to withdrawal of
the missiles and facilitate a “swing” toward improved relations with the
United States. He wrote a second memorandum on Friday.74

On Saturday morning, the president weighed the pros and cons of an
exchange of missiles before the Ex Comm. He worried that Khrushchev’s
insistence on a missile trade would be very difficult to oppose. “We’re going
to be in an insupportable position, if this becomes his proposal.”75 Kennedy
also became increasingly open about his disenchantment with military ac-
tion as the day wore on. He was troubled by the likely domestic and foreign-
policy repercussions of an air strike that led to an invasion of Cuba, as the
joint chiefs insisted it must. He told the Ex Comm: “We can’t very well
invade Cuba with all its toil, and long as it’s going to be, when we could have
gotten them [the missiles] out by making a deal on the same missiles in Tur-
key. If that’s part of the record I don’t see that we’ll have a very good war.”76

“When the blood starts to flow,” he warned, public opinion at home and in
Europe would turn against a president who had gone to war for the sake of
“obsolescent missiles.” How could he convince the American people that a
missile trade was a sensible action before the fighting began? It would be
seen as a sellout to the Soviet Union.77 “If we take no action or if we take
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action,” the president opined, “they’re all going to be saying we should have
done the reverse.”78

The “hawks” were horrified by the prospect of a missile trade, but other
key members of the Ex Comm, in continuous session that afternoon, ex-
pressed guarded support. Dean Rusk and George Ball thought that a trade
could successfully be explained to the Europeans. Theodore Sorensen had
submitted a memorandum to the president making the same argument.79

Robert Kennedy spoke in favor of a trade. As he and Rusk were almost
always on opposite sides, the fact that they now advocated the same course
of action was significant. Rusk and Bundy believe that the president was
strongly influenced by their concurrence.80

The Ex Comm adjourned after agreeing on a reply to Khrushchev, the
famous Trollope ploy.81 Kennedy would ignore Khrushchev’s morning mes-
sage demanding withdrawal of the Jupiter missiles and respond instead to
his message of the previous evening, proposing withdrawal of the Soviet
missiles in Cuba in return for an American pledge not to invade Cuba.82 The
president’s letter, drafted by Sorensen and Robert Kennedy, insisted on “ap-
propriate United Nations observation and supervision” of the withdrawal
of the missiles. It made no mention of the Jupiters.83

The Secret Deal

After the Ex Comm meeting, the president and eight Ex Comm members
(Dean Rusk, Robert McNamara, Robert Kennedy, McGeorge Bundy, Theo-
dore Sorensen, George Ball, Roswell Gilpatric, and Llewellyn Thompson)
reconvened in the Oval Office to discuss the contents of an oral message that
Robert Kennedy would convey that evening to Ambassador Dobrynin. The
attorney general was tapped for this task on the advice of Llewellyn Thomp-
son, who thought the use of such an unusual channel for the president’s
message would give it special salience in Moscow. “The Russians having a
conspirational tone of mind,” Dean Rusk explained, “we thought they
would pay more attention to what Bobby was saying more than anyone else
short of the President himself.”84

McGeorge Bundy recalls that the first part of the message “was simple,
stern, and quickly decided—that the time had come to agree on the basis set
out in the president’s new letter: no Soviet missiles in Cuba, and no U.S.
invasion. Otherwise future American action was unavoidable.”85 Rusk pro-
posed that Kennedy should tell Dobrynin that the administration would not
enter into an explicit arrangement about the Jupiters, but that the president
was determined to remove them after the Soviet missiles came out of Cuba.
His suggestion was quickly accepted by the group and approved by the pres-
ident with the caveat that no one outside the assembled group be told any-
thing about this part of the message. Robert Kennedy was to stress the need
for secrecy to Dobrynin; the Jupiters would not be withdrawn if Moscow
made any mention of the president’s promise.86
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The meeting in the Oval Office lasted only about twenty minutes. Bundy
believes that it was significant that Rusk had authored the proposal regard-
ing the Jupiters. Everyone thought of him as “NATO’s representative” on
the Ex Comm. When Rusk made it clear that he regarded the Jupiters as “a
phony issue” and did not believe their removal would cause a serious prob-
lem for Turkey or the European allies if it was put properly, it “made it
easier for the rest of us to support it.”87

Rusk returned to his office at the State Department. From there he tele-
phoned Robert Kennedy to emphasize again that he convey the impression
that the United States would not enter into an agreement concerning the
Jupiters. The president’s intention to remove them was “a piece of informa-
tion” that was being passed on to the Soviets. Kennedy told Rusk that he had
just talked to Dobrynin who, when told that the missiles in Turkey were
coming out, exclaimed: “This is a very important piece of information.”88

The air force had been working hard to deploy the Jupiters, and the first
missile had become operational on the day Kennedy announced the quaran-
tine. As far as we know, the Soviet Union had no evidence that the adminis-
tration had previously tried to halt or slow the deployment and any claim to
this effect by Robert Kennedy would have been regarded as a rather trans-
parent attempt to save face. From Moscow’s perspective, a promise to re-
move the Jupiters was a concession, and an important one.

Protecting the President

When the Jupiters came out of Turkey six months later, there was specula-
tion that there had been a secret understanding with Moscow. The adminis-
tration was publicly outraged. In January 1963, Dean Rusk assured the Sen-
ate Foreign Relations Committee that no “deal” or “trade” had directly or
indirectly been made with regard to the Jupiter missiles.89 McNamara told
the same thing to the House Appropriations Committee.90

“We misled our colleagues, our countrymen, our successors, and our al-
lies,” McGeorge Bundy admitted many years later. “We denied in every
forum that there was any deal, because the few who knew about it at the
time were in unanimous agreement that any other course would have had
explosive and destructive effects on the security of the U.S. and its allies.”91

In a jointly authored Time magazine article in 1982, McNamara, Rusk,
Ball, Gilpatric, Sorensen, and Bundy argued that any disclosure of the
full contents of Kennedy’s discussion with Dobrynin would have been “mis-
read” as a “concession granted in fear at the expense of an ally.”92

McNamara insisted that even a secret trade would have set a dangerous
precedent. “If they [the Soviets] could get away with that, what else would
they do? We saw in Berlin the previous years that they would go just as
far as they thought they could. There was a slicing of the salami; slice by
slice they were moving ahead, or trying to.” Kennedy and his principal advi-
sors believed that “it was absolutely essential” that “we not convey to the
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Soviets the impression that we either were weak or would behave in a weak
fashion.”93

The Kennedy inner circle was so worried about the consequences of pub-
licity that they rewrote history. In their public accounts of the crisis, admin-
istration officials and journalists to whom they confided reported that the
president had ordered the Jupiters out of Turkey before the crisis.94 Roger
Hilsman, head of State Department intelligence, described an August Na-
tional Security Action Memorandum that allegedly had ordered the missiles
removed.95 In his best-selling book, newsman Elie Abel described how Ken-
nedy told Under Secretary of State George Ball in August 1962 to “press the
matter” with Turkey even at “some political cost to the United States.”96

The president, Abel contended, assumed that the missiles had been with-
drawn and was furious to learn from Khrushchev that they were still there.97

The State Department was made the scapegoat. According to Robert Ken-
nedy’s memoir, Dean Rusk failed to persuade the Turkish government to
agree to the removal of the missiles. The president then ordered them out,
but the State Department failed to push the matter in the face of vigorous
objections from Turkey. Kennedy described his brother as the unwitting vic-
tim of State’s duplicity. “The president believed he was president and that,
his wishes having been made clear, they would be followed and the missiles
removed. He therefore dismissed the matter from his mind. Now, he learned
that the failure to follow up on this matter had permitted the same obsolete
Turkish missiles to become hostages of the Soviet Union.”98 Arthur Schlesin-
ger, Jr. repeated the story in his 1978 biography of Robert Kennedy.99

These accounts are inaccurate and misleading. In chapter 2 we described
how Kennedy had persevered with the deployment of the Jupiter missiles in
spite of the misgivings of former President Eisenhower and many senior na-
tional security officials.100 Kennedy did not order the missiles withdrawn
prior to the crisis, although he had expressed interest in finding some way of
halting the deployment. The National Security Action Memorandum to
which Hilsman refers merely instructed the Defense Department to look into
the question of “what action can be taken to get [the] Jupiter missiles out of
Turkey?”101

Kennedy’s surprise and anger at learning that the missiles had not been
removed is a myth. A National Security Action Memorandum drafted less
than a month before the crisis reveals that he knew that the missiles were still
in the process of being deployed in Turkey.102 Dean Rusk and George Ball
confirm that Kennedy knew about the missiles; Rusk had briefed him about
Turkish opposition to their removal, and he had accepted the need for delay.
Rusk denies that the president expressed any anger toward him then or later
in the crisis.103

McGeorge Bundy, author of the August National Security Action Memo-
randum, tells the same story. His memorandum, sent out on 23 August, had
asked what could be done to get the missiles out of Turkey, but no decision
had been taken before the crisis. “For a year and a half,” Bundy remem-
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bered, Kennedy knew that “the Turkish missiles could be removed only over
the resistance of both the Turks and Washington’s custodians of NATO
solidarity (of whom, in one mood, he was the foremost). He had not pressed
the matter home.” The president later regretted his failure to act and was
extremely annoyed during the crisis when the Jupiters appeared to stand in
the way of a settlement. “In his anger he once or twice expressed himself as
if he had given orders that had not been obeyed. But it was not so.”104

The “disinformation” campaign served its purpose; it allowed the presi-
dent to make a critical concession beyond the glare of publicity. On 29 Octo-
ber, McNamara ordered the Jupiters in Turkey dismantled. The following
March, the State Department reluctantly confirmed press reports that the
missiles were being removed.105 Seven years after the crisis, the State Depart-
ment story helped to defuse the revelation in Robert Kennedy’s posthumous
memoir that the president had indeed made a concession on the Jupiters to
the Soviet Union.106

A More Secret Deal

Khrushchev subsequently acknowledged the “deal” he had struck with Ken-
nedy over the Jupiters: “President Kennedy told us through his brother that
in exchange he would remove missiles from Turkey. He said: ‘If this leaks
into the press, I will deny it. I give my word I will do this, but this promise
should not be made public.’ He also said that he would remove the missiles
from Italy and he did that.”107

Anatoliy Dobrynin confirms Khrushchev’s account. Robert Kennedy
never told him, as alleged in his memoir, that the Americans had been plan-
ning all along to remove the missiles. The president committed himself to
their removal when Dobrynin and Robert Kennedy agreed that a concession
on the Jupiters might help resolve the crisis. On Monday, 29 October,
Dobrynin handed Kennedy a confidential letter from Khrushchev to the
president summarizing his understanding of the arrangement. The attorney
general read the letter and Dobrynin said: “‘Yes, we agree to remove our
missiles in exchange for a firm pledge not to attack Cuba, and also with [the]
full understanding that the American missiles would be removed from Tur-
key.’” Kennedy explained to Dobrynin “that it would be very hard for
them to accept this promise publicly.” Implementation would also take time;
the Jupiters had been authorized by NATO, and NATO would have to ap-
prove their withdrawal. “He would require time for that. But he would give
his word, on behalf of the president, that they would guarantee to remove
them within some 3, 4, or 5 months.”108

Ambassador Dobrynin’s recollections elicited a startling admission from
Theodore Sorensen. Kennedy’s memoir, he explained, was “very explicit
that this [the withdrawal of the Jupiters] was part of the deal; but at that
time it was still a secret even on the American side.” Kennedy was assassi-
nated before his manuscript was published, and Sorensen was asked by the
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publisher to review it for accuracy. “I took it upon myself to edit that out of
his diaries, and that is why the ambassador is somewhat justified in saying
that the diaries are not as explicit as his conversation.”109 Kennedy’s disin-
genuous description of the State Department’s duplicity may have been an-
other example of Sorensen’s “creative editing.”

Sorensen insisted that the administration had refused to sign a letter
drafted by Dobrynin describing the president’s promise to withdraw the Ju-
piters as part of the arrangement reached by the two governments. The eight
members of the Ex Comm who had met in the Oval Office to give Robert
Kennedy his instructions were reconvened by the president and collectively
“decided not to accept that letter but to return it to the Soviets as though it
had never been opened.”110

Ambassador Dobrynin revealed that he had had three secret meetings
with Robert Kennedy during the acute phase of the crisis. The first meeting
was at the Soviet embassy on Tuesday, 23 October, the day after the presi-
dent had proclaimed his quarantine. The two men met alternatively at the
Soviet embassy and the Justice Department “in the small hours of the night”
or occasionally in the morning. The conversations were “animated” and
“tough.” “Robert Kennedy was . . . emotional; it was not so easy to conduct
a discussion with him. But, all the same, within reasonable limits, we con-
ducted these conversations.”111

According to Dobrynin, the critical meeting took place on Saturday eve-
ning, 27 October, at the Justice Department. Kennedy spoke at length about
the threat to American security represented by the Soviet missiles in Cuba.
Dobrynin emphasized Cuba’s legitimate concern for its security and how it
was threatened by the United States. Acting on his own initiative—he had no
relevant instructions from Moscow and did not even have the text of the
message that Khrushchev had sent that morning to the president—he raised
the question of the Jupiters in Turkey and the danger they posed to the
Soviet Union. “You installed these weapons near our borders. So how come
you raise such a racket about missiles in Cuba?” Kennedy replied:

If that was the only obstacle to the settlement . . . the President saw no insur-
mountable difficulties that could stand in the way. The main difficulty for the
President was public discussion of the question concerning Turkey. The siting
of missile bases in Turkey was a result of a formal decision adopted by the
NATO Council. For the President to announce now by unilateral decision the
withdrawal of the missile bases . . . would mean dealing a blow to the whole
structure of NATO and the position of the United States as the Organization’s
leader at a time when it was already wrestling with many decisive issues, as the
Soviet government undoubtedly knew.

Nevertheless, President Kennedy was ready to come to terms with Khru-
shchev on this issue as well. It would probably take four or five months for
the United States to withdraw its missiles from Turkey. This was the minimum
time which the U.S. administration would require with due regard to the proce-
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dure existing within NATO. The exchange of opinion of the whole Turkish
aspect of the problem could be continued through himself, Robert Kennedy,
and the Soviet Ambassador. Right now, however, there was nothing the Presi-
dent could say publicly about Turkey in that context. Robert Kennedy warned
that what he was telling me about Turkey was strictly confidential and was
known in Washington to just another two or three people besides his brother
and himself.112

Dean Rusk’s Revelation

For many years, Dean Rusk protected an equally explosive secret about the
events of Saturday night. After Robert Kennedy had left the Oval Office for
his meeting with Ambassador Dobrynin, discussion turned to the question
of how the administration could mask the withdrawal of the Jupiters. When
the other officials departed, Rusk stayed behind for a private talk with the
president. Kennedy wondered what he would do if Khrushchev failed to
accept the terms outlined in his letter and his brother’s conversation with
Ambassador Dobrynin. Kennedy again voiced concern that an attack on
Cuba would rapidly escalate into a Soviet-American war. To forestall this,
he was willing to consider ending the crisis on Khrushchev’s terms: a pledge
not to invade Cuba and a public missile trade. “It was clear to me,” Rusk
recalled, “that President Kennedy would not let the Jupiters in Turkey be-
come an obstacle to the removal of the missiles sites in Cuba because the
Jupiters were coming out in any case.”113

Rusk suggested a face-saving way for Kennedy to agree to Khrushchev’s
demand for a public missile exchange. Rather than replying directly to Khru-
shchev, he should agree to a proposal embodying Khrushchev’s conditions
that United Nations’ Secretary General U Thant would be asked to put for-
ward in his own name. Andrew Cordier of Columbia University could be
used to approach U Thant; he had only recently left the United Nations and
had a close relationship with the secretary general. Kennedy agreed, and
dictated a short draft proposal calling on the superpowers to withdraw their
missiles in Turkey and Cuba. Rusk was to assure Cordier that Kennedy
would respond affirmatively to the proposal, but Cordier was not to put it
in the hands of U Thant until he received a further signal from Rusk. The
signal never came because the next day Khrushchev indicated his willingness
to settle on the basis of the terms Robert Kennedy had discussed with
Dobrynin.114

It is possible that the Rusk-Cordier initiative was only an option being
explored by the president. It cannot be considered conclusive proof that he
had rejected an air strike in favor of an exchange of missiles. However, it
certainly suggests that he was leaning in this direction. It is significant that
Kennedy instructed Rusk to give Cordier a copy of the proposed statement
for U Thant. This entailed some risk of a leak, a risk the president presum-
ably would only have assumed if he was serious about the stratagem. Other-
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wise, Rusk could have contacted Cordier, but not have given the president’s
proposal to him.

Another indication that Kennedy was unwilling to attack Cuba is his re-
sponse to the downing of Major Rudolf Anderson, Jr.’s U-2 by a Soviet SAM
on the morning of 27 October. Kennedy decided against a retaliatory strike
despite his apparent support for such an attack on Tuesday and the “almost
unanimous agreement” in the Ex Comm that an attack should be launched
the next morning.115 Reluctance to use force was also apparent in his failure
to order preparations for the larger air strike against Cuba the joint chiefs
were demanding. McNamara insists that “if President Kennedy were going
to strike on Monday or Tuesday, then he would have told me about it so that
we could make the necessary preparations. He hadn’t told me, so I don’t
think he was going to strike.”116

Dillon, Sorensen, and Bundy also think it very unlikely that Kennedy
would have ordered an air strike. His initial response to a negative reply
from Khrushchev, Bundy and McNamara argue, would have been to extend
the blockade to petroleum products and other items vital to the Cuban mili-
tary and civilian economy. McNamara and Bundy favored this option, and
Bundy believes that the “turn of the screw” would have won out in the
end.117 Dean Rusk disagrees; he thinks that Kennedy would have activated
the Cordier channel before Tuesday, the day American forces were expected
to be ready to invade Cuba.118

What would have happened if Kennedy had gone ahead with the United
Nations initiative? Early in the crisis he had voiced the opinion that a deal on
the Jupiters “could break up the [NATO] Alliance by confirming European
suspicions that we would sacrifice their security to protect our interests in an
area of no concern to them.”119 This was an extreme prediction, but not a
surprising one; the president offered it as a justification for why he should
not agree to a missile trade. NATO would have survived, but American
prestige assuredly would have suffered.

The president’s other foreign-policy concern, that a concession would en-
courage more aggressive Soviet efforts to communize Latin America, was
also exaggerated. It rested on two false assumptions: that a major purpose of
the missiles was to provide a strategic shield behind which Soviet and Cuban
agents could spread revolution in the Western hemisphere, and that Khru-
shchev had risked the deployment because he doubted Kennedy’s resolve.
For the president and the Ex Comm, this was the most serious cost, given
their understanding of Khrushchev and the Soviet Union.

The domestic repercussions of a public missile exchange would also have
been serious. It would have provoked a bitter schism in the Ex Comm. This
is certainly one reason why Kennedy chose to keep his plan secret from the
hawks. He also kept it secret from the six officials with whom he had dis-
cussed his brother’s meeting with Dobrynin—and all of them favored re-
moval of the Jupiters. Rusk was something of an outsider in the Ex Comm;
he had not participated in many of its deliberations because of his need to
represent the government at previously arranged state functions where his
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absence would have been noticed. He also had a well-deserved reputation
for probity.

There was substantial opposition to Kennedy’s policy. Dean Acheson had
left the Ex Comm in protest against Kennedy’s choice of a blockade over an
air strike. The four remaining hawks, Paul Nitze, Douglas Dillon, John
McCone, and Maxwell Taylor, had agreed to the blockade in return for
what they considered a promise by the president to use force if necessary to
remove the missiles. They pressed vigorously for an air strike when the
blockade appeared to have failed. So did the joint chiefs—this is why Ken-
nedy had excluded them from the Ex Comm.120 The hawks felt betrayed
when they learned after the event that Robert Kennedy had promised
Dobrynin that the Jupiters would be withdrawn.121

Acheson later voiced public criticism of Kennedy. The hawks and the
chiefs kept their disappointment to themselves.122 They might not have re-
mained silent if Kennedy had agreed to an eleventh-hour deal, brokered by
the United Nations, to trade the American missiles in Turkey for their Soviet
counterparts in Cuba. A quarter-century after the event, the revelation that
the president had contemplated such a trade stunned veterans of the Ex
Comm. Douglas Dillon was “really shocked.” “I had no idea,” he ex-
claimed, “that the President was considering such a thing. If we had actually
followed through on it, and publicly traded missiles, it would have been a
terrible and totally unnecessary mistake.”123 McGeorge Bundy, a belated
convert to the blockade, was “profoundly depressed” by the news.124

If the exchange had been public, the Ex Comm hawks and the chiefs
would have been encouraged to voice their opposition by Republican sena-
tors, like Kenneth Keating of New York. Journalists and congressmen, dis-
appointed that Kennedy had not used the crisis as a pretext to overthrow
Castro, would also have attacked the administration. An alliance of govern-
mental and congressional critics could have been politically devastating to
the president. Kennedy’s political advisors had warned him earlier that a
trade was out of the question. Kennedy’s apparent willingness to consider an
exchange despite its expected foreign and domestic costs reflected his belief
that an air strike would lead to a costly conventional conflict with Cuba, and
quite possibly to an even more costly war with the Soviet Union. In justifying
his decision not to authorize an air strike in retaliation for the downing of
the U-2, Kennedy told the Ex Comm: “It isn’t the first step that concerns me,
but both sides escalating to the fourth and fifth step—and we don’t go to the
sixth because there is no one around to do so.”125

More Protection

Kennedy did not live long enough to write his memoir of the crisis. Had he
survived, it is possible that he would have agreed with the analysis offered
many years later by his secretary of defense. According to McNamara, ev-
erything “added up to one unequivocal conclusion: We had to get the mis-
siles out of Cuba, but we had to do so in a way that avoided both the politi-
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cal consequences of appearing weak—as we would appear if we publicly
traded missiles—and also avoided unacceptable risk of military escalation.
In other words, we had to force the missiles out of Cuba, without forcing the
Soviets to respond in a way that could have led us all into disaster. And let
me tell you, that was no easy task.”126

Kennedy’s solution to this problem was to disaggregate interest from ap-
pearance.127 His interest and his country’s were best served by withdrawing
the Jupiters in return for the Soviet missiles in Cuba. Knowledge of the trade
had to be kept from the allies and the American people, and, as McNamara
indicated, from most of the Ex Comm and the military. Kennedy was careful
to limit the discussion of what his brother would tell Dobrynin about the
Jupiters to the “rump” Ex Comm that met secretly in the Oval Office. This
group also prepared a cover story to explain and justify the subsequent dis-
mantling of the missiles.

Saturday night’s Oval Office meeting contained an element of deception.
The president led Rusk and the other officials present who would have op-
posed an explicit missile trade to believe that this would not occur. Robert
Kennedy was instructed to tell Dobrynin that the missiles were coming out
and that he was merely passing on this “piece of information” to the ambas-
sador. Dean Rusk, who was most insistent that there be no appearance of
giving in to Soviet blackmail, telephoned the attorney general afterward
to make sure that he put the matter to Dobrynin in accordance with his
instructions.128

When the meeting in the Oval Office finished, Kennedy did not know that
Khrushchev was as anxious as he was to end the crisis. His only communica-
tion from Khrushchev had been his tough, unyielding message, received that
morning. The day’s events had made the president increasingly pessimistic
about finding a peaceful solution to the crisis. Unsure of what was happen-
ing in Moscow, he considered making a further concession. With Dean
Rusk, he searched for a way to make that concession possible by minimizing
its adverse political consequences.

THE VIEW FROM MOSCOW

The first sign of Soviet interest in an accommodation came on Thursday, 25
October. Soviet diplomats, who had been silent since the proclamation of
the blockade, hinted that Moscow might be prepared to accept some kind of
compromise settlement to end the crisis.129 The next day Aleksandr Fomin,
a Soviet embassy official known to head KGB operations in the United
States, telephoned John Scali, ABC’s State Department correspondent, to
request an urgent meeting. Over lunch, Fomin suggested that his country
might be willing to dismantle and remove its missiles under United Nations’
supervision and pledge never to reintroduce them in return for a public
American guarantee not to invade Cuba. Scali rushed to the State Depart-
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ment where Dean Rusk instructed him to tell Fomin that the administration
saw “real possibilities” in the proposal but that “time is very urgent.” Fomin
assured Scali that his message would be rushed “to the very highest levels”
of the Kremlin.130

The Fomin-Scali exchange was followed by a long letter from Khrushchev
that proposed a settlement similar to the one worked out by Fomin and
Scali. He proposed that “we, for our part, will declare that our ships, bound
for Cuba, will not carry any kind of armaments. You would declare that the
United States will not invade Cuba with its forces and will not support any
sort of forces which might intend to carry out an invasion of Cuba. Then the
necessity for the presence of our military specialists in Cuba would disap-
pear.” This message was received at the State Department on Friday evening
and greeted with a great sense of relief. For the first time, Robert Kennedy
noted, the president expressed some optimism about the outcome of the
confrontation.131

The American press was given only excerpts from the Khrushchev letter.
Taking their cue from the White House, they portrayed the message as ex-
tremely emotional in tone. In his biography of Kennedy, Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr. described the Friday message as “hysterical.”132 For Theodore Sorensen,
it was “long, meandering [and] full of polemics.”133 Elie Abel called it “the
nightmare outcry of a frightened man.”134 Dean Rusk says that “its dis-
traught and emotional tone bothered us, because it seemed that the old fel-
low might be losing his cool in the Kremlin.”135

These accounts are misleading. The message, only fully declassified in
1973, struck a very personal tone. Khrushchev did not address the particu-
lars of the crisis as much as he discussed his reasons for sending missiles to
Cuba. The letter also warns of the danger of war and the difficulty both
leaders would have in controlling events if there was a violent encounter
along the blockade line.136 It is possible that some administration officials
misread Khrushchev’s sensible fear of runaway escalation as the overly emo-
tional response of a frightened man.

The Friday Message

Ex Comm officials and historians agree that this message was a critical turn-
ing point. It was the first sign that Khrushchev was prepared to consider the
removal of the Soviet missiles. Soviet evidence indicates Khrushchev moved
toward a settlement in two stages.

On Wednesday, 24 October, Khrushchev had sent another letter full of
bravado to Kennedy. He accused the United States of “banditry” and
warned again that Soviet ship captains would not recognize the blockade.137

The following day he received a short and firm reply in which the president
referred to the Soviet leader’s earlier assurances that no offensive weapons
would be sent to Cuba and insisted that the Soviet government take steps to
permit a “restoration of the earlier situation.”138 Khrushchev understood
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that the missiles would have to be withdrawn. He ordered a new letter
drafted that linked the possibility of a withdrawal of missiles in Cuba to an
American pledge to refrain from military action against Cuba and to with-
draw its missiles in Turkey.139

A draft letter was prepared by the foreign-ministry working group and
presented to Khrushchev on Thursday evening. In the meantime, intelligence
reports arrived indicating that an American invasion of Cuba was imminent.
Soviet and Cuban intelligence had been monitoring the American military
buildup in and around the Caribbean and warned that an attack could come
within the next ten hours.140 The Soviet embassy in Washington had reached
the same conclusion. They had also received a direct warning from an Amer-
ican journalist, who alleged that he had been invited to go to Florida that
night to join the invasion force.141 Khrushchev did not put much trust in
intelligence reports, but he could not afford to ignore them.142

Khrushchev’s overriding concern was to prevent an invasion of Cuba. He
worried that fighting in Cuba would quickly lead to a Soviet-American war.
In light of the threatening information he had received, he dictated a new
letter that made no mention of the Jupiter missiles and insisted only on a
pledge not to invade Cuba. In return, he advised Kennedy, Soviet ships
would not carry any armaments to Cuba. He told his colleagues that “we
could come back to the issue of the Turkish missiles at another time, but for
the moment, the most important thing was to stop the invasion.”143

Khrushchev’s Friday letter spoke eloquently of the danger of war and of
the impossibility of stopping it once it began. He warned that an attempt by
the American navy to stop a Soviet ship could be the catalyst for a super-
power war. The letter went on to point out that the threat of armed attack
“has constantly hung, and continues to hang” over Cuba. Khrushchev’s fear
of war was real but diffuse.144

The Saturday Message

Before he had received any reply to his Friday letter, Khrushchev sent an-
other message to Washington. This letter, drafted on Saturday morning,
upped the ante: in addition to a pledge not to invade Cuba, the United States
would also have to remove its missiles from Turkey.145

Khrushchev’s Saturday message and its relationship to Friday’s message
and the Fomin probe has been one of the great mysteries of the crisis. The Ex
Comm was disturbed by the Saturday message because it appeared to disa-
vow the Friday proposal. Ex Comm officials speculated that there had been
a failure in communication or, more alarming, that Khrushchev had been
overruled by hard-liners in the Presidium.146

One piece of the puzzle is now clear. Aleksandr Fomin was acting on his
own initiative. He had no instructions from senior officials in the KGB to
make contact with the administration or to explore the possibility of a com-
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promise settlement. His report on his conversations with John Scali was not
received in Moscow in time to influence Khrushchev’s Friday message. Ken-
nedy and the Ex Comm were wrong to read that message as a proposal
based on the Fomin “feeler.”147

There is no evidence the Saturday cable was a response to pressure from
Soviet militants to stand firm in the face of American blackmail.148 Marshal
Malinovsky had been a lukewarm supporter of the missile deployment but
nevertheless opposed withdrawal of the missiles for the first few days of the
crisis. He was concerned about the consequences of American strategic supe-
riority and reluctant to give up weapons that would partly redress this im-
balance. He also opposed retreat in the face of American threats. By Thurs-
day, he, too, had come to the conclusion that the missiles would have to be
withdrawn to save Cuba. He spoke in support of Khrushchev’s proposed
letter to Kennedy offering to withdraw the missiles in return for a pledge not
to invade Cuba. Malinovsky’s views were important to other officials be-
cause so many of their arguments on both sides of the issue hinged on mili-
tary calculations or scenarios.149

One important reason for Saturday’s cable was concern in Moscow that
Friday’s cable had been insufficient. It had proposed that Soviet ships would
not carry any kind of armaments to Cuba in return for a promise from
the United States not to invade Cuba. It had not contained a promise to
remove the missiles already in Cuba, and Khrushchev and his advisors felt
the need to specify their willingness to do this.150 A second reason was Khru-
shchev’s belief that Kennedy was prepared to remove the American missiles
in Turkey.

Walter Lippmann, arguably the best-connected journalist in Washington,
proposed in the Washington Post on Wednesday, 25 October, that the ad-
ministration make a “face-saving” concession to Khrushchev. The United
States should agree to dismantle the Jupiter missiles in Turkey in return for
Soviet withdrawal of their missiles in Cuba. Turkey was comparable to
Cuba because it “is the only place where there are strategic weapons right on
the frontier of the Soviet Union.” Lippmann did not believe that either de-
ployment was of much military value; they “could be dismantled without
altering the world balance of power.”151

Lippmann was not the first journalist to suggest a trade; similar proposals
had been made in European and American newspapers. It had also gained
attention at the United Nations where a number of nonaligned countries had
cosponsored a resolution calling for a mutual withdrawal of missiles from
Cuba and Turkey.152 On Wednesday, 24 October, Max Frankel of the New
York Times reported that the administration did not believe that the two
deployments were equivalent but was “mindful of the appeal of the argu-
ment.” On Thursday, Frankel wrote that there was considerable “unoffi-
cial” interest in a trade in the Ex Comm. The Frankel story had an air of
authenticity because his column on Wednesday had described in consider-
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able detail the course of the Ex Comm’s deliberations in the week leading up
to the blockade decision. This information could only have been obtained
from an inside source.153

Georgiy Shakhnazarov contends that a missile trade appealed to Soviet
leaders as a face-saving way to end the crisis. They also saw an exchange as
symbolic recognition by the United States of the right of socialist countries
“to equal security.”154 Impressed by Lippmann’s reputation and stature, of-
ficials in the Washington embassy read his column as a trial balloon inspired
by the White House. They cabled their analysis to Moscow, and a second
message was hurriedly drafted for Khrushchev’s approval by the foreign
ministry. Saturday’s message was intended to flesh out Friday’s offer and to
extract another concession that would make an accord more beneficial to
the Soviet Union and easier to justify for Khrushchev.155

Khrushchev seems to have sent his Saturday message in ignorance of the
consternation it would cause in Washington.156 He also failed to realize
how it would anger Fidel Castro, who concluded that Moscow was bargain-
ing away Cuba’s security. Sergo Mikoyan called the message “a big mis-
take.”157

One problem with this explanation is timing. The Lippmann column ap-
peared on Thursday morning, and a cable summarizing its content and sig-
nificance would have reached Moscow that evening. If the foreign ministry
considered the cable so important, it would have been on Khrushchev’s desk
by Friday morning at the latest. Khrushchev would thus have read the cable,
or at least have been apprised of its contents, before he wrote his message on
Friday. That message made no mention of a missile trade.158

It is possible that it took a day for Soviet diplomats in Washington to
reason through the implications of the Lippmann column. At a gathering of
Eastern European diplomats on Friday, 26 October, Dobrynin brought up
Lippmann’s proposal for a missile swap and asked his colleagues if it
“should be regarded as an indirect suggestion on the part of the White
House.”159 Even if Khrushchev had a timely report, he may have been over-
whelmingly preoccupied with the prospect of an invasion of Cuba. On
Thursday and Friday, Moscow received numerous indications that an
American attack against Cuba was imminent. Khrushchev was desperate to
prevent an invasion and may have been unwilling to complicate the prospect
of an agreement by asking the United States for an exchange of missiles as
well as a promise not to invade Cuba.

Ambassador Georgiy Kornienko believes that the timing of Khrushchev’s
message can be explained by information he received on Saturday indicating
that President Kennedy would not attack Cuba for another few days.
Kornienko says that he was the source of this intelligence. He had lunch on
Thursday with William Rogers, the journalist who had earlier warned of the
impending invasion. Rogers had not flown to Florida. The military was
ready to go, he insisted, but the president felt the need to convince the world
that he had no choice but to invade. Kennedy would make another attempt
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to negotiate a settlement. Kornienko immediately cabled a report to Mos-
cow, but the cable was delayed in transmission and subsequently held by
Gromyko and Kuznetsov. It finally reached Khrushchev on Thursday eve-
ning, along with other information indicating that an invasion was at least
forty-eight hours away. Khrushchev felt a sense of relief and told his col-
leagues: “Let’s go back to the letter that also included Turkey.”160

Kornienko’s explanation requires Khrushchev to have changed his esti-
mate of American military intentions three times in as many days. On
Friday, he was supposedly alarmed about the prospect of invasion, on Satur-
day, to have decided that his concern was exaggerated, and on Sunday,
when he rushed to accept Kennedy’s proposal for ending the crisis, to have
once again become convinced that an attack was imminent.

It seems unlikely that Soviet intelligence estimates would have been so
unequivocal about American intentions and have changed so rapidly and
repeatedly. The administration’s intentions were unknown to Moscow—
they were also unknown in Washington because Kennedy had made no deci-
sion. The best Soviet and Cuban intelligence could do was to try to infer
American intentions from the nature and readiness of American military
preparations. These preparations indicated a steady buildup of ground,
naval, and air forces; nothing about the buildup or movement of American
forces suggested that a decision to invade had yet been made, or that it had
been made and postponed. According to Gen. Anatoliy Gribkov, military
intelligence on 26 October indicated that American forces were likely to
invade Cuba the following night.161 Oleg Grinevsky confirms that Khru-
shchev and the Presidium “expected an attack against the missiles.” “Their
fear was constant, and did not diminish on Saturday or Sunday.”162 Oleg
Troyanovsky maintains that on Saturday Moscow was more worried about
the possibility of invasion and regarded it as imperative to table a proposal
acceptable to the Americans.163

It is also hard to believe that Khrushchev changed his mind about some-
thing so important on the basis of a story from an American journalist. And
all the more so when previous intelligence from that source had been so
obviously wrong. Rogers had not gone to Florida the night before as he said
he would, there had been no invasion on Thursday, and at lunch that day,
without identifying his source, he told Kornienko a new story.

A Missed Opportunity

It took a minimum of eight to ten hours to communicate between Washing-
ton and Moscow. All cables needed to be encoded; this was a time-consum-
ing procedure if the cables were as long as Dobrynin’s report of his conversa-
tion on Friday night with Robert Kennedy. Western Union was the only
telegraph service available to the Soviet embassy in Washington. In Mos-
cow, an incoming cable would be sent to the foreign ministry where it was
decoded by hand, typed, and brought to Gromyko or his assistants. In
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special cases, handwritten drafts would be rushed to Gromyko’s office and
read aloud to him. “All of this took a very long time,” Georgiy Kornienko
remembered.164

Dobrynin reported that the embassy regularly made frantic telephone
calls to Western Union when they had priority cables. The telegraph agency
would send an old man on a bicycle. “We gave him the cables. And he, at
such speed—and we tried to urge him on—rode back to Western Union
where the cable was sent to Moscow.” From today’s vantage point,
Dobrynin mused, “it all seems rather colorful, but at the time it was no joke.
This was a nerve-racking experience, we sat there, wondering if he would be
fast enough to deliver the important communication.”165

Messages between Khrushchev and Kennedy were also subject to long
delays, in part because of the need to translate them. Impressed by the ur-
gency of the situation, and disturbed by the twelve-hour delay in the trans-
mission of his Friday message, Khrushchev took the extraordinary step of
having his Saturday message broadcast by Radio Moscow. Picked up by the
wire service, it came across the White House ticker at 10:17 A.M. Saturday
morning, which was 5:17 P.M. Moscow time.

Because of the twelve hours it took to translate and transmit Khru-
shchev’s Friday message, it reached the White House too late for the presi-
dent and Ex Comm to prepare a response that day.166 McGeorge Bundy
believes that if Khrushchev’s letter “had reached us even a few hours earlier,
we would have been able to reply on Friday.”167 The American response
would have been in Khrushchev’s hands on Saturday morning.

Unfortunately, Khrushchev’s Friday message was delayed, and his mes-
sage on Saturday caused consternation in Washington. Khrushchev’s appar-
ent about-face confused the Ex Comm and contributed to the heightened
sense of threat its members felt that morning. It delayed the American reply
to the Soviet leader’s Friday message because the president and his advisors
spent much of Saturday trying to make sense of the two communications
and work out an appropriate response.

Why the Settlement on Sunday?

Western students of the crisis argue that the threat of an American attack
against Cuba convinced Khrushchev that he had no choice but to withdraw
the missiles. Khrushchev’s messages on Friday and Saturday indicate that he
was prepared to remove the missiles. Soviet fear of war explains the sub-
stance of Khrushchev’s Sunday message but not its timing.

The climactic day of the crisis, Saturday, 27 October in Washington, was
Saturday evening and Sunday morning in Moscow. On Saturday morning,
Khrushchev and 23 officials left the Kremlin for the governmental mansion
in Novo-Ogarevo, not far from Khrushchev’s suburban dacha. Among the
23 were Presidium members, associate members, and some of their principal
deputies.168
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Throughout the day, Khrushchev conferred with senior officials while
their deputies waited in an ante room with military and intelligence officials.
From time to time, Presidium members would come out of the inner room to
relieve the tension or draw a glass of tea from the samovar. Khrushchev and
his colleagues were desperately trying to guess American intentions. Would
the United States attack the missile sites, invade Cuba, or possibly launch a
nuclear strike against the Soviet Union? There was a strong feeling that they
should do nothing to provoke any kind of American attack.169

Until Saturday, the Presidium was divided between those who favored
accommodation and those who wanted Khrushchev to stand firm. There
were sharp disagreements about how the Soviet Union should respond to
any attack against Cuba. Several scenarios were discussed, including an at-
tack against West Berlin and an air strike against the American missiles in
Turkey. By Saturday, Presidium members recognized that the military op-
tions were limited and likely to provoke further escalation. However, the
consensus on a political accommodation did not congeal until that after-
noon. By the end of the day, Soviet officials focused their attention on defus-
ing the crisis.170

At 3:00 A.M. Sunday, Khrushchev summoned key officials to his dacha for
a meeting that began at about 4:00 A.M. Over glasses of tea, Gromyko, Ily-
chev, Troyanovsky, Kuznetsov, and Malinovsky discussed the need to end
the crisis.171 The tension was “phenomenal.” Many members of the Presi-
dium considered it possible, even likely, that Kennedy would attack the So-
viet Union as well as Cuba. They reasoned that the Americans, recognizing
that an attack on Cuba would provoke a Soviet-American war, would at-
tempt to destroy the Soviet Union at the outset.172

This somber mood was attributable in the first instance to word of
Dobrynin’s conversation with Robert Kennedy on Saturday evening. Khru-
shchev and his colleagues also had reports of well-advanced American prep-
arations for an air and ground assault against Cuba, and cables from Wash-
ington and Havana warning of imminent military action.173

Robert Kennedy had met Dobrynin at the Justice Department at 7:45 P.M.
Saturday. The attorney general told the ambassador that “the Cuban crisis
was fast going from bad to worse.” An unarmed American reconnaissance
aircraft had been shot down over Cuba and the military was demanding
retaliation. “But to answer fire with fire would mean provoking a chain
reaction that would be very difficult to stop.” The president needed to con-
tinue surveillance flights as they were the only way to obtain timely informa-
tion about the state of readiness of the missile sites.174

Kennedy impressed upon Dobrynin the mounting danger of war. Soviet
missiles in Cuba were unacceptable to the United States; they would be at-
tacked if they were not withdrawn. “Hot heads” in the government were
clamoring for an immediate assault, and the destruction of the U-2 had
made it more difficult to ignore their demands. The president would have no
choice but to retaliate if another aircraft were shot down. Dobrynin insists
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that Kennedy gave him no ultimatum, but “stressed the importance of re-
ceiving an answer on Sunday. So I conveyed this to Moscow.”175

The two men also discussed the Jupiters. The attorney general “confirmed
the agreement with the president to remove the missiles from Turkey.”
Dobrynin was told that he could convey this assurance to his government
along with the president’s insistence that “it cannot be made part of a pack-
age and publicized.” The missiles would have to be withdrawn according to
“standard NATO procedures.” Kennedy gave the ambassador a telephone
number to reach him at the White House if he had any news to report from
Moscow. “He was very nervous throughout our meeting,” Dobrynin re-
membered. “It was the first time I had seen him in such a state.”176

Dobrynin returned to the Soviet embassy and asked Georgiy Kornienko
to help him draft a cable to Moscow. Robert Kennedy had said that the
president was prepared “to make an arrangement.” Kornienko pulled out a
copy of Webster’s and the two men read through the several meanings of
“arrangement.” The first one was agreement, which could be translated as
soglasheniye. They agreed that this might be misunderstood in Moscow be-
cause it implied a formal understanding. Another possibility was mutual
understanding, best conveyed by the Russian vzaimoponinaniye. This they
judged a bit weak. They finally agreed on dogovorionnost’, which meant
that the two sides agreed. Dobrynin and Kornienko thought the president’s
concession very helpful, but had no idea how Moscow would respond.177

Dobrynin’s cable arrived at the foreign ministry early Sunday morning.
Vladimir Suslov, one of Gromyko’s assistants, read it over the telephone to
Oleg Troyanovsky at the Khrushchev dacha, who took extensive notes that
he read to the Presidium. According to Troyanovsky, the import of
Dobrynin’s cable was clear. “Although strictly speaking, the words of [the]
younger Kennedy could not be described as an ultimatum, he made it clear
that the U.S. government was resolved to get rid of the missile bases even by
bombing them if it came to that.” Everybody understood “that the answer
to the Kennedy message had to come in less than 24 hours, that we should
not delay, and that we should give a very precise answer.”178

Khrushchev had also received disturbing messages from Havana.179 On
Friday, Ambassador Alekseev had described Castro as “very optimistic, ex-
uding optimism. He knew for sure nothing would happen.” That night, he
was “wavering” and worrying about an American attack, “He even asked
me to take him down to the bunker, to the bomb shelter, fearful as he was
of a bombing strike.” There, between 2:00 and 6:00 A.M., Alekseev helped
Castro draft a letter to Khrushchev.180 In it Castro warned that some kind of
attack against Cuba “is almost imminent within the next 24 or 72 hours.”
The most likely possibility was an air strike against the Soviet missiles “with
the limited objective of destroying them.” An invasion was “less probable
although possible.”181

Alekseev cabled Castro’s letter to Moscow along with his own analysis of
the situation. The contents of both cables were described to Khrushchev and
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later to the Presidium. Troyanovsky, read the Castro cable to Khrushchev
over the telephone, who interrupted several times and asked Troyanovsky to
repeat the most important passages. Troyanovsky felt that Khrushchev was
less troubled by Castro’s plea for a nuclear strike if Cuba was attacked than
he was by the Cuban leader’s belief that an air raid against the missiles “was
practically imminent.”182 Castro’s warning was reinforced by “snowball-
ing” reports from Soviet intelligence warning that bombing raids were set
for 29 or 30 October unless some accommodation was reached with the
president.”183 For Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders, these reports en-
couraged the most ominous interpretation of Robert Kennedy’s demand
that the United States receive an answer to the president’s Saturday message
within 24 hours.184

Another report of imminent invasion came from Aleksandr Fomin. It de-
scribed his meeting with John Scali on Saturday afternoon.185 Earlier that
day, Dean Rusk had summoned Scali to his office to tell him about Khru-
shchev’s Saturday morning message. Rusk asked him to go back to Fomin
and ask what had happened. Scali was furious because he thought he had
been used to carry a purposely misleading message to the administration. He
accused Fomin of “a stinking double cross” and told him that a missile ex-
change was totally unacceptable. Scali exceeded the instructions he had
received from Rusk. He told the KGB boss that the administration was “ab-
solutely determined to get those missiles out of there.” “An invasion of
Cuba,” he asserted, “is only a matter of hours away.” The two men met
again on Sunday after Khrushchev had announced his decision to withdraw
the missiles. Fomin reported that he had been instructed to thank Scali “and
to tell you that the information you supplied was very valuable to Khru-
shchev in helping make up his mind quickly.” He added with a smile, “And
that includes your ‘explosion’ of Saturday.”186

The “state of alarm” created by the cables from Dobrynin, Castro, and
Fomin was compounded by a false report. At Novo-Ogarevo, where Khru-
shchev and his entourage had moved sometime that morning, Army Gen.
Semyon Ivanov, Secretary of the Defense Council, was called to the tele-
phone and told that a message had been received that Kennedy would give
another nationally televised address at 5:00 P.M. Moscow time. “Everyone
agreed that Kennedy intended to declare war, to launch an attack.” A tele-
gram was immediately sent to the Washington embassy for verification.
“We had the feeling then that there was very little time to unravel what was
taking place.”187

Khrushchev’s anxiety was further aroused by two events that took place
on Saturday morning. At 10:30 A.M., a U-2 operated by SAC overflew
the Chukotski Peninsula in eastern Siberia. The pilot radioed for assistance
and fighter aircraft were sent to help. Soviet MiGs scrambled from a base
near Wrangel Island, but the U-2 was escorted home without any shots
being fired.188 Soviet generals advised Khrushchev that the plane could
have been on a last-minute intelligence mission in preparation for an Ameri-



140 • C H A P T E R S I X •

can nuclear attack.189 At almost the same time, Major Anderson’s U-2
was shot down over Cuba by a SAM missile. Khrushchev was horrified.
He initially assumed—incorrectly—that the Cubans were responsible and
that his trigger-happy ally had given the “militarists at the Pentagon” the
pretext they needed to push Kennedy into a Cuban invasion. He wrote to
Castro and pleaded with him to “show patience, firmness and even more
firmness.”190

By all accounts, Khrushchev hastened to accept Kennedy’s terms to fore-
stall an American attack against Cuba—and perhaps against the Soviet
Union as well.191 His extreme anxiety was apparent in a telephone call to
First Deputy Foreign Minister Vasiliy V. Kuznetsov, made shortly after
being apprised of the two U-2 incidents. Kuznetsov and his deputy Men-
delevich had left Novo-Ogarevo earlier that morning for New York and the
United Nations. Khrushchev reached them at Vnukovo-2, Moscow’s main
military airport, before they boarded their plane. When Kuznetsov hung up
the phone, he “looked extremely distressed, the color drained from his face,
and he left without saying a word to anyone.” Khrushchev had told him:
“The situation is very bad. I’m not sure you will be able to land safely in the
United States.”192 That evening, an agreement with Kennedy in hand, a
much relieved Khrushchev told the Presidium that “The world [had] hung
on a thread.”193

Khrushchev was willing to settle on Sunday for positive reasons as well.
Kennedy was prepared to issue a pledge not to invade Cuba in return for
withdrawal of the Soviet missiles under United Nations’ supervision.
Dobrynin’s cable made it apparent that he would also remove the Jupiter
missiles from Turkey sometime after the crisis so it would not look like part
of a “package deal.” Khrushchev and his inner circle were convinced that
this was the president’s “last concession.” They agreed that they should send
Kennedy an affirmative reply.194

Kennedy’s concessions were very important to Khrushchev. He consid-
ered them an important victory for the Soviet Union and one that enabled
him to withdraw with honor. The Kennedy administration may have re-
garded the pledge not to invade Cuba as a low-cost concession; Khrushchev
and his colleagues did not. They believed that the United States was prepar-
ing a second invasion to avenge the Bay of Pigs and that it had been pre-
vented by the missile deployment. As late as 1987, high-ranking and well-
informed Soviet officials were still convinced that the United States had been
planning an invasion, and greeted with disbelief the assertions of Robert
McNamara and McGeorge Bundy that the administration had rejected pleas
for another invasion.195

For Khrushchev, the withdrawal of missiles from Cuba in exchange for
the removal of the Jupiters from Turkey was “extremely welcome.”196 One
of his most important reasons for sending missiles to Cuba was to change
the political context in Washington by exposing the United States to the
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same kind of close-range nuclear threat faced by the Soviet Union. Khru-
shchev hoped that the missiles would make the Kennedy administration
more respectful of legitimate Soviet security concerns and more willing to
reach a political accommodation. This in turn would free scarce resources
and manpower for domestic development. By forcing the Americans to
accept the link between the Jupiter missiles in Turkey and the missiles in
Cuba, Khrushchev thought that he had taken a great step toward “psycho-
logical equality” with the United States. He hoped that after the crisis, he
and Kennedy could go forward on a variety of fronts to restructure super-
power relations.

American concessions were also important to justify the withdrawal of
the Soviet missiles to the Cubans and Soviet militants. Khrushchev had the
authority to withdraw the missiles without their consent, but to preserve
that authority in the long term he needed to isolate the hard-liners and con-
vince his remaining colleagues that he had made the right decision. It was
particularly important that he appear to have made the right decision be-
cause he had committed the Soviet Union to the missile deployment. The
ensuing crisis with the United States and the need to withdraw the missiles
under the threat of war were his policy failures.

Khrushchev later told Norman Cousins, the editor of Saturday Review,
that the last holdout to a compromise was the Soviet military.197 “When I
asked the military advisors if they could assure me that holding fast would
not result in the death of five hundred million human beings, they looked at
me as though I was out of my mind, or, what was worse, a traitor. . . . So I
said to myself: ‘To hell with these maniacs. If I can get the United States to
assure me that it will not attempt to overthrow the Cuban government, I will
remove the missiles.’”198 Khrushchev accentuated the positive side of the
agreement to its critics. “I told my comrades, ‘We achieved our goal. Maybe
the Americans have learned their lesson. Now they have the time to think it
over and weigh the consequences.’”199

Sunday’s Radio Message

At 10:00 A.M. on Sunday, Khrushchev created two working groups to pre-
pare a positive reply to Kennedy’s letter. The first, headed by Andropov and
Gromyko, drafted a message to be delivered to the American embassy. The
second, headed by Leonid Ilychev, was to write a message for immediate
broadcast over Radio Moscow. Khrushchev took this extraordinary step
because he was anxious to respond as quickly as possible, before Kennedy
was supposed to go on television that night. He worried that a message sent
through official channels might not arrive before what he took to be Robert
Kennedy’s 9:00 A.M. Monday (Washington time) deadline.200

To observe proper protocol, the “official” message had to be delivered
first. Mikhail Smirnovsky, chief of the foreign ministry’s Department of
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United States Affairs, went by limousine to the American embassy a half-
hour before his colleagues bound for Radio Moscow. The embassy was al-
most unapproachable. It was surrounded by hundreds of demonstrators—
all mobilized by the KGB—and chanting “hands off Cuba.” By the time the
police cleared a path for Smirnovsky’s limousine, the Radio Moscow broad-
cast had already been monitored by embassy officials. Smirnovsky was em-
barrassed to have to present a message that had already been broadcast to
the world.201

The delegation sent with Ilychev to Radio Moscow also ran into diffi-
culty. The elevator was held open pending their arrival, and they were
whisked inside and up to the broadcast studio. There was no announcer to
be found. One finally arrived when Leonid Zamyatin was on the verge of
reading the message himself. The announcer wanted to study the text “so he
could read it with the right emphasis.” Ilychev cut him short and ordered
him to read it right away. “‘Time is of the essence,’ he said. ‘If you make a
mistake, just read it again.’”202

The dispatch of the two delegations did little to relieve the tension at
Novo-Ogarevo. Soviet officials were confused, uncertain, and fearful. The
only Presidium member who appeared calm was Leonid Brezhnev. At the
height of the discussion, he came out of the inner sanctum to check on the
fortune of his favorite soccer team, CSK. He was annoyed that the deputies
were discussing the crisis and not listening to the match on the radio.203

While they were waiting for Kennedy’s reply to the radio message, a cable
arrived from the KGB in Washington. From the time Kennedy had an-
nounced the quarantine of Cuba, the KGB had put him under intensive sur-
veillance. They now reported that he had gone to church. Khrushchev and
his colleagues argued about the significance of the report. Some Presidium
members feared that it was a prelude to a nuclear attack; the president
had gone to church to pray before giving the order to destroy the Soviet
Union. Mikoyan thought that Kennedy was probably as confused as they
were and was praying for divine guidance. Some suggested that the church
visit was disinformation, a deliberate attempt by the Americans to mis-
lead Soviet leaders. Mikoyan observed that this made no sense: how could
the Americans plant the story about Kennedy’s visit to church as a deliberate
deception, when they could not know how it would be interpreted? One
or two others challenged the validity of the report on different grounds.
“The KGB has been wrong about everything else,” they insisted. “Why
should we believe them now when they tell us the president has gone to
church?”204

Khrushchev’s message announcing that the Soviet Union would withdraw
its missiles from Cuba was rebroadcast over American radio at 9:00 A.M.
Washington time.205 McGeorge Bundy telephoned the good news to the
president. Kennedy prepared to go to 10:00 mass at St. Stephen’s Church.
Bundy waited for him at the door of the residential quarters of the White
House to give him the text of the message as he left for church. When Ken-
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nedy returned, Mrs. Bundy had arrived with their children, and Robert Ken-
nedy, in an ebullient mood, passed out chocolates.206 In Moscow, the
tension finally eased when Kennedy’s positive response to Khrushchev’s
message was picked up on the radio. They celebrated with vodka, not
chocolate.207

Keeping the Agreement Secret

Sometime late on Sunday, Khrushchev sent a confidential letter to Ambassa-
dor Dobrynin in Washington summarizing their agreement on the Jupiters.
In it, he deferred to the president’s insistence that the matter be handled
confidentially by the attorney general and Soviet ambassador. Dobrynin was
unable to present the message to Robert Kennedy until he returned from
New York on Monday evening. Dobrynin pointed out that Khrushchev had
written the letter on Sunday agreeing to withdraw the missiles from Cuba
“with the prior arrangement about Turkey in mind.” Kennedy agreed that
this was also his understanding. The ambassador gave Kennedy a copy of
the letter. Kennedy “accepted it without comment.” The following day he
returned and said, “No, we would rather not keep this; we are giving it back
to you.” He repeated that the administration was committed to their ar-
rangement, but declined to accept the letter. “Kennedy did not want any
paper to that effect in his files.”208

Khrushchev accepted this informal pledge. By then he, too, had consid-
ered it preferable to a public American commitment to withdraw the Jupit-
ers. Fidel Castro was vehemently opposed to an exchange of missiles because
it made Cuba look like a Soviet pawn. He reacted very strongly to Khru-
shchev’s letter of the twenty-seventh asking Kennedy to withdraw the mis-
siles from Turkey. Khrushchev began to appreciate that Kennedy had done
him a favor by insisting on a secret “arrangement.”209

FROM ADVERSARIES TO ALLIES

Our analysis indicates striking parallels between Kennedy and Khrushchev.
Both adopted rigid positions at the outset of the crisis and gradually became
more moderate and ready to compromise. Their emphasis shifted from win-
ning to resolving the crisis in a way that would not undermine their author-
ity at home or abroad. Khrushchev’s threatening rhetoric on Wednesday
and Thursday was intended to impress the United States and his Soviet col-
leagues with his resolve; it probably also reflected his anger and frustration.
On Friday and Saturday, Khrushchev, like Kennedy, became more Machia-
vellian in dealing with his colleagues. He too wanted to build and hold to-
gether a coalition to support the concessions necessary to end the crisis.

The two leaders moved toward compromise for essentially the same rea-
son. Kennedy feared that escalation would set in motion a chain of events
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that could lead to nuclear war. Khrushchev’s concession makes it apparent
that he was also committed to keeping the peace. Khrushchev subsequently
paid a heavy political price for his Cuban policy; Soviet officials agree that
his decision to send missiles to Cuba which then had to be withdrawn con-
tributed to his removal from power in October 1964.210

Most Americans believe that the crisis was resolved because the Soviet
Union backed down. Dean Rusk’s famous quip, “we’re eyeball to eyeball,
and I think that the other side just blinked,” is often quoted as a pithy illus-
tration of this supposed truth.211 However, the revelations by Sorensen and
Rusk about the concession Kennedy made on the Jupiters and the further
concession he contemplated, make it apparent that when Kennedy and
Khrushchev were “eyeball to eyeball,” both leaders blinked.212 They did so
out of a wholly commendable fear of war and its consequences.

The resolution of the missile crisis stands in sharp contrast to its origins.
The confrontation occurred because of the inability of either superpower to
empathize with its adversary and to predict its likely response to their ac-
tions. In Moscow, lack of empathy was compounded by overconfidence.
Khrushchev made no serious effort to ascertain how the United States was
likely to respond to the missile deployment. He neither solicited nor listened
to the views of his best-informed foreign-policy experts. Khrushchev ignored
Clausewitz’s dictum that leaders should consider carefully the last step be-
fore taking the first.

The crisis was resolved because both leaders rejected any course of action
they suspected would lead to an unstoppable spiral of military escalation.
Their mutual commitment to settle the crisis peacefully, even at the price of
major concessions, grew in intensity as the crisis deepened. Khrushchev and
Kennedy became progressively less interested in winning and more commit-
ted to resolving the crisis. They devised a public-private arrangement
designed to protect each of them against political reprisal from allies and
domestic adversaries.

Diplomacy triumphed over force because of mutual learning. Three rein-
forcing factors were responsible. Most importantly, leaders had time to
learn. Kennedy and his advisors had time to cool their anger and formulate
policy in terms of a broader conception of the national interest. Khrushchev
was able to overcome his initial shock and approach the crisis with a sense
of sober realism. He gradually came to appreciate how isolated the Soviet
Union was and how vulnerable he was politically. He was apparently sur-
prised by the uneasiness of many of his Eastern European allies; Janos Kadar
of Hungary was outspoken in his concern about the consequences of escala-
tion.213 Fedor Burlatsky believes that Khrushchev was also influenced by
Soviet public opinion. The Soviet people were “very afraid of the dangers of
war” and Khrushchev knew that “Society did not support in their hearts
[his] adventurous actions.”214

Learning was also facilitated by the information each leader received dur-
ing the crisis. Kennedy’s correspondence with Khrushchev prompted him to
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revise his conception of the Soviet leader and his objectives. Kennedy devel-
oped a new understanding of Khrushchev as a leader who had bungled into
the crisis and was desperately searching for a way to retreat without losing
face. This understanding made it much easier for Kennedy to make the con-
cessions necessary to end the crisis. He no longer thought that Khrushchev
would interpret a concession as weakness and respond by becoming more
aggressive. Instead, he expected Khrushchev to see his concessions as proof
of his commitment to avoid war and to reciprocate with concessions of his
own. Kennedy was also able to develop a more accurate estimate of domes-
tic and allied opinion and concluded that a compromise would be acceptable
to NATO.

Khrushchev also rethought his understanding of Kennedy. The presi-
dent’s success in restraining the American military impressed him. “After the
crisis,” Sergei Khrushchev remembers, his father “was very interested in co-
operating with Kennedy. He had been burned by his experience with Eisen-
hower. Khrushchev believed that Kennedy could control the hard-liners who
would try to sabotage a new détente.”215 What impressed Khrushchev even
more, Aleksei Adzhubei explained, was Kennedy’s commitment to restraint.
“He had us by the balls and didn’t squeeze.”216 After Cuba, Khrushchev’s
attitude toward the West and Kennedy changed markedly. Some of his for-
mer associates believe that if Kennedy had not been assassinated in Novem-
ber 1963 and Khrushchev not removed from office in October 1964, the
Cold War might have ended much sooner than it did.217

A third stimulus to learning was the threat of war. By Saturday night, war
was no longer an abstract concept but a real fear. McNamara recalls that
when the Ex Comm meeting ended on Saturday evening, he returned to the
Pentagon and watched a spectacular sunset over the Potomac. He wondered
how many more sunsets he was destined to enjoy.218 Soviet accounts reveal
that Khrushchev and his advisors suffered from similar angst. There is an
old saying that nothing so concentrates the mind as the thought of execu-
tion. In this instance, it inspired a creative search for accommodation as the
would-be victims sought desperately to cheat the hangman.
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The Failure to Prevent War, October 1973

I don’t see any contradiction between détente and our attempt

to separate Egypt from Moscow. Détente did help to split

Egypt from the Soviets. And it made crisis management

easier. I don’t see any contradiction.

—Henry Kissinger 1

The Soviet leadership, particularly Brezhnev, had no strategy,

no political line. What was our line, to strengthen our rela-

tions with the United States or to strengthen our relations

with the Arabs and the progressive forces? The two principles

were contradictory. We never recognized this.

—Victor Israelian 2

THE CRISIS between the United States and the Soviet Union at the end of the
October War in the Middle East was the most serious since 1962. The Soviet
Union threatened that it might act unilaterally to stop the fighting between
Egypt and Israel. The United States then attempted to deter Soviet interven-
tion through a worldwide alert of its strategic and conventional forces. This
was the only time, since 1962, that strategic forces had been alerted during
a crisis between the superpowers.

The crisis developed in stages. It grew out of the bitter Arab-Israel conflict
that once again exploded into war in October 1973. The Soviet Union and
the United States first failed to prevent the war, then airlifted massive
amounts of military equipment to their allies, and finally were unable to stop
the fighting in the Middle East before it led to their most intense confronta-
tion since 1962. In this chapter we explore the first in this series of failures:
the inability of the United States and the Soviet Union to prevent a war
among their allies. We examine the puzzling contradictions in Soviet and
American strategies of crisis prevention.

The crisis at the end of the October War in 1973 took place in a context
that was strikingly different from 1962. Before the missile crisis, a spiraling
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process of threat and counterthreat had fueled distrust, fear, and mutual
expectations of an impending confrontation. There was acute tension in the
relationship between the two superpowers over Berlin and Cuba. Striking
asymmetries in the strategic balance had heightened the sense of Soviet vul-
nerability and contributed to Khrushchev’s decision to deploy the missiles
in Cuba.

Conditions were dramatically different in 1973. Rough strategic parity
prevailed between the two superpowers. Neither felt the acute sense of polit-
ical and strategic vulnerability that had contributed so significantly to the
crisis in 1962. In a period of growing détente, Soviet and American leaders
had met successfully at two summits, communication between them was
frequent and direct, and they had begun to discuss some informal rules to
avoid a war-threatening crisis in their relationship. The context of their rela-
tionship was far less threatening than it had been eleven years earlier.

The improvement in superpower relations made mutual assessment of
intentions easier. Soviet and American leaders had met several times. They
knew one another better and, consequently, each was less prone to miscalcu-
late the other’s intentions. Years later, former Secretary of State Henry A.
Kissinger observed: “I do not share the negative evaluation of [General Sec-
retary Leonid] Brezhnev today. Brezhnev understood the big picture and
was eager for arms reductions. [Foreign Minister Andrei] Gromyko and I
were friends. We liked each other and worked well together.”3 Both sides
were persuaded that neither wanted war, and both were sensitive to the risk
of escalation inherent in their competition in the Third World. Their much
improved relationship was not enough, however, to prevent a serious crisis
between the superpowers.

THE VIEW FROM CAIRO AND JERUSALEM

The crisis between the United States and Soviet Union arose out of a war
between their allies. To understand their failure to prevent a crisis, we must
first examine the origins of the war and the calculations of leaders in Cairo
and Jerusalem.

The roots of the war in October 1973 can be traced back to an earlier,
unplanned war in 1967. Israel defeated the Egyptian, Syrian, and Jordanian
armies and, in the course of the war, captured the Sinai peninsula, the Golan
Heights, the West Bank of the Jordan, and East Jerusalem. After the war, the
intelligence services of the United States, the Soviet Union, Egypt, and Israel
all agreed that Egypt’s military capability was inferior to that of Israel; Egypt
could not recapture the Sinai in a general war.

Israel’s continuing occupation of the Sinai was an intolerable humiliation
to Egyptian leaders. In an attempt to compel Israel to withdraw its forces,
President Jamal ab’dul al-Nasir initiated a war of attrition across the Suez
Canal in March 1969. In the course of that war, Moscow sent twenty-thou-
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sand combat and support personnel to Egypt, Soviet forces assumed respon-
sibility for the defense of Egyptian air space, and Soviet pilots engaged in
dogfights with Israel’s aircraft over the Suez Canal. The war ended in stale-
mate in August 1970.

The protracted and costly war settled little. Egypt and Israel read the re-
sults of the war differently. Both sides claimed victory even though both
had suffered serious losses. Although Egypt had failed to compel even a
partial withdrawal by Israel, its leaders insisted that they had won a sig-
nificant victory because they had neutralized Israel’s air superiority over the
canal zone. Nevertheless, the high political, economic, and psychological
costs of the continued occupation of the Sinai led Nasir’s successor, Anwar
el-Sadat, to search desperately for a strategy to compensate for Egypt’s mili-
tary inferiority.4

In February 1971, in a departure from past practice, the new president
offered to sign a peace agreement with Israel in return for a full withdrawal
of Israel’s forces.5 Although Sadat explicitly rejected the normalization of
relations between Egypt and Israel, he expressed interest in a diplomatic
resolution of the conflict. Two years of indirect bargaining with Israel
through the United States produced no tangible results. Israel’s leaders saw
little reason to make concessions.

Israel’s politicians and generals, with few exceptions, insisted that they
had prevailed in the War of Attrition.6 Israel had shown itself capable of
withstanding significant military pressure in a long war and had resisted
Egyptian as well as international pressure to withdraw from the Sinai with-
out compensating political concessions. Some of Israel’s leaders recognized
the growing frustration of Arab governments, but, in response, placed an
even heavier emphasis on the importance of military superiority as the basis
of deterrence.7

Throughout most of 1972, Egypt’s military command insisted that a gen-
eral attack was impossible until the Egyptian air force acquired advanced
medium- and long-range bombers that could strike at Israel’s airfields. This
Egyptian estimate was known to Israel’s intelligence and became the basis of
its estimate of the likelihood of attack. The operating assumption of Israel’s
military intelligence was that Egypt would not attack until the Egyptian air
force could strike at Israel in depth and at Israel’s airfields in particular.
Syria was expected to attack only in conjunction with Egypt.8 Air superior-
ity was a basic principle of Israel’s strategic planning and, consequently, its
leaders were receptive to an evaluation by Egypt that emphasized the deter-
rent effectiveness of Israel’s air force.

Military Intelligence in Israel considered an Egyptian attack unlikely be-
fore 1975, and Israel’s leaders therefore saw no military or diplomatic im-
perative for accommodation. Their confidence in deterrence blinded them to
the intense pressures on President Sadat and to his growing desperation.
Israel’s leaders did not use the time provided by deterrence to push the pro-
cess of negotiation forward. Deterrence became a substitute for diplomacy.
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President Sadat was pessimistic about the prospects of diplomacy. He
feared that if the military and diplomatic stalemate were not broken, the
cease-fire along the canal would become permanent and Egypt would be
unable to reverse the status quo. He worried that the postponement of mili-
tary action month after month would lead to explosive domestic conse-
quences, an alarming deterioration of Egypt’s position in the Arab world,
and serious decline in domestic morale.9 Pessimistic about the prospects of
negotiation, but alarmed by the growing costs of inaction, President Sadat
turned his attention to the creation of a military option that would compen-
sate for Egypt’s military inferiority. He dismissed the generals who opposed
military action and appointed as chief of staff Gen. Saad el-Shazly, the lead-
ing proponent of a limited military attack across the canal.10

The purpose of an attack, under the cover of dense antiaircraft defenses,
was the deliberate creation of an international crisis. The president of Egypt
intended, through the use of conventional force against Israel for limited
military objectives, to provoke a crisis between the superpowers and thereby
to inflate the costs to them of perpetuating a status quo that he found intoler-
able. Sadat hoped to change the political context of the Arab-Israel conflict
and to demonstrate to the superpowers that continued immobility could be
dangerous to them, not only costly to him. The president hoped to push the
United States to committing itself to a diplomatic resolution of the Arab-
Israel conflict. To implement his strategy, President Sadat desperately
needed sophisticated military equipment from the Soviet Union. From 1971
on, he repeatedly and insistently demanded arms from Moscow.

SOVIET FOREIGN-POLICY OBJECTIVES

To understand the Soviet response to Arab demands, and their failure to
prevent the Egyptian and Syrian attack, we first examine the broader context
in which policy developed. We look at the tension between their foreign-
policy objectives of détente and support for anti-imperialist forces in the
Third World, then at the impact of domestic politics on foreign policy, and
finally at the decision-making style of Leonid Brezhnev. We then interpret
Soviet policy toward its Arab allies as the result of these three vectors that
varied in intensity and immediacy.

The Struggle against “Imperialism”

The Soviet leadership saw the Middle East as a critical arena in the world-
wide struggle against imperialism. Ever since 1955, when Nikita Khru-
shchev agreed to sell arms indirectly to Egypt, Cairo had been one of the
Soviet Union’s most important allies in the “anti-imperialist struggle.”
Khrushchev supported military and economic assistance to the “progressive
forces” in the Third World who were inspired by the Soviet model of devel-
opment. He also favored assisting those “bourgeois” nationalist leaders
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who were committed to the defeat of Western hegemony in the Third World,
the “weak link” in the imperialist chain.11

President Nasir of Egypt was considered the preeminent leader in the
Arab world and a prominent figure in the nonaligned movement that was
performing a historic role in the defeat of imperialism. Egypt was important
to the Soviet Union because of its leadership in the Arab and the Third
World; in the worldwide struggle between socialism and imperialism, sup-
port for progressive regimes like Nasir’s Egypt could first restrain and then
eliminate imperialist influence in the Middle East.12

Khrushchev’s successors continued to emphasize the need for the unity of
all “progressive” forces against “reactionary” forces in the Arab world and
global imperialism. Brezhnev and his colleagues extended political support
to a new revolutionary Ba’athist regime that came to power in Damascus in
February 1966 and increased military assistance to Egypt and Syria. The
relationship with President Nasir remained close despite tensions that grew
from his repression of Egyptian communists. In a discussion with party lead-
ers Walter Ulbricht of East Germany and Władysław Gomułka of Poland in
April 1967, Brezhnev described the difficulties that the Soviet Union faced in
Egypt. The USSR had succeeded in “partly pushing the Americans out of the
Near East” because of its “consistent application of the Leninist principle of
seeking temporary allies.” “Nasser [Nasir],” he admitted, “is highly con-
fused on ideological questions but he has proved that we can rely on him. If
we . . . want to achieve progress, then we must also accept sacrifices. One
sacrifice we bear is the persecution of Egyptian Communists by Nasser. But,
during this phase, Nasser is of inestimable value to us.”13

The Soviet commitment to Egypt and Syria deepened in the wake of the
disastrous Arab military defeat in June 1967. To reinforce the capacity of its
Arab allies to resist the “forces of imperialism,” the Soviet Union massively
rearmed Egypt and Syria and, in the spring of 1970, sent Soviet combat
forces to Egypt to help defend its air space during the War of Attrition. When
Nasir died just after the fighting stopped, the Soviet Union moved quickly to
cement its relationship with his successor, Anwar el-Sadat. As long as Soviet-
American competition remained acute, military and diplomatic support of
Egypt as part of a global struggle against imperialism created no ideological,
political, or diplomatic difficulties for Brezhnev and his colleagues.

Détente with the United States

At the beginning of the 1970s, the relationship between the Soviet Union
and the United States began to improve considerably. At the Twenty-Fourth
Party Congress in April 1971, General Secretary Brezhnev announced a
“peace program.” Soon afterward, the superpowers agreed to measures to
reduce the risk of nuclear war through mutual notification and consultation
in the event of a nuclear accident, and to modernize the hot line with satellite
transmissions. In May 1972, Brezhnev and President Richard M. Nixon met
in Moscow, where they signed the first important strategic arms-limitation
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agreement and discussed, among other issues, the prevention of war-threat-
ening crises in their relationship. After the summit, Brezhnev spoke publicly
of the “restructuring” (perestroika) of Soviet-American relations and of the
“channeling” of international conflict to reduce an uncontrolled arms race
and the threat of thermonuclear war.14

In the spirit of “détente,” the two leaders attempted to develop some gen-
eral principles and informal rules to govern their relationship and prevent
crises. They negotiated the Basic Principles Agreement in 1972 and then, at
the urging of the Soviet Union, the Agreement on Prevention of Nuclear
War.15 The latter agreement, reached at their summit meeting in June 1973,
was most directly relevant to crisis prevention; it required both sides to “im-
mediately enter into urgent consultation with each other and make every
effort to avert this risk,” if their direct relationship or relations with other
countries “appear to involve the risk of a nuclear conflict.”16

The Soviet leadership regarded these agreements as significant achieve-
ments and gave them great prominence in their press and commentaries.
Brezhnev referred to détente as “the most remarkable turnaround in all post-
war history.”17 Georgi A. Arbatov, the founding Director of the Institute of
the United States and Canada in the Soviet Academy of Sciences and a close
advisor to Brezhnev during this period, observed:

It [is] possible to say that an historically significant turn has become evident in
relations between the USSR and the USA. Its essence is a transition from the
“cold war” to relations of genuine peaceful coexistence, signifying not only the
absence of war but also the easing of tension, the normalization of political
relations, the solution of emerging problems by negotiation, and the develop-
ment of mutually advantageous cooperation in many spheres.18

The importance of coequal superpower status and the prevention of nu-
clear war were repeatedly emphasized by Soviet leaders.19 From Moscow’s
perspective, these agreements formalized the new status of the Soviet Union
as the political and military equal of the United States. Especially important
to Moscow was the second article of the Basic Principles Agreement, that
referred to the “recognition of the security interests of the parties based on
the principle of equality and the renunciation of the use or threat of force,”
and the recognition “that efforts to obtain unilateral advantages at the ex-
pense of others, directly or indirectly, are inconsistent with these objec-
tives.”20 To members of the Politburo, these agreements symbolized Ameri-
can acceptance of the Soviet Union as a global power. Soviet leaders
expected mutual restraint, American recognition of Soviet political as well
as military parity in areas of joint interest, and further progress on arms
control. As an equal, the Soviet leadership expected to participate fully in the
resolution of major international conflicts.

Soviet leaders also alluded to the “historic significance” of the agreement
to prevent nuclear war. Leonid M. Zamyatin, an official of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs who subsequently headed TASS, issued a statement in
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Brezhnev’s name following the signature of the agreement: “The crux of this
agreement is to rule out the possibility of nuclear war between the United
States and the Soviet Union. It also sets the aim of excluding an outbreak of
nuclear war between either of the parties and other countries.”21 In the
months that followed, Soviet commentators continued to give great promi-
nence to the agreement, its irreversibility and permanence, and its contribu-
tion to the prevention of nuclear war.22

Soviet analysts referred explicitly to the contribution the agreement
would make to crisis prevention. One commentator noted approvingly that
the agreement could be considered a “code of nuclear conduct.”23 Georgi
Arbatov was more restrained. He observed that the agreement was only a
first step that would have to be followed by others if the risk of nuclear war
were to be reduced. The general relationship between the two countries
would have to continue to improve to facilitate “the prevention of new con-
flicts and crises and the creation of a mechanism that would make [it] possi-
ble in a timely way to resolve emerging problems through negotiation.”24

Soviet strategic parity with the United States made détente politically
possible. Newly confident of Soviet capacity to compete, Brezhnev pro-
moted détente insofar as it simultaneously reduced the risk of nuclear war
between the two superpowers and formalized the status of the Soviet Union
as the equal of the United States. As the Soviet Union achieved strategic
equality, its interest in reducing the risk of nuclear war grew commen-
surately. In Arbatov’s opinion, strategic parity made it imperative for both
sides to make every effort to prevent the outbreak of nuclear war.25 The two
were closely linked.

In explaining détente, Soviet commentators insisted that the Basic Prin-
ciples Agreement was the result of the changing and positive “correlation of
forces” between the United States and the Soviet Union. Soviet analysts saw
the agreement as American political recognition of Soviet strategic parity.
They drew the corollary lesson that threats or use of military force under the
condition of strategic parity would be foolhardy.26 The favorable change in
the “correlation of forces,” Soviet leaders argued, ended Soviet inferiority
and denied the United States the capacity to impose its will through nuclear
blackmail or position-of-strength diplomacy.27 The political benefits of U.S.
strategic superiority had been neutralized.

The development of détente with the United States should have created a
dilemma for Soviet leaders. The pursuit of competitive advantage in the
Third World as part of the global struggle against imperialism could jeop-
ardize the improvement of relations with the United States. In the worst case,
wars in the Third World could lead to pressure for superpower military
intervention to rescue an ally on the verge of defeat. When both the Soviet
Union and the United States sought to make gains at the other’s expense,
military intervention by one could provoke a crisis with the other.

Soviet leaders and analysts generally rejected any contradiction whatso-
ever between détente and support for progressive forces in the Third World.
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On the contrary, they argued that the twin principles of the nonuse of force
and peaceful coexistence created more favorable conditions for national lib-
eration struggles.28 Soviet commentators vigorously denied that the new
agreements with the United States forged an understanding between capital-
ism and socialism that precluded support for national liberation struggles in
the Third World. Détente and the prevention of crises that could escalate to
nuclear war did not hinder Soviet capacity to support its allies in the Third
World. The Basic Principles Agreement explicitly stated that it did not affect
any obligations that either power had undertaken toward their allies.
Brezhnev insisted that cooperation with the United States need not and
would not dampen the conflict between opposed social systems nor retard
the world revolutionary process.29 In his public statements, Brezhnev denied
any trade-off between Soviet obligations to regional allies and global crisis
prevention.

The Domestic Objectives of Détente

Brezhnev and Prime Minister Aleksei Kosygin, like Khrushchev, supported
détente in part to help the faltering Soviet economy. In the period of political
succession after Khrushchev’s ouster, the collective leadership made few
choices among priorities at home or abroad. Rather, Brezhnev met the im-
portant priorities of all the senior Politburo members—Aleksei Kosygin,
Nikolai Podgorny, and Mikhail Suslov.30 Soviet leaders spent heavily on
agriculture, housing, and consumer goods to push the economy ahead on a
wide front. At the same time, they funded all the military services, built up
Soviet strategic capability, and increased their capacity to project conven-
tional forces in areas they considered especially important.31

By the end of the decade, the high rate of spending across the board had
begun to strain the resources of the Soviet economy. As early as April 1970,
Brezhnev referred to the “difficulties, inadequacies, unsolved problems” of
the Soviet economy.32 Brezhnev also spoke more pessimistically than he had
a few years earlier of the renewed capacity of imperialism to compete. The
Soviet Union had succeeded in competing economically with capitalism, but
the cost was heavy.33 Although the Soviet Union had achieved great success,
imperialism nevertheless still had the capacity to “adapt” to new conditions
and to reorganize and compete.34 Arbatov, a “reformist” thinker, argued
that the scientific and technological revolution had allowed imperialism to
reduce labor costs, increase productivity, and create more room for “social
maneuver,” including higher wages, improved management practices, and
the simultaneous growth in military spending and living standards.35

The promise of technology transfer to generate innovation at home was
one of the factors pushing Brezhnev toward détente with the United States.
Although serious economic reform was not on the agenda of the regional
Party leaders and national government officials who controlled the Central
Committee, economic performance was a central concern. Détente appealed
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to ministry leaders in the industrial sector and some regional party leaders,
who were attracted by the prospect of foreign technology and investment,
and to ministerial and Party leaders responsible for agriculture who hoped
to import cheap grain. Foreign Ministry officials, as well as scientific and
cultural members of the Central Committee, were natural constituents of
détente. Outside the obvious coalition were party leaders responsible for
ideology and military leaders responsible for defense. They were most
strongly committed as well to the support of “progressive forces” in the
struggle against imperialism.

Despite the reservations of some members of the Politburo and the Cen-
tral Committee, the General Secretary abandoned the policy of “selective
détente” with Western Europe that attempted to split Washington from its
allies, and embraced “détente” with the United States. Arms-control agree-
ments with the United States would bring increased trade, credits, and the
transfer of technology.36 In part because détente served important domestic
as well as foreign-policy objectives, Brezhnev and his colleagues were reluc-
tant to face the contradiction between the pursuit of détente and the tradi-
tionally important support of “progressive” forces to defeat imperialism.37

THE DOMESTIC POLITICS OF FOREIGN POLICY

Brezhnev did not exercise the undisputed authority in the Politburo that
Khrushchev did before the Cuban missile crisis. After Khrushchev was
ousted in 1964, leadership was collective. Partly in reaction to Khrushchev’s
“erratic” style, his successors were determined to provide more stable and
predictable leadership. Analysts of Soviet politics generally agree that the
four most important members of the collective leadership in these early years
were Brezhnev, Kosygin, Podgorny, and Suslov.

During the period of political succession, Brezhnev struggled to build au-
thority and consolidate power.38 To shape a consensus on disputed issues, at
times he had to compensate some of his colleagues with concessions that
were important to them. Brezhnev was strongly committed to the support of
“anti-imperialist forces” battling capitalism in the Third World, as was
Suslov who was in charge of party ideology. Podgorny supported “selective
détente,” a broad international coalition of capitalist governments and
Third World forces to resist American imperialism. Only Kosygin urged eco-
nomic cooperation with the United States to improve economic performance
in the Soviet Union.39 The need to build consensus frequently led to compro-
mise and fragmentation in Soviet foreign policy.40

Most observers of Soviet politics concur that by 1971 the succession
struggle was largely over and that Brezhnev was far more than first among
equals. The general secretary, who had then become personally committed
to détente with the United States, had built a broad consensus in the Polit-
buro in its favor. Members nevertheless disagreed about the kind of détente
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that was appropriate and the specifics of policy. Brezhnev’s peace program,
announced at the Twenty-Fourth Party Congress in April 1971, was not
approved until the Plenum of the Central Committee that November. As
Georgiy Kornienko, then the head of the American desk in the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, observed, “There was a common consensus about détente,
with differing opinions about concrete issues. The concept of détente was
accepted by everyone. There was only disagreement on specific questions.”41

Victor Israelian, then the head of the Department of International Organiza-
tion in the ministry, noted that although discussion always concentrated on
specific issues, “There were shadings of opinion about détente within the
Politburo. There were different approaches, not divisions within the Polit-
buro.”42 These differences focused largely on the scope and occasionally on
the timing of cooperation with Washington. Opposition to increasing trade
with the United States, for example, lasted well into 1973.

The visit of President Nixon to Moscow, scheduled for May 1972, was
preceded by a secret trip by Henry Kissinger, then national security advisor
to President Nixon, to Moscow in April. Kissinger observed that

Leonid Brezhnev, when I met him, was clearly the leading Soviet figure. But
equally he was obviously not yet in complete charge. . . . Even in his first en-
counter with me, he left the impression that he was expounding the agreed
position of a collective to which he was under some obligation to report
back. . . . Brezhnev, it seemed, had authority to add nuances to an agreed posi-
tion, but could not make radical shifts on his own. . . . At the same time,
Brezhnev left the impression that if convinced that a change was necessary, he
would be able to carry the Politburo with him.43

Leonid Zamyatin agreed with this analysis. He observed that “Although the
Politburo was not deeply divided about détente before the Moscow 1972
summit, nevertheless Brezhnev was very cautious and often afraid to take
major decisions, especially foreign-policy decisions by himself. Major for-
eign-policy initiatives always required something of a consensus in the Polit-
buro. Without one, there would be no decision.”44

After the United States resumed the bombing of Hanoi and mined the
harbor of Haiphong, there was some opposition to proceeding with the
planned summit in Moscow. On 9 May, Brezhnev convened a meeting of the
Politburo to consider whether to cancel the summit. Foreign Minister An-
drei Gromyko, KGB head Yuri Andropov, International Department head
Boris Ponomarev, Kornienko, and Arbatov, as well as other experts and
consultants attended. Some members demanded that the meeting be can-
celed. They believed, Arbatov recalls, that “if we agreed to go through with
the summit we would be politically humiliated and would lose our authority
in the eyes of the world, particularly the Communist world, and with libera-
tion movements.”45

A protracted debate preceded approval of the summit. The preeminent
concern was the impact of cancellation on the new Soviet agreements with
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the Federal Republic of Germany, which were to be ratified by the Bun-
destag. Some of the Soviet leadership realized that a deterioration in rela-
tions with the United States could harm the prospect of ratification that,
as Arbatov observed, was already threatened by active opposition within
Germany.46

Once the Soviet leadership decided not to cancel the summit, Brezhnev
convened a plenum of the Central Committee to approve the decision. Al-
though Brezhnev had made the decision, he wanted to share the responsibil-
ity. The fear of appearing insufficiently “revolutionary,” Arbatov noted,
was a constant concern of the Soviet leadership: “an insufficiently firm class
attitude might cause opposition forces to coalesce within the Party and pro-
vide a pretext for an attack against the leadership.”47 The plenum approved
the forthcoming summit and the policy of détente, and Podgorny and Ko-
sygin accompanied Brezhnev to most of the summit sessions.

In an unusual display during the summit, Podgorny openly challenged
Brezhnev.48 Indeed, during their meetings, Brezhnev repeatedly told Presi-
dent Nixon how difficult it had been to proceed with the summit.49 This
kind of dissent in the spring of l972 could have fractured the consensus that
was necessary to sustain the Soviet commitment to détente. Soviet officials
insist, however, that the influence of those opposed to proceeding with the
summit was not great. Podgorny and Petr Shelest were the most senior mem-
bers of the Politburo who opposed proceeding with the scheduled visit by
Nixon. Shortly afterward, Shelest was removed from his position as party
leader in the Ukraine, paving the way for his expulsion from the Politburo
in April l973.50

Podgorny was more senior and more troublesome. He opposed the sum-
mit in part because it would compromise Soviet credentials with “progres-
sive” forces in the Middle East.51 Yet his influence was limited. Leonid
Zamyatin described the role of Podgorny during this period:

Podgorny was a public representative of the Soviet Union and largely a figure-
head. He was a “gray” cardinal. His influence on Brezhnev was indirect. He had
a very limited mind and pretended to have more influence than he did. At one
point I asked Brezhnev what Podgorny was likely to say about an initiative
under discussion. Brezhnev answered: “Why would you ask him?” Brezhnev
said that the only time Podgorny got him to agree to anything was on their
drives to their dachas. Brezhnev loved to drive his cars very fast. Podgorny
would sit next to him on the front seat talking the entire time. Brezhnev said
that he would sometimes agree to his requests just to get him to stop talking.52

Israelian confirmed that although Podgorny was an opponent of Brezhnev,
the General Secretary had little difficulty in neutralizing his opposition.
“Podgorny competed personally with Brezhnev, not on the basis of ideolog-
ical differences. Podgorny pretended that he was an equal. He would tele-
phone Brezhnev from his dacha in the country, offer advice and make
Brezhnev furious. But Podgorny was not tough. Although he supported
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the Arab case, he never wanted to make any risky moves. Brezhnev had
no difficulty dealing with him.”53 The opposition of those who advocated
the postponement of the summit posed no serious threat to Brezhnev’s
authority.54

In the spring of 1973, changes in the Politburo increased Brezhnev’s au-
thority. For the first time since he had consolidated his leadership, Brezhnev
was finally able to remove two of his opponents in the Politburo, Petr Shelest
and G. I. Voronov, and appoint three new members who brought expertise
and new channels of professional advice with them.55 In April 1973, Andrei
Gromyko, Minister of Defense Andrei Grechko, and Yuri Andropov, were
promoted to full membership.

Gromyko, who had been extensively involved in negotiations with the
United States, was a strong supporter of détente. “Gromyko was the father
of détente,” Leonid Zamyatin explained. “He believed that the key to
better relations with the United States was equality in strategic arms. This
would provide a framework for détente and better relations.”56 After he
was appointed to the Politburo, Gromyko’s role in foreign policy became
paramount.

Grechko was “a tough guy, a typical soldier, a representative of the mili-
tary,” who believed that the greater the Soviet military advantage, the more
cooperative the United States would become.57 He was also actively in-
volved in discussions with Arab leaders about their military needs and nego-
tiated agreements on transfer of military equipment.

Andropov was a reformer but a somewhat reserved supporter of
détente.58 He was “lukewarm” in his support of détente with the United
States, Israelian observed. “At times, he played Gromyko’s card and at times
he played Grechko’s hand.”59 Zamyatin similarly noted that “Andropov
was particularly well-informed about the West and much closer to Gromyko
in his policy preferences. He had some hesitations, however, about
détente.”60 Andropov was generally cautious, Arbatov observed, in order to
avoid confrontation with his colleagues.61 On balance, the changes in the
membership of the Politburo in the spring of 1973 apparently deepened the
consensus in favor of détente and strengthened Brezhnev’s authority. As
Israelian noted, “In 1973, Brezhnev was completely in charge. He was the
decisive man.”62

Staff work and policy formulation for the Politburo also became more
supportive of détente. The International Department of the Central Com-
mittee traditionally played a significant role in the preparation of papers for
the Politburo on foreign policy. There was always competition between the
foreign ministry and the International Department.63 Headed by Boris Pono-
marev, a protégé of Suslov, its analyses were supportive of activism in the
Third World. As détente gathered momentum, the work of the department
broadened to include contact with political and economic leaders in the
West.64 Secretary Ponomarev and the first deputy chief, Vadim Zagladin,
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traveled repeatedly to Western Europe and the United States. Inevitably, the
scope of its reports to the Politburo broadened and built support for détente
among those most committed to active support of progressive forces in the
Third World.65

Two other changes occurred which strengthened the consensus in favor of
détente. When Andrei Gromyko was promoted to full membership in the
Politburo, the Foreign Ministry had the capability to feed analysis and pol-
icy recommendations directly to the inner core of policymakers. Their analy-
ses were generally more pragmatic than those of the International Depart-
ment and strongly supported détente. During this period as well, Georgi
Arbatov, a protégé of Andropov, gained personal access to Brezhnev. A
leading “reformist” thinker and a supporter of détente under Khrushchev,
he transmitted his views directly to the General Secretary. By the spring of
1973, Brezhnev had access to a more diversified and supportive stream of
policy advice than he had had a year earlier.66

Brezhnev’s authority among his colleagues was also strengthened by the
obvious and visible progress of détente. Trade agreements were signed with
the United States and the Federal Republic of Germany, and after a poor
harvest the year before, 1973 promised to bring a bumper crop. Brezhnev’s
strategy of using foreign economic reserves as a motor of Soviet develop-
ment appeared to be vindicated. He was consequently less concerned about
and less dependent on the approval of skeptics in the Politburo in early 1973
than he was in the spring of 1972.67

Brezhnev was clearly the preeminent leader by 1973. In sharp contrast
to the previous year, for example, during the preparatory talks in Moscow
for the summit in San Clemente, Brezhnev alone conducted almost all
the negotiations; only highly technical subjects were left to Foreign Minis-
ter Gromyko.68 “Brezhnev was at the height of his powers,” Arbatov main-
tained, “sure of himself, satisfied with his policy. It was at least a year before
he became sick. There could be different opinions, but Brezhnev was in
full control. They [the Soviet Politburo] ruled by consensus. He [Brezhnev]
was not a dictator, but he was always able to get the consensus he
wanted.”69

Brezhnev’s authority was greater and the consensus in favor of détente
was broader in 1973 than it had been a year earlier. Nevertheless, he still
had to fashion a consensus within the Politburo on Soviet policy in the Mid-
dle East. Brezhnev had to craft a coalition among those who favored détente
at some cost to Soviet support of allies in the Third World, those who fa-
vored military aid to Arab leaders, and those who were ideologically com-
mitted to support the struggle against imperialism in the Third World. To do
so, the Soviet leader reaffirmed his support for allies in the worldwide strug-
gle against imperialism. He thereby preserved his revolutionary credentials
and compensated some of those who were naturally outside the coalition in
favor of détente.70
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BREZHNEV’S DECISION MAKING

Brezhnev tried to soften the differences among his colleagues, engineer a
compromise, and reward those whose demands remained unmet. The Gen-
eral Secretary acknowledged that the Politburo worked by consensus and
avoided votes wherever possible.71 His preferred style of decision making
was to share responsibility. His style fit nicely with the wishes of his col-
leagues who, above all, wanted to avoid the erratic and unpredictable ex-
cesses of Khrushchev’s foreign policy. In his careful, cautious, almost “gray”
style, Brezhnev was the obverse of his predecessor.

Brezhnev was particularly supportive of the demands of the military when
he attempted to create a consensus on policy. As second secretary of the
Central Committee, he had supervised the defense industry for several years.
“From his first days in office,” Arbatov observed, “Brezhnev treated the
military as a very important power base. For him that alone was reason
enough to give the military virtually anything it asked for. I think his earlier
activities as Central Committee secretary of defense industries must have
contributed significantly to this attitude. From then on, he was under the
strong influence of our defense-industry officials.”72

At Politburo meetings, Brezhnev often waited until most of his colleagues
had spoken and only then intervened to craft a consensus that was fre-
quently not apparent to others around the table. “Brezhnev’s great
strength,” Israelian observed, “was that he was a master at building a con-
sensus.”73 To build a consensus, Brezhnev often masked sharp and difficult
trade-offs among alternatives. At times, therefore, Soviet policy was an un-
stable and incoherent compromise.

Brezhnev’s style of leadership reinforced his personal reluctance to face
and make hard choices. Soviet officials who observed Brezhnev’s leadership
allege that he was disinterested and at times poorly informed on the sub-
stance of policy. Fedor Burlatsky suggests that Brezhnev saw himself as an
expert in “organization and psychology,” and that he had little interest in
the complexities of policy.74

He [Brezhnev] blew with the wind and he was conservative by nature. He had
no real expertise on domestic or foreign policy. . . . Unlike Khrushchev,
Brezhnev never spoke first at leadership meetings; usually he spoke last. He
would see what others had to say and shape his remarks accordingly. If the
group had misgivings or was divided, he would just put off a decision. He was
a sort of Soviet Tory, but without the high cultural level of British Tories.75

Andrei Gromyko, a member of the Politburo from April 1973, described
Politburo discussions chaired by Brezhnev as a shambles, as did Victor Is-
raelian.76 Kornienko observed that Brezhnev had very few foreign policy
ideas of his own: “Until he became ill, Brezhnev had good common sense,
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but he would not initiate policy. He would only veto proposals if he felt
somehow that they would cause trouble.”77 Kissinger noted as well that
Brezhnev was “disorganized.”78 This style of leadership likely contributed
to contradiction and fragmentation in Soviet foreign policy.

MOSCOW’S RESPONSE

The change in the Soviet relationship with the United States created a di-
lemma for Moscow in its relationship with Egypt and with other “progres-
sive” regimes in the Third World. President Sadat had largely given up hope
of a diplomatic settlement of the Arab-Israel conflict and was determined to
go to war to create the crisis the Soviet Union wanted to avoid. Sadat pro-
claimed 1971 “the year of decision” and repeatedly asked for the delivery of
sophisticated military equipment, especially long-range bombers. He met
with little success.79

At first, the Soviet leadership denied President Sadat the diplomatic and
military support he needed to go to war. Following the inconclusive termi-
nation of the War of Attrition between Egypt and Israel in August 1970, the
Soviet Union repeatedly warned Sadat against the use of military force to
recapture the Sinai peninsula. Instead, Soviet leaders urged a diplomatic so-
lution, much to the annoyance and frustration of Egyptian officials.

Nikolai Podgorny, the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet and a senior
member of the Politburo, visited Cairo in May 1971. He persuaded Sadat to
sign a formal Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with the Soviet Union
and promised that military supplies would be forthcoming. At the same
time, he urged Sadat to avoid a war that Egypt could not win. He also
pressed Egypt’s president to refrain from participation in any negotiations
sponsored by the United States; he assured Sadat that, with the passage of
time, international pressure would force Israel to withdraw.80 Mahmoud
Riad, at one time the foreign minister of Egypt, testified that “Clearly, the
Soviets favored a diplomatic solution and if Egypt opted for a military one,
they did not want any part in adopting such a decision.” A decision for war,
Podgorny made clear, “would be Egypt’s alone.”81

In the spring of 1972, Soviet policy changed. From February through
December, Moscow’s strategy can best be described as “hedging.” For the
first time, a communiqué released at the end of a visit by Sadat to Moscow
in February 1972 did not call for a peaceful settlement of the Arab-Israel
conflict. In April, at the end of another visit by Sadat to Moscow, the com-
muniqué was even clearer: “Arab states . . . have every justification to use
other means for the return of the Arab lands seized by Israel.”82 Although
they continued to press for a diplomatic solution to the conflict and to cau-
tion privately against war, Soviet leaders publicly acknowledged the Arab
right to use force.83
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Soviet officials also informed Sadat in March 1972 that they would re-
quire payment in full and in hard currency for all arms deliveries.84 This
demand effectively quadrupled the price of the equipment that Egypt had
requested. Evgueny Pyrlin, the deputy director of the Middle East division in
the Soviet Foreign Ministry in 1973, considered the request reasonable; the
advanced electronic equipment and interceptors Egypt was asking for were
not yet widely available to Soviet armed forces.85 Soviet officials were also
well aware of the limited resources that Egypt had when they insisted on
payment in hard currency.86 Given Egypt’s economic crisis and its shortage
of hard currency, Soviet leaders considered it very unlikely that Sadat would
be able to pay for the military equipment he needed to go to war from Egyp-
tian resources alone.

The Soviet demand for payment in hard currency reduced the impact of
the cessation of public warnings against war. Some of what Soviet leaders
gave with one hand, they took away with the other. Despite Soviet insistence
on hard currency for arms shipments, the public acknowledgment of Egypt’s
right to use force nevertheless represented a shift in Soviet strategy.

Frustrated by the lack of diplomatic progress and the limits imposed by
the Soviet Union, President Sadat decided on a dramatic step. In July 1972,
he asked Soviet military personnel in Egypt to leave. He did so to remove the
constraint on military action imposed by the presence on the ground of So-
viet personnel and to increase the pressure on Moscow to supply the sophis-
ticated military equipment Egypt needed to go to war. Expulsion of Soviet
advisors also made it easier for Sadat to secure the hard currency from con-
servative Arab leaders that he needed to pay for Soviet military equipment.87

In the fall of l972 and the spring of l973, Sadat then pushed the Soviet lead-
ership, insistently and hard, to deliver the sophisticated military technology
he had repeatedly asked for in the past. His demand was strongly supported
by Ambassador Vladimir Vinogradov in Cairo, who insisted that acquies-
cence to the Egyptian request would pave the way for the return of Soviet
military experts to Egypt.88

Sadat’s actions sharpened the Soviet dilemma. If Soviet leaders did not
provide Egypt with the military equipment it requested, they would antago-
nize their most important ally in the Middle East. If they acceded to Sadat’s
request, they would make it possible for Egypt to go to war; only the absence
of sophisticated weapons constrained Cairo from attacking Israel. A war
between Egypt and Israel could provoke a crisis with the United States and
jeopardize their burgeoning détente with Washington.

In early 1973, Moscow began to supply Egypt with the military equip-
ment that it previously had been unwilling to sell. Soviet leaders no longer
hedged. Brezhnev, with the assistance of Gromyko and Grechko, evidently
developed a three-track strategy. The Soviet Union decided early in 1973 to
accelerate arms deliveries to Cairo to restore its relationship with Sadat and
the Egyptian military. At the same time, it continued to urge Egypt privately
to seek a diplomatic solution to the conflict. Soviet leaders also took an
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unusual step; they warned the United States that war was imminent if the
diplomatic stalemate continued. They hoped simultaneously to prevent a
crisis with Washington, forestall an Egyptian turn to the United States, and
restore the Soviet position in Egypt.

In February 1973, Sadat’s national security advisor Hafiz Isma’il traveled
to Moscow to meet with Brezhnev.89 The meeting was followed by one be-
tween an Egyptian military delegation, headed by Field Marshal Ahmad
Isma’il, and Soviet Defense Minister Andrei Grechko. The Soviet Union
agreed to accelerate delivery of medium-range bombers and missiles. The
tone of Soviet policy pronouncements also changed significantly. Official
commentators now declared that “The Arab governments have the com-
plete right to use any form of struggle in the liberation of their occupied
territories.”90

To minimize the contradictions in Soviet strategy, Brezhnev and Gro-
myko tried to preserve their relationship with the United States by warning
that there would be war in the Middle East unless progress was made in
resolving the Arab-Israel conflict. When Kissinger came to Moscow in May
1973 to prepare for the forthcoming summit, Brezhnev told him of the
growing likelihood of war and “hinted” at the increasing difficulty he was
experiencing in restraining his Arab allies.91 At the summit meeting in San
Clemente in June, Brezhnev suddenly forced an emotional one-and-a-half-
hour discussion of the Middle East at an unscheduled late-night meeting.
He warned Nixon that, without at least some kind of informal agreement on
the principles of a solution, he “could not guarantee that war would not
resume.”92

Aleksandr Kislov was unequivocal in his assessment of the deliberate
character of the warning: “The war was the result of a great mistake and
intellectual failures. Brezhnev told Nixon during his visit to the United States
that there would be war in the Middle East if there was no change in Arab-
Israeli relations. This was an intentional warning. Nobody in Washington
or Tel Aviv wanted to believe this.”93 By telling the United States that war
was likely, Soviet officials maintain, they explicitly fulfilled their responsibil-
ities toward the United States with respect to crisis prevention.94

When Soviet leaders were informed by Syria and Egypt on 4 October
that they intended to attack in a few days, they sent Soviet transport planes
to Damascus and Cairo to evacuate the families of military advisors.95 The
airlift of Soviet dependents was ordered by Grechko and approved by
Brezhnev and Gromyko.96 When the Soviet military made no effort to
camouflage the airlift, an infuriated President Sadat concluded that the with-
drawal of Soviet families was meant to warn the United States that war was
imminent.

Soviet officials disagree on whether the airlift was a deliberate signal to
Washington. “We withdrew all our dependents seventy-two hours before
the war began,” Aleksandr Kislov explained. “We didn’t tell you [the United
States] explicitly why we did this, but we didn’t conceal it either. We ex-
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pected you to pick up the signal. It is true that we didn’t want to risk the lives
of our dependents. But, war was impossible to miss.”97 Gromyko put
greater emphasis on protecting the lives of Soviet citizens. He informed his
staff on 4 October that war was imminent and that Soviet dependents would
be airlifted from Cairo and Damascus. One of his aides warned Gromyko
that the airlift would signal Arab intention to go to war. Gromyko replied
that undoubtedly it would, but that the lives of Soviet families were more
important.98 Either Soviet officials deliberately warned the United States or
they did not care if Washington drew the correct conclusions.

All the Soviet warnings went unheeded by the United States. Even if
American officials had understood the signals, they still would have per-
ceived a fundamental contradiction between détente and Soviet support of a
surprise attack by Egypt and Syria against Israel. Warning the United States
of war did not remove the fundamental contradictions in Soviet policy. The
decision to accelerate arms deliveries to Egypt was the critical step in the
process that led to war in the Middle East and a crisis between the United
States and the Soviet Union. Why did Soviet leaders pursue a contradictory
and self-defeating strategy?

WHY DID SOVIET LEADERS FAIL TO MAKE THE HARD CHOICES?

The pattern of Soviet policy became progressively less coherent. Brezhnev
and his colleagues began by strongly opposing Egyptian and Syrian plans to
go to war but then gave their Arab allies the tools they needed to fight even
though they privately opposed war. Soviet policy toward their Arab allies
also became less compatible with détente as their relationship with the
United States improved.

The Soviet Union responded three different ways at three different times
to President Sadat’s insistent and repeated demands for arms. In 1971, the
Soviet leadership strongly opposed Egypt’s intention to go to war and de-
layed the shipment of sophisticated equipment to Cairo. This decision was
consistent with Brezhnev’s “peace program” and emerging détente with the
United States. In the spring of 1972, Moscow demanded payment in hard
currency for all arms deliveries but moderated its public opposition to a use
of force. It is especially anomalous that Soviet strategy changed just before
the scheduled summit between General Secretary Brezhnev and President
Nixon in Moscow. At precisely the moment when the promise of détente
was growing, Brezhnev inched closer to supporting Egyptian action that
could imperil détente. In early 1973, Soviet strategy changed again. Moscow
continued to urge Egypt privately to seek a diplomatic solution to the con-
flict but began to supply its Arab allies with the military equipment that they
needed to wage war. Soviet leaders made this decision when détente was
flourishing.
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In 1971, Soviet leaders responded to an immediate and pressing problem
when they decided to oppose war and delay shipment of sophisticated mili-
tary equipment to Cairo. Brezhnev and his colleagues repeatedly cautioned
against war primarily because they were deeply pessimistic about Arab ca-
pability to win against Israel. Soviet military advisors, present in large num-
bers since March 1970, had little confidence in their Egyptian counterparts,
and warned repeatedly of the disastrous consequences of military action by
Egypt.99 Opposition to war nevertheless severely complicated the Soviet re-
lationship with Egypt.

Soviet leaders were also increasingly disturbed by Sadat’s actions at home
and abroad, but they still hoped to preserve their increasingly shaky rela-
tionship with Sadat. In the nine months since Nasir’s death, Sadat had begun
to privatize the Egyptian economy, to purge pro-Nasirites from the party,
the government, and the military, and to establish diplomatic contacts with
the United States. Soviet leaders distrusted Sadat and questioned his loyalty
to the Soviet Union. To cope with an unreliable Sadat, Brezhnev hoped to
strengthen the relationship with Egypt through a formal treaty of coopera-
tion and vague promises of military aid, even while he continued to oppose
war. To neutralize the dissatisfaction of Politburo members who were com-
mitted to the support of Egypt and Syria, Brezhnev sent the visible and artic-
ulate Podgorny, a proponent of strong ties to the Arab world, to negotiate
with Cairo.100

Soviet policy was an unstable compromise that, at best, bought time.
Podgorny made only vague promises of military assistance but warned
Egypt both against a use of force and against the diplomacy of the United
States. Such advice was inherently incredible in Cairo and provoked further
frustration in Egypt.

In the spring of 1972, Soviet policy became far more contradictory.
Brezhnev moderated his public opposition to a use of force by Egypt as
détente with the United States was developing, yet made the purchase of
Soviet arms far more expensive for Cairo. In large part because Soviet lead-
ers hedged, policy pulled in several competing directions at once.

Moscow’s insistence on hard currency was designed to make Sadat a
more quiescent ally.101 Leonid Zamyatin explained:

There were three reasons why we changed our arms policy, insisting on cash
rather than payments in credits that we extended. The first and most important
of these was to try to make Sadat more pro-Soviet. If he had become more pliant
in his foreign-policy line, we would have extended arms credits. The second
reason was that Egypt had cut back on the supply of goods, especially cotton,
to the Soviet Union. We wanted to signal our displeasure. Finally, there were
nasty disagreements about the quality of Soviet military equipment. The Egyp-
tian military constantly complained about its quality and insisted that
several fighter crashes were the result of the bad aircraft we supplied. We sent
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a special commission to investigate and discovered that the problem was the
Egyptian pilots. In one case, the pilot hadn’t removed the chocks before take-
off, in another case he violated elemental rules of flight. Relations deteriorated
rapidly between the two militaries.102

Soviet leaders wanted to teach Sadat a lesson but also to preserve their
relationship with Egypt. The Soviet relationship with Arab states was im-
portant in the global struggle to preserve and promote Soviet influence
against imperialism. The Politburo responded to Egypt’s growing frustra-
tion by dropping its public opposition to war.

Soviet-Arab relations also played in the politics of the Politburo in the
spring of 1972.103 Policy changed before the scheduled summit in Moscow,
when Nixon’s visit was the subject of considerable controversy within the
Politburo. Brezhnev may well have needed to co-opt and compensate critics
by increasing Soviet support of Egypt in order to silence opposition to the
summit. It is likely that Brezhnev built support for the forthcoming summit
by reassuring the skeptics that détente would not compromise Soviet sup-
port of its allies in the Third World. The need to build consensus helps to
explain the hedging in Soviet strategy toward Arab governments in the
spring of 1972, and the nascent contradiction between Brezhnev’s policies
toward the United States and toward Egypt.104

Domestic politics does not help to explain the far more acute contradic-
tions in Soviet strategy in 1973. Brezhnev was at the height of his power.
Détente, his most important accomplishment in foreign policy, was flourish-
ing. Trade was no longer an issue in the politics of the Politburo and the
success of détente lent even greater authority to his leadership. If policy to-
ward Egypt and Syria in 1972 had been driven in part by the need to fashion
consensus and co-opt critics, these imperatives were far less important in
1973.105 Under these circumstances, policy should have been more coherent
and less segmented. It was not. Rather, the contradictions became more
acute in 1973.

A look back at the trajectory of Soviet policy toward the United States and
the Arab-Israel conflict suggests a puzzling pattern. In 1971, when Brezhnev
was still consolidating his authority and détente was in its early stages, Mos-
cow warned Egypt strongly against war and delayed the shipment of mili-
tary equipment that Sadat urgently requested. In 1973, when Brezhnev was
at the height of his powers and détente was progressing well, Brezhnev and
Grechko sold Egypt the armaments that made war possible. We must look
beyond domestic politics for a satisfactory explanation of the contradictions
in Soviet policy.

The Soviet decision to sell Egypt the equipment it needed to go to war and
to support publicly the use of force against Israel was in large part a response
to the immediacy of the threat of Egypt’s defection to the United States.106

Egyptian leaders have suggested that, humiliated by the expulsion of their
advisors, Soviet leaders reconsidered their policy and decided to supply the
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arms that Cairo had long demanded. According to Ismail Fahmy, the Egyp-
tian Under Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs: “Clearly, the Soviets had
got the message that they could not take Egypt for granted and had to take
positive measures to maintain good relations.”107

Soviet leaders were both angered and humiliated by the expulsion of
their military advisors from Egypt, but they worried that Sadat would
turn to the United States for help in pressuring Israel to return the Sinai.108

This expectation was not unreasonable; Sadat did begin private explor-
atory discussions with Henry Kissinger through a back channel. Pyrlin
explained that

The KGB had copies of practically all the confidential documents that the
United States and Egypt exchanged, including the personal secret messages be-
tween Presidents Nixon and Sadat. The volume of information in the possession
of Soviet intelligence demonstrated that the “game” Mr. Sadat was playing with
the United States was very serious. . . . Soviet intelligence information was very
alarming, offset only by the optimistic cables of Ambassador Vinogradov in
Cairo about the constant interest of President Sadat in developing better rela-
tions with the USSR, especially in the military field. . . . Besides, there was in the
Soviet leadership very influential people like Boris Ponomarev [candidate-mem-
ber of the Politburo and Head of the International Department of the Central
Committee] who constantly insisted that the pro-American zigzags of President
Sadat were tactical maneuvers, that Sadat was and would be a “friend and
brother” of Soviet leaders. Under their influence, the Soviet leadership was con-
vinced that Egypt could be brought back into the orbit of Soviet policy.109

In making the critical decision to supply the arms that made war not only
possible but probable, Brezhnev and his colleagues responded to the most
immediate imperative of preventing the defection of an ally.

We have explained the three critical decisions—to deny Egypt military
and diplomatic support in 1971, to hedge in the spring of 1972, and to sell
Egypt the equipment it needed to go to war in early 1973—as the result of
foreign-policy or domestic considerations. Neither explanation accounts
completely, however, for the general pattern of sharpening contradiction
between core Soviet foreign-policy objectives. Over the long term, Brezhnev
could not pursue détente and simultaneously give Egypt the military equip-
ment that would enable Sadat to create the international crisis that the Gen-
eral Secretary wanted above all to avoid.

Domestic and foreign-policy considerations need to be supplemented by
psychological considerations. Soviet leaders denied the need to make hard
choices between their competing goals. Denial operated at several levels.
Egyptian officers have speculated that Soviet military and civilian officials,
even after the arms began to flow, underestimated Egyptian determination
and capacity to go to war.110 Although it is easy to understand how the
Soviet military underestimated the Egyptian capacity to fight, given the past
performance of the Egyptian army and the badly strained relations between
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Soviet and Egyptian military personnel, it is more difficult to understand
how they underestimated Egypt’s commitment to go to war.

After the war, Soviet analysts referred to the obvious evidence of Egyptian
intentions. “When I visited Egypt in May 1973,” Kislov acknowledged,
“there was open talk of war. War was impossible to miss.”111 Yevgeny Pri-
makov admitted in retrospect that the diplomatic deadlock in Egypt and
Syria had generated an acute political crisis in both countries.112 Yet, the
Politburo did not draw the obvious conclusions. “Grechko had the mistaken
idea,” Pyrlin observed, “that President Anwar Sadat would surely consult
with Soviet military experts and political leaders before the beginning of
large military operations against Israel.”113 At most, Soviet leaders warned
in general terms of an inevitable explosion if the stalemate continued. To
manage the contradictions in their strategy, Soviet leaders were motivated to
underestimate the desperation of President Sadat and his determination to
break through the impasse Egypt confronted.

The consensual style of Brezhnev’s leadership and the working habits of
the Politburo made evaluation of the painful trade-offs among policies even
more unlikely. The inner group of Politburo members that dealt with foreign
policy toward the Middle East consisted of Brezhnev, Gromyko, Andropov,
and Grechko, joined at times by Suslov and Podgorny who had a strong
interest in the Third World.114 The poles of the spectrum were defined by
Grechko who argued for speedy rearmament of Egypt and by Gromyko who
urged a diplomatic solution.115

Grechko faced no dilemma.116 More skeptical of détente, he favored the
resumption of military supplies to Egypt to regain the strategic and political
advantages the Soviet Union had lost in the Middle East. Grechko and Dimi-
trii Ustinov argued that the relationship with Egypt provided tangible bene-
fits that would be lost if Moscow refused to supply Egypt with at least some
of the equipment it was requesting.117 After President Sadat notified the So-
viet Union in December 1972 of his decision to extend the five-year agree-
ment granting the Soviet Union naval facilities in Egypt, the military became
even more determined advocates of supplying Egypt with some of the ad-
vanced equipment it had requested.118

It was Brezhnev, Andropov, and Gromyko who faced the difficult trade-
off between Soviet interests in the Middle East and crisis prevention.119 They
confronted the dilemma in large part because Egyptian objectives were not
only different from but diametrically opposed to their interest in détente
with the United States. Sadat’s strategy was one of deliberate crisis creation.
Soviet leaders resolved the contradiction between support of a regional ally
and promotion of détente largely by denying the inherent dilemmas. “The
official conception at the time,” Pyrlin explained, “was that the delivery of
arms to nonaligned countries, especially those in conflict with the imperialist
powers or their clients, as Egypt was in confrontation with Israel, had no
relationship to Soviet-American détente.”120

Brezhnev also seemed to have convinced himself that additional arms sup-
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plies would make it easier for the Soviet Union to restrain Egypt even as it
restored the Soviet reputation and position in the Middle East.121 Soviet
leaders expected that the increase in Egyptian dependence on the Soviet
Union for essential military equipment would increase their influence on
critical decisions in Cairo.122

Certainly, Soviet leaders continued to warn vigorously of the dangers of
the initiation of hostilities. On at least four occasions in 1973 before the
Egyptian attack in October, Brezhnev warned Sadat against the use of force.
The president of Egypt subsequently acknowledged that “some of the [arms]
deal began reaching us after the Field Marshal’s [Ahmad Isma’il’s] return in
February. We were happy that our relations would return to normal. But the
USSR persisted in the view that a military battle must be ruled out and that
the question must await a peaceful solution.”123 Soviet warnings did not
have their intended effect. President Sadat gave them little weight.124 He
chose rather to interpret the flow of military supplies as the best measure of
Soviet policy. As Sadat remarked, “It looks as if they want to push me into
a battle.”125

Soviet leaders seriously underestimated the desperation of President
Sadat, his inability to tolerate the continuation of the status quo, and his
pessimism about the possible benefits of diplomacy.126 Sadat was alarmed
by the deepening détente between the superpowers and its capacity to freeze
an unacceptable status quo between Egypt and Israel.127 He was “shocked”
by the communiqué Brezhnev and Nixon issued at the end of their summit
meeting in 1972.128 He suspected that they had agreed to perpetuate the
status quo in the Sinai in order to promote détente.129 Ismail Fahmy told
Sadat “that the superpowers were contributing to the maintenance of ‘no
peace, no war’ because a permanent settlement of the Middle East had low
priority for them. Détente was likely to make this priority even lower, as the
two superpowers would now be preoccupied with safeguarding their rap-
prochement. As a consequence, the Soviets would become even more reluc-
tant to provide Egypt with the arms it needed for a new confrontation with
Israel.”130

Brezhnev may also have overestimated Soviet capacity to limit the scope
of the war and stop the fighting short of an Arab defeat, should Soviet warn-
ings fail and Egypt go to war.131 A crisis with the United States was most
likely if the Soviet Union intervened to prevent the military defeat of its
allies. In an interview in the spring of 1973, President Sadat revealed that
he had reassured Soviet leaders that Egypt would “not drag the Soviet
Union into a war with the United States,” nor would he expect Soviet sol-
diers to die for Egypt.132 This reassurance should not have carried great
weight with Soviet leaders, given their low estimate of Egyptian military
capability.

Soviet leaders had no basis to expect that they could control their ally
after Sadat had expelled Soviet advisors. They also had little reason to antic-
ipate that once war started, they would be able to stop the fighting before
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their allies asked for Soviet help. Soviet reasoning can best be explained
by wishful thinking in the face of a difficult policy dilemma. It was particu-
larly characteristic of Brezhnev, Israelian observed, to engage in wishful
thinking.133

Soviet leaders were caught between two unpleasant options: antagonizing
their most important ally in the Middle East or increasing the risk of crisis
and confrontation with the United States. When people are confronted with
a painful choice, they generally pay more attention to minimizing immediate
and certain loss in comparison to longer-term, less certain costs.134 The dam-
age to the Soviet Union of refusing to supply Egypt was obvious, tangible,
and immediate. Moscow would lose valuable naval facilities in Egypt, and
more important, the reputation of the Soviet Union as a reliable ally would
be compromised. Soviet leaders chose to avoid immediate damage and to
deny the longer-term adverse consequences that were highly probable.

Denial was made much easier by the two long-standing strains of “expan-
sionist” and “reformative” internationalism that dominated Soviet thinking
about relations with the United States.135 Brezhnev avoided the contradic-
tions in Soviet policy by separating Soviet policy at the global and regional
levels. Soviet policy was “reformist” toward the United States and “expan-
sionist” in the Middle East. From 1970 on, the Soviet Union struggled
to prevent the loss of a valuable ally in the Middle East within the broader
context of an attempt to promote “progressive” forces that would defeat
imperialism throughout the region. “We wanted both to protect our clients,
and expand our influence,” Gen. Yuri Yakovlevich Kirshin noted. “We
had an expansionist policy in the Middle East.”136 Brezhnev selectively
combined the two tendencies to argue that military and economic coopera-
tion with the United States could proceed without inhibiting the revolu-
tionary process in the Third World and the broader conflict between the
two social systems.137 His approach can be described as “expansionist
détente.”138

The Soviet policy of arming Egypt but cautioning its leaders privately
against military action, and warning the United States that an explosion was
imminent in the Middle East in order to protect détente, was unrealistic. It
failed because leaders in Moscow did not face critical trade-offs. Brezhnev
and the Politburo chose to avoid short-term losses with their Arab allies in
the unreasonable expectation that they could avoid long-term losses in their
relationship with the United States. Victor Israelian put it bluntly, “The So-
viet leadership, particularly Brezhnev, had no strategy, no political line.
What was our line, to strengthen our relations with the United States or to
strengthen our relations with the Arabs and the progressive forces? The two
principles were contradictory. We never recognized this.”139 Denial and
wishful thinking about their relationships abroad led to a critical failure by
the Soviet leadership to face and make the hard choices. This failure would
ultimately bedevil their relationships both with the United States and with
Arab governments.
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AMERICAN FOREIGN-POLICY OBJECTIVES

Within the framework of détente, Washington attempted to exclude the So-
viet Union from the core of the Middle East. President Nixon and Henry
Kissinger, the president’s national security advisor, relied on deterrence to
prevent an Arab attack against Israel and waited for Arab governments to
appreciate that only Washington could break the diplomatic logjam. To un-
derstand this response, we look first at what the United States wanted to
accomplish through détente with the Soviet Union.

Détente

When President Nixon took office in January 1969, he acknowledged that
the United States had lost its strategic superiority. Washington needed “suf-
ficiency” to ensure that it could defend its interests and commitments abroad
and a different kind of relationship with the Soviet Union that would mini-
mize the consequences of the loss of American strategic superiority.140 Arms-
control agreements that would limit the buildup of missiles were now an
imperative of the nuclear age.

Nixon and Kissinger were convinced that the arms race was the symptom
rather than the cause of conflict between the superpowers.141 The president
at first linked movement on arms control to progress toward a settlement in
the Middle East and Vietnam.142 Nixon and Kissinger attempted to create a
closely linked mixture of incentives that would induce the Soviet Union to
act with greater restraint, especially in areas of contested interest. If the
United States were successful, a new, more stable international order could
gradually replace the intense competition of the Cold War. As part of this
strategy, Nixon and Kissinger emphasized the importance of economic
agreements that would provide the incentives for Soviet restraint, strategic
agreements that would reduce the risk of nuclear confrontation, and agree-
ment on norms and informal rules that would govern competition in areas
of mutual interest.143

Domestic public opinion in the United States, as well as the Soviet leader-
ship, rejected the “linkage” of strategic arms negotiations to political prob-
lems in the superpower relationship. Public opinion considered arms control
too important to be made hostage to other issues, and the Soviet leadership
rejected linkage as blackmail. By 1971, the administration had decoupled
arms control from Soviet concessions in the Middle East and Vietnam. On
the contrary, in a strategy of reverse linkage, Nixon made secret trade con-
cessions to facilitate a limited arms-control agreement.144

Even though “linkage” proved to be unworkable, Nixon and Kissinger
nevertheless valued détente because it gave the Soviet Union a stake in inter-
national order and was a step toward Soviet restraint in the Third World.
“Progress in one area,” Kissinger observed, “adds momentum to progress in
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other areas. By acquiring a stake in this network of relationships with the
West, the Soviet Union may become more conscious of what it would lose by
a return to confrontation.”145 Détente was part of a step-by-step process to
enmesh Moscow in a web of relationships that would gradually restrain its
aggressiveness.

Unilateral Gain

Nixon and Kissinger attached far less symbolic or substantive importance to
the principles enunciated in the agreements signed at the two summits than
did their Soviet counterparts. Washington had inserted the clause enjoining
the search for unilateral advantage into the Basic Principles Agreement.146

Yet, the United States concentrated on excluding the Soviet Union from di-
plomacy between Arabs and Israelis and from any future peace settlement.
As Kissinger candidly acknowledged, “I said in 1969—and all hell broke
loose—that we must expel the Soviet Union from the Middle East. And we
did it.”147 The United States did not acknowledge Soviet “equality,” as it
had committed itself to do at the summit in 1972, but deliberately sought
gains at Soviet expense in the Middle East.

Kissinger confessed to his amazement that Sadat had expelled Soviet mili-
tary personnel without asking for a quid pro quo from the United States.148

Once Soviet personnel were gone and at no cost to the United States, he was
determined not to permit their return. Although Nixon and Kissinger hoped
that détente would create incentives for Soviet restraint, they felt free them-
selves to attempt to make gains at Soviet expense in the Middle East. Their
double standard in the evaluation of Soviet and American behavior was ex-
plicit. Kissinger put it bluntly:

Our policy [was] to reduce and where possible to eliminate Soviet influence in
the Middle East . . . under the cover of détente. . . . Détente was not a favor we
did the Soviets. It was partly necessity; partly a tranquillizer for Moscow as we
sought to draw the Middle East into closer relations with us at the Soviet’s
expense; partly the moral imperative of the nuclear age.149

Some Soviet officials acknowledged that the recognition of the equality
that they considered so important was not forthcoming from the United
States. “We understood that détente was a limited process,” Vadim Zag-
ladin observed. “It primarily concerned arms control. Other fields of inter-
national relations were not discussed. In the Middle East, the United States
was unwilling to talk.”150

In describing his secret trip to Moscow in April 1972 to prepare for the
summit, Kissinger revealed his lack of understanding of the symbolic impor-
tance of equality to Soviet leaders:

Equality seemed to mean a great deal to Brezhnev. It would be inconceivable
that Chinese leaders would ask for it. . . . To Brezhnev it was central. . . . He
expressed his pleasure when in my brief opening remarks I stated the obvious:
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that we were approaching the summit in a spirit of equality and reciprocity.
What a more secure leader might have regarded as a cliché or condescension, he
treated as a welcome sign of our seriousness.151

If Kissinger had genuinely understood the psychological and symbolic sig-
nificance of political equality to Brezhnev, he should have anticipated the
damaging consequences to Soviet-American relations of his exclusionary
strategy in the Middle East.

WASHINGTON’S RESPONSE: DETERRENCE AND DELAY

By arming Egypt, the Soviet Union made possible another round of war
between Egypt and Israel. Although war was possible, however, it was not
inevitable. Even as late as the spring of 1973, President Sadat expressed
interest informally in an interim agreement along the Suez Canal, tied to a
phased final settlement of the conflict.152 However, the United States made
little effort to break the diplomatic impasse between Egypt and Israel after
Secretary of State William Rogers’ attempt to mediate a limited agreement
along the Canal failed in 1971. American officials felt no pressure to begin
another round of negotiations because they considered a war between Egypt
and Israel so unlikely. President Nixon was preoccupied with Watergate,
and Kissinger was confident that Israel’s unquestioned military superiority
would deter an Arab military attack. His confidence in deterrence blinded
him to Sadat’s growing desperation and made him insensitive to Soviet
warnings of an impending war.

Deterrence

Following Egyptian and Soviet violations of the American-brokered cease-
fire that ended the War of Attrition in 1970, the United States agreed in
December 1971 to supply Israel with new Phantom and Skyhawk aircraft
over the course of the next three years. This agreement was the first long-
term arrangement on military sales between Washington and Jerusalem. The
supply of sophisticated aircraft further increased American and Israeli confi-
dence in Israel’s military superiority and its capacity to deter an attack. As
we have seen, Israel’s military intelligence was persuaded that Egypt would
not attack until the Egyptian air force could strike at Israel in depth and at
airfields deep behind the lines, and that Syria would attack only in conjunc-
tion with Egypt.153 This judgment was shared by military intelligence in
both Moscow and Cairo, and their lack of confidence in Egyptian military
capability was known to both Jerusalem and Washington.154

When President Sadat expelled Soviet military personnel in July 1972,
Israeli and American confidence in deterrence increased. Neither Jerusalem
nor Washington understood that Sadat had asked Soviet advisors to leave
because he was determined to go to war. In a detailed analysis prepared
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for the president, Kissinger did observe that the departure of Soviet person-
nel could reduce Soviet ability to restrain Egyptian military action in
the future.155 But his emphasis was on the weakening of Egyptian military
capability.

Confidence in deterrence made American leaders insensitive to a series of
warnings from Moscow that a crisis was brewing. In his meeting with
Kissinger in Moscow in May 1973 to prepare for the forthcoming summit,
Brezhnev warned that war was likely and that it was increasingly difficult
to restrain Arab leaders.156 At that time, large military maneuvers by the
Egyptian army were in progress, and Israel had mobilized some of its re-
serves in response. On his return from Moscow, Kissinger directed the staff
of the National Security Council to develop a contingency plan for a war
between the Arabs and Israel. The study concluded that the Egyptian army
was engaged in maneuvers and discounted the likelihood that Egypt in-
tended to attack.157

At the summit meeting in San Clemente, Brezhnev warned again, inten-
tionally, that war was likely in the absence of diplomatic progress. He in-
sisted that war could be averted only if the United States and the Soviet
Union agreed on a set of governing principles for the resolution of the con-
flict. Kissinger described the warning by Brezhnev as an outburst, probably
“as much from frustration as from conviction.” He added that Brezhnev
“must have heard the same Egyptian threats as we had and may have shared
our own estimate that such an effort was bound to end in Arab defeat. He
knew that our ally was militarily stronger and that we held the diplomatic
keys to a settlement.”158 Kissinger subsequently admitted that “we dis-
missed this [the warning] as psychological warfare because we did not see
any rational military option that would not worsen the Soviet and Arab
positions.”159

The United States also missed the signal built into the Soviet airlift of its
personnel three days before the war. Years later, Kissinger admitted some-
what ruefully:

I do find it credible now that Brezhnev tried to warn us at San Clemente and
through their open airlift. The warnings were probably meant. We missed those
warnings. I regard [our flawed evaluation of the meaning of the airlift] as one of
our biggest intelligence failures. We thought there was another quarrel between
the Soviets and their Arab allies. But, why should they take their dependents out
from both [Cairo and Damascus] at the same time. We missed it.160

American leaders were insensitive to evidence that war was imminent in
the Middle East because of their exaggerated confidence in Israel’s military
superiority as a deterrent. Looking only at the military balance, they dis-
counted Sadat’s frustration with the ongoing diplomatic impasse and the
intolerably high cost of the status quo. Rather than preventing war, confi-
dence in deterrence blinded the United States to the frustration of Egypt and
its incentives to go to war.
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Delay

The second component of American strategy, a deliberate strategy of diplo-
matic delay, emerged even before the expulsion of Soviet personnel from
Egypt. At the beginning of the Nixon administration, Secretary of State
Rogers had been given primary responsibility for the Middle East, while
Kissinger worked closely with the president on Vietnam and Soviet-Ameri-
can relations. Rogers pushed hard, first for a comprehensive settlement of
the Arab-Israel conflict and then, when that proved impossible, for an in-
terim agreement between Egypt and Israel that would open the Suez Canal.
Kissinger was skeptical of the likelihood of any agreement as long as the
Soviet Union remained deeply entrenched in the Arab Middle East. He advo-
cated delay until Egypt reversed its alliance with Moscow and moderated its
demands. Unlike Rogers, who focused primarily on reducing regional ten-
sions, Kissinger viewed the Arab-Israel conflict in terms of its broader impli-
cations for Soviet-American competition in the Third World.

The division over strategy was exacerbated by personal and institutional
rivalry between the two men. President Nixon vividly describes each man’s
opinion of the other: “Rogers felt that Kissinger was Machiavellian, deceit-
ful, egotistical, arrogant, and insulting. . . . Kissinger felt that Rogers was
vain, uninformed, unable to keep a secret, and hopelessly dominated by the
State Department bureaucracy.”161 As Kissinger noted wryly:

Middle Eastern policy was controlled by the State Department. As a Jew, I was
thought to be prejudiced. At State, there was a procedural approach which was
bound to fail. Without Nixon and me, it didn’t have the energy. Nixon sup-
ported them, but it was the wrong approach, without energy.162

The president was made acutely uncomfortable by the rivalry between his
two advisors and was frequently reluctant to overrule one in favor of the
other. Consequently, Middle Eastern policy, like its Soviet counterpart, at
times lacked coherence and coordination.

After Rogers failed, in the summer of 1971, to conclude an interim agree-
ment between Egypt and Israel to reopen the Suez Canal, diplomatic efforts
were largely frozen. By the end of 1971, Kissinger’s strategy of deadlock and
delay was consistent with the president’s preferences. The United States was
entering an election year and the president wanted the Middle East kept
quiet until the elections were over.163

At the summit meeting in Moscow in May 1972, Kissinger pretended to
engage in joint discussions with Foreign Minister Gromyko about the prin-
ciples of a settlement in the Middle East. Kissinger’s strategy of diplomatic
deadlock was deliberate. He is surprisingly candid in his memoirs about his
tactics. “In order to waste as much time as possible in my meeting with
Gromyko, I made Gromyko repeat some of his formulations over and over
again so that I could ‘understand them better.’”164 The practical conse-
quence of his discussions with Gromyko “was to confirm the deadlock.”165
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Confident of Israel’s military superiority and its capacity to deter, Kissinger
argued that Washington could afford to sit back and wait for the right polit-
ical preconditions. “Our objectives were served,” he observed, “if the status
quo was maintained until either the Soviets modified their stand or moderate
Arab states turned to us for a solution.”166

After the congressional elections in November 1972, Secretary Rogers
was increasingly a lame duck, and Kissinger and Nixon shaped Middle East-
ern diplomacy. Ironically, Kissinger’s influence grew as the relationship be-
tween Egypt and the Soviet Union became increasingly strained. Once Egypt
had expelled Soviet personnel, stalemate should no longer have been desir-
able; it had achieved its purpose of rupturing the relationship between Egypt
and the Soviet Union. By the end of 1972, Kissinger had the ear of the presi-
dent and the opportunity he had long been seeking to move ahead forcefully
in secret negotiations with Egypt.

Kissinger did become informally involved in Middle East diplomacy. He
participated in separate back-channel negotiations with Anatoliy Dobrynin,
the Soviet ambassador to Washington, with Simcha Dinitz, Israel’s ambas-
sador, and in the spring of 1973, with Hafiz Isma’il, President Sadat’s na-
tional security advisor. The State Department was informed that the talks
with Hafiz Isma’il were taking place and was permitted to send Alfred (Roy)
Atherton, deputy to Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern and South
Asian Affairs Joseph Sisco, as an observer to the discussions.167 Atherton
gave only a very limited briefing on his return to the department. As one
official of the Department noted wryly, “He [our observer] was under a
‘wrap’ from Henry.”168 Often the State Department was not informed of the
results of these conversations and proceeded independently in its effort to
get presidential approval for negotiations between Egypt and Israel.

President Nixon, once the elections were over, began to push for a more
active effort at a settlement of the Arab-Israel conflict. Although he shared
Kissinger’s perspective on the Middle East as an arena of Soviet-American
competition, concurred with the attempt to exclude the Soviet Union, and
agreed that Arab states would have to moderate their demands before a
settlement was possible, the president was nevertheless concerned that the
conflict would explode if a settlement were not reached. In preparation for
Hafiz Isma’il’s visit to Washington in February 1973, Nixon pencilled a note
on the margin of a briefing paper prepared by Kissinger: “this year I am
determined to move off dead center. . . . This thing is getting ready to
blow.”169 Nixon was even more direct in his notes in his diary written at the
same time: “I spoke to Henry about the need to get going on the Mideast. I
am pressing him hard because I don’t want him to get off the hook with
regard to the need to make a settlement this year. . . . What he’s afraid of is
that Rogers et al., will get a hold of the issue and will try to make a big public
play on it and that it will break down.”170

The crisis over Watergate began to develop in Washington at about the
same time, and the president’s attention was focused on the Senate hearings
and the damning revelations of John Dean. Distracted, Nixon did not prod
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his national security advisor. Kissinger was convinced that Egypt had no
military option and, therefore, “no choice but to await the American diplo-
matic initiative.”171 He again chose to delay further in order to moderate
President Sadat’s terms for a settlement. The meetings between the two na-
tional security advisors were unproductive.

On 15 May 1973, Secretary of State Rogers proposed a new American
initiative. He made his proposal at a time when the Egyptian army was en-
gaged in extensive military maneuvers and Israel had ordered a limited mo-
bilization of reserves. The secretary suggested an “exploratory” effort that
would help to stabilize the region even if it did not succeed. Publicly, the
United States would promote a limited agreement on the canal, but privately
it would try to organize direct Egyptian-Israeli talks on a broader agenda.
Kissinger still saw no urgency for crisis prevention through diplomatic ac-
tion in the Middle East. He persuaded the president to discourage Rogers
from engaging in any diplomacy to break the deadlock.172 Kissinger was
planning a major diplomatic initiative after Israel’s elections in late October
and was, in the meantime, “stalling.”173

The strategy of deliberate delay contributed significantly to the failure to
prevent war. Diplomatic deadlock increased Sadat’s frustration and left him
no option but a war against Israel. Kissinger thought that a desperate Sadat
would recognize the critical role of the United States, abandon his alliance
with Moscow, and give Washington the political advantage at the expense
of the Soviet Union in the Middle East that it wanted. Kissinger actively tried
through delay and deadlock to produce desperation in Egypt. Confident in
deterrence, he did not give much weight to the possibility that Sadat, de-
spairing of diplomatic progress, might attack.

THE FAILURE TO PREVENT WAR

The strategies of both superpowers were fatally flawed. Although the di-
lemmas they confronted were substantially different, components of their
strategies were strikingly similar. The United States and the Soviet Union
significantly underestimated the intensity of Sadat’s motivation to attack
and misread his strategy. Vulnerable to growing domestic political opposi-
tion at home and pessimistic about the direction of international political
trends, the president of Egypt saw little option but a limited attack to create
an international crisis. The relative military balance was only one, and not
the most important, component in his broader strategic calculation.

Miscalculation

In deciding to supply Egypt with medium-range bombers and missiles while
warning against war, Soviet leaders overestimated their capacity to control
their ally. They should not have made this mistake. They had good access to
Egyptian leaders and independent sources of intelligence in the country. In
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Kislov’s judgment, the signs of war in Egypt were so obvious that they could
not be missed.174 Soviet leaders denied the painful choice they confronted
between immediate loss of an important regional ally and the longer-term
risk of crisis with the United States. In effect, they wished it away.

The United States miscalculated for quite different reasons. In their criti-
cal misjudgment, American officials were heavily influenced by the similar
miscalculation of Israeli military intelligence.175 But they were exposed re-
peatedly to Soviet warnings, which Israel’s leaders were not. How can their
miscalculation be explained? An important factor was the almost reflexive
confidence of Kissinger and, to a lesser extent, Nixon in the relative military
balance as a necessary and sufficient basis for successful deterrence and crisis
prevention. They ignored Soviet warnings in part because they were blinded
by their misplaced confidence in deterrence.

The Irony of Détente

The emphasis by both superpowers on the competitive dimension of their
relationship was also an important component in the failure to prevent war.
Within the broader context of the worldwide struggle to defeat American
imperialism, the Soviet Union sought to avoid the immediate loss of its most
important ally in the Middle East to Washington. The two tendencies of
“expansionist internationalism” and “reformative internationalism” had
long existed in Soviet thinking about its relationship with the United
States.176 Brezhnev selectively combined these two strains to craft a strategy
of “expansionist détente” that would allow him, he hoped, to achieve Soviet
objectives with the United States and in the Arab world. Soviet leaders de-
nied any contradiction between détente with the United States and the defeat
of American “imperialism” in the Third World.

The United States attempted to reverse Egypt’s pattern of alliance with
Moscow and score competitive gains. Years later, Kissinger explicitly re-
jected any contradiction between détente and expulsion of the Soviet Union
from the Middle East:

I don’t see any contradiction between détente and our attempt to separate Egypt
from Moscow. Détente did help to split Egypt from the Soviets. And it made
crisis management easier. I don’t see any contradiction.177

Kissinger denied the trade-offs and chose to exploit détente and the ambigu-
ous and limited understanding on crisis prevention reached at the summit a
year earlier as a cover for exclusion of the Soviet Union.

Each side saw the other’s gain as its loss and its gain as the other’s loss. In
this respect, Nixon and Kissinger were very much like Brezhnev and his
colleagues. In both capitals, preeminent leaders denied the inherent contra-
dictions of their strategies. They all interpreted détente selectively as they
competed with each other. Moscow saw détente as an opportunity to pre-
serve and promote its influence and constrain the United States, whereas
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Washington treated détente as a cover in the search for unilateral gain in the
Middle East and as a constraint on Soviet behavior. Neither considered how
détente might limit their own behavior.178

United in their mutual fear of nuclear war, the United States and the So-
viet Union nevertheless disagreed sharply on what they expected of one an-
other and what was appropriate. Each hoped that in the context of strategic
parity, détente would constrain adventurous behavior by the other. The So-
viet Union saw détente and the accompanying agreements as an opportunity
to limit the American propensity to engage in nuclear blackmail and to re-
sort to military force in the Third World, whereas the United States saw
détente as a constraint on aggressive Soviet action. Détente and the accom-
panying agreements on basic principles and crisis prevention masked pro-
found if unarticulated disagreement about appropriate limits of superpower
behavior in the Third World and, in so doing, created unrealistic expecta-
tions about the limits of competition.179

Denial in the face of unpleasant alternatives and the use of a double stan-
dard in evaluating the behavior of others are quite common. The impact of
the two together is pernicious. Denial prevents leaders from confronting the
contradictions of their strategy until the crisis is upon them. A double stan-
dard of the kind used by Soviet and American leaders to evaluate the other’s
behavior sets the stage for disappointment when behavior defies expecta-
tions. This in turn encourages distrust, which can badly damage a relation-
ship. This is precisely what happened after the United States and the Soviet
Union failed to prevent war in the Middle East.

Confronted by President Sadat, whose strategy was one of deliberate cri-
sis creation, neither Soviet nor American leaders faced up to the difficult and
painful choices inherent in an effective strategy of crisis prevention. Neither
set of leaders was willing to forego immediate political loss or sacrifice polit-
ical benefit in the Middle East to reduce the risk of war in the region and
serious crisis between the Soviet Union and the United States. What is espe-
cially damning, is not that they tried and failed, but that neither set of leaders
seriously tried.
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The Failure to Limit the War:
The Soviet and American Airlifts

When the war started, Sadat pressed us hard to honor our

agreements and then to accelerate deliveries as early as Octo-

ber 8. A decision was made in the Politburo to go along.

—Victor Israelian 1

We would pour in supplies. We would risk a confrontation.

I wanted a demonstrative counter to the Soviet airlift. . . .

Once a stalemate had become apparent . . . we moved

decisively, even brutally, to break it.

—Henry Kissinger 2

ON OCTOBER 6, 1973, at 1:55 P.M., 240 Egyptian planes crossed the Suez
Canal to bomb command posts, airfields, and radar installations of the Is-
rael Defense Forces, and l,848 artillery guns opened fire along the entire
front. Syrian forces attacked simultaneously across the Golan Heights. War
in the Middle East had begun. Although they had failed to prevent war, the
United States and the Soviet Union could still have prevented a serious crisis
in their relationship if they had limited the war before their allies risked
serious defeat.

At the beginning of the war, both Moscow and Washington expected
Arab armies to be badly defeated. Both superpowers wanted to avoid a rout
of Arab armies in part because they feared it could provoke a crisis in their
own relationship. Moscow wanted to forestall any request for military inter-
vention from its Arab allies and the consequent risk of confrontation with
the United States. “It should be clear,” Brezhnev told his colleagues at a
Politburo meeting, “that Soviet involvement on behalf of the Arabs in the
war would mean a world war.”3 In the first two days of the fighting, Pravda,
which usually spoke for Brezhnev, warned again and again of the dangers
of escalation.4

Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger, newly appointed as secretary of
state, also worried about the consequences if Arab armies were badly
routed. They initially were confident of Israel’s capacity to defeat Arab ar-
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mies once it mobilized its reserve forces and recovered from the initial sur-
prise. Then, Kissinger argued, “The Middle East may become . . . what the
Balkans were in Europe in 1914, that is to say, an area where local rivalries
. . . have their own momentum that will draw in the great nuclear powers
into a confrontation.”5

Soviet and American leaders wanted to prevent a crushing Arab military
defeat not only to avoid a crisis in their relationship. Moscow wanted to
forestall damage to its reputation as a reliable ally to states in the Third
World; once war had started against their wishes, Soviet leaders wanted
above all to avoid loss. Nixon and Kissinger looked forward to playing a
dominant if not exclusive role in postwar negotiations; they hoped to make
gains. It would be much easier for the United States to monopolize postwar
diplomacy if Arab armies were not humiliated on the battlefield. Almost as
soon as the fighting began, Kissinger saw the war as an opportunity to ex-
clude the Soviet Union from its diplomatic aftermath.

Wars can be limited in their objectives, scope, and duration. The super-
powers could not have determined the objectives of their allies in the Middle
East, but they could have affected the scope and duration of the fighting if
they had restricted the quality and quantity of the military supplies that they
sent to their allies. Egypt, Syria, and Israel were fighting an intense war that
consumed vast amounts of military equipment at an unprecedented rate.
The Soviet Union and the United States were the exclusive suppliers of the
heavy military equipment that all three combatants desperately needed if
they were to continue fighting for more than a week. The superpowers were
consequently well positioned to limit the scope and duration of the fighting.
They missed the opportunity. At the end of the first week of the war, both
the Soviet Union and the United States were airlifting massive amounts of
military equipment to the Middle East.

We first examine why the superpowers missed the opportunity to restrict
the supplies they sent to their allies. The next chapter looks at why they
could not stop the fighting between their allies before it provoked a serious
crisis between them. These two failures are interconnected: their failure to
restrict the scale of their airlifts made termination of the war far more diffi-
cult. We analyze how and why the two superpowers pursued contradictory
and self-defeating strategies of crisis prevention.

THE VIEW FROM MOSCOW

The Soviet Air- and Sealift

Arab armies achieved major military successes in the first twenty-four
hours of the fighting. The Egyptian army quickly crossed the Suez Canal,
burst through Israel’s Bar-Lev Line, and put substantial forces on the east
bank of the canal. The unexpectedly easy crossing gave President Sadat an
enormous psychological and political victory in the Arab Middle East.
Syrian forces advanced rapidly to the edge of the Golan Heights and were
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only hours away from crossing the borders of 1967 into Israel’s populated
Hula Valley.

A small group of Politburo members met on the evening of 6 October, a
few hours after the fighting began.6 This informal but select group, chaired
by Brezhnev, would meet regularly throughout the first week of the war.
Present were Andrei Gromyko, the foreign minister; Yuri Andropov, the
head of the KGB; Andrei Grechko, the defense minister; Mikhail Suslov, in
charge of ideology; occasionally Aleksei Kosygin, the prime minister; as well
as Konstantin Chernenko, who acted informally as secretary.7 They were
assisted by a staff of four officials from the Foreign Ministry—Vasiliy Kuz-
netzov, the deputy foreign minister; Georgiy Kornienko, the head of the
American desk; Mikhail Sytenko, the head of the Middle Eastern division;
and Victor Israelian, the director of the Department of International Organ-
izations—organized as a special working group. These sessions were not
formal Politburo meetings. The choices made at these meetings nevertheless
carried the weight of Politburo decisions.8

At the end of the first week of the war, at a meeting of the Politburo on 12
October, Brezhnev suggested that the procedure be changed. He set up a
special Commission of the Politburo on the Middle East, which was chaired
by Suslov and included Gromyko; Andropov; Grechko; Boris Ponomarev,
the head of the International Department of the Central Committee; and
K. F. Katushev, responsible for policy toward communist parties abroad.
The Commission was supposed to review the documents and discuss the
issues and then forward their recommendation to the Politburo. Although
the commission met several times, its role was secondary. Throughout the
war, all important decisions were made at Politburo meetings, at informal
meetings chaired by Brezhnev, or in telephone conversations among
Brezhnev and Gromyko, Andropov, and Grechko.9

The Soviet military did not anticipate the early battlefield successes of
Arab armies.10 “Grechko believed,” observed Evgueny Pyrlin, the deputy
chief of the Middle East division of the Soviet Foreign Ministry, “that with-
out the assistance of Soviet military experts and their direct participation in
military operations, Egypt could not cross the Suez Canal and mount an
offensive in the Sinai desert.”11 The meeting on 6 October began with a
military briefing by Gen. Viktor Kulikov, the chief of staff. His briefing that
night was characteristic of his reports over the next several days; he gener-
ally emphasized the failures of the Arab armies and the large losses of per-
sonnel and equipment. His expectation was that Arab victories were tempo-
rary and that Egypt and Syria would lose as soon as Israel mobilized its
forces. The impression was created, Israelian observed, that the military
leadership of Egypt and Syria was inept.12

Officials from the Foreign Ministry were also surprised that Egyptian
forces had crossed the canal. Victor Israelian, who attended almost all of the
meetings of the Politburo once the war began, noted that, “From the very
beginning of the war, our mentality and expectation was: ‘this is a lost war.’
Even Grechko was surprised.”13
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As soon as the war began, Soviet officials began to organize a massive
airlift of military supplies to Syria and Egypt, in anticipation of their needs.
On 9 October, the fourth day of the war and the first day of the airlift, Soviet
transport planes flew only to Syria; the military situation had deteriorated
rapidly as Israel concentrated its counterattack on the northern front and
pushed Syrian forces back to the cease-fire lines of 1967 on the Golan
Heights.

Within a day, Soviet Antonov-12s and the huge Antonov-22s began flying
to Egypt as well, and a large scale sealift began at the same time. By 12
October, the Soviet Union was flying 60 to 90 flights per day to Syria, Egypt,
and Iraq. By the end of the war, American intelligence estimated that 934
Soviet flights had airlifted fifteen-thousand tons of equipment, and the sealift
had added another eighty-five-thousand tons on 30 ships.14

The Soviet Union also made other contingent military preparations in
connection with the air- and sealift. On 9 October, naval surveillance of the
U.S. Sixth Fleet was tightened. The next day, 10 October, three of the seven
Soviet airborne divisions, already at increased combat readiness, were
placed on ready-to-move status.15 After a bombing raid by Israel sank a
Soviet merchant ship, Ilya Mechnikov, in the Syrian port of Tartus, a Soviet
destroyer was sent northeast of Cyprus to protect Soviet merchant vessels
approaching the combat zone.16

Why the Airlift?

The massive transfer of military supplies by air and by sea is one of the most
controversial components of Soviet policy during the war. Some military
analysts estimate that without this massive resupply, Egypt could have
fought for only five days. Syria was even more dependent on resupply.17

Soviet motives in supplying its allies are the subject of considerable debate.
Some analysts of Soviet policy have speculated that the airlift was a re-

sponse to the accidental bombing by Israel of a Soviet cultural center in
Damascus.18 Aleksandr Kislov, a senior Soviet expert on the Middle East,
denied that the airlift was a response to the bombing and the death of Soviet
civilians: “The beginning of the airlift was purely coincidental with Israel’s
attack on our cultural center. It took several days to organize and planning
began with the outbreak of the war.”19

Soviet leaders decided to airlift supplies to their allies for several closely
related reasons. First and foremost, they received an urgent request from
President Sadat; at the beginning of the war, Sadat “begged” for the airlift.20

Israelian explained that “we had a series of bilateral agreements with the
Arabs. At the beginning of 1973, Sadat asked us to accelerate arms deliver-
ies. We agreed. The Ministry of Defense dealt with this. When the war
started, Sadat pressed us hard to honor our agreements and then to acceler-
ate deliveries. A decision was made in the Politburo on 8 October to go
along.”21 Kislov explained that Brezhnev saw little choice but to respond
favorably to the Egyptian request. The Soviet Union could not afford to
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“abandon” Syria and Egypt; its reputation as a reliable ally was at stake.22

Soviet leaders reasoned as well that the airlift would increase their leverage
with Egypt and Syria when it became necessary to press forcefully for a
cease-fire.23

Soviet military experts also anticipated substantial Arab reverses as soon
as Israel was able to mobilize its full complement of reserves. Grechko and
Gen. Viktor G. Kulikov supplied Politburo members with extensive data on
the extent of Arab losses, but when asked about Israeli losses, Kulikov
“could not answer this question in any intelligible way.”24 After 11 October,
when Syria began to suffer serious military reverses, the airlift became even
more important. The Soviet Union’s reputation as a reliable arms supplier
was at stake once the fighting began.25

From Moscow’s perspective, the airlift was also a substitute for the Soviet
forces that might otherwise be needed to prevent an Arab defeat.26 Soviet
civilian leaders were pessimistic about Arab military prospects, and the
briefings that they received from the military deepened their concern. Soviet
leaders reasoned that the resupply of arms would reduce rather than increase
the likelihood of confrontation with the United States. If Arab armies could
hold their positions on the battlefield, they were less likely to require and
request Soviet military intervention. It was Soviet intervention that was most
likely to trigger a crisis with the United States.27

Finally, the airlift met domestic political needs. A refusal to mount the
airlift would have angered those in the Politburo who defended Arab inter-
ests and, more generally, supported “progressive forces” in the Third
World. Grechko, Andropov, and Suslov strongly supported rearmament of
the Arabs.28 They were among the colleagues that Brezhnev consulted most
frequently. A rejection of Sadat’s request would have fractured the consen-
sus within the Politburo that Brezhnev valued so highly.

When they agreed to Sadat’s request for an airlift, Soviet leaders saw no
inconsistency between crisis prevention and their obligations to their re-
gional allies. The airlift would enhance their reputation in the Middle East
as a reliable ally and military supplier. A few Soviet leaders initially saw
some opportunity to make gains. “The first successes of Egyptian and Syrian
military forces,” Pyrlin explained, “were interpreted as a victory of Soviet
weapons. Grechko argued that this advantage must be exploited, that Israel
with all its American military equipment would be humiliated both politi-
cally and militarily, and that America’s position in the Middle East would
be damaged.”29 Others reasoned differently; they argued that supplying
weapons might help to prevent an Arab military defeat and thereby fore-
stall a request for Soviet forces. Soviet leaders were wrong on both these
issues.

We argue in the next chapter that the airlift strengthened the resolve of
Sadat and President Assad of Syria to continue the fighting and made a
cease-fire more difficult, not easier, to achieve. Soviet officials did not appre-
ciate how the massive supply of military equipment would strengthen Egyp-
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tian and Syrian political independence and reduce their incentives to end the
fighting. Soviet leaders also misunderstood how the airlift would be inter-
preted in Washington. A few Western observers of Soviet foreign policy saw
the airlift as a defensive action designed to prevent Soviet losses in the Arab
world.30 This was certainly not the interpretation of the most important
policymakers in Washington. As the airlift gathered momentum, Nixon,
Kissinger, and other senior officials saw Soviet resupply of Egypt and Syria
as a direct challenge to the United States. Soviet leaders badly misjudged the
consequences of the airlift on both the political independence of their allies
in the Middle East and crisis prevention.

Moscow’s Dilemma

On 10 October, Kissinger proposed that the Soviet Union curb its airlift in
exchange for American restraint in supplying Israel.31 The secretary called
Soviet Ambassador Anatoliy Dobrynin “to say that we were aware of the
‘very substantial’ Soviet airlift, which was ‘not helpful.’” Kissinger con-
cluded their conversation by warning that the Soviet airlift would “force us
to do at least the same.”32

The trade-off between crisis prevention and supply of allies was now
clear. This was the only opportunity the two superpowers would have to
restrict the scope of their military supplies and reduce the risk of escalation.
The appeal came at a time of relative symmetry on the battlefield. Syrian
forces had been pushed back across the lines that Israel had held before the
war began, but Egypt was holding its gains along the canal.33 If Soviet lead-
ers had given priority to crisis prevention, this would have been the oppor-
tune moment for them to reach an agreement with the United States.

A decision to curb the airlift would have involved undeniable costs. It was
more difficult—and compromising—for the Soviet Union to limit its on-
going airlift than for the United States to refrain from beginning a military
airlift. Soviet leaders did not consider the two actions equivalent.34 Yet, the
refusal to agree to such an arrangement was also costly. If the Soviet Union
refused to restrict the scope of its resupply, the response in Washington was
predictable.35 Kissinger had warned Dobrynin explicitly that the United
States would match the Soviet airlift.36 A full-scale American airlift would
strengthen Israel’s military capability and increase its capacity to defeat
Arab armies. A confrontation between the United States and the Soviet
Union would then become more likely.

The Soviet leadership now faced a decision with no good choices. It re-
sponded to these dilemmas by ignoring the trade-offs and treating the prob-
lem as technical and almost routine. Israelian reports that “Kissinger’s
proposal was discussed by the Politburo but it was rejected. It did not get
much attention. It did not become a big issue. We took note of Dobrynin’s
information, but Politburo members considered that we had contractual ob-
ligations to sell arms and we were selling them.”37
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Brezhnev and his colleagues had reasoned that there was no direct conflict
between their military obligations to their allies and the prevention of a crisis
with the United States. They had no expectation that Arab armies would
prevail and thought therefore that their resupply of Arab armies would sta-
bilize the battlefield. In part because they did not have good information on
Israel’s military losses and thought that Israel’s military capability was so
superior, the Politburo had not expected that the United States would find it
necessary to match its action. Once the United States made clear that it
would do so unless the Soviet Union limited the scope of its airlift, this set of
assumptions was no longer reasonable. An American airlift could well tip
the balance in favor of Israel and produce the defeat of Arab armies that
the Soviet Union wanted to avoid. Instead of facing the trade-offs and reeval-
uating their assumptions, Soviet leaders ignored the conflict among their
objectives.

Ironically, at the end of the war, Brezhnev did more than Kissinger had
asked, but he did it too late. On 24 October, when Egypt’s armies were
trapped and desperate, he stopped the Soviet airlift completely as a deliber-
ate signal of Soviet willingness to cooperate with the United States in ending
the fighting. American officials misunderstood the message and interpreted
the cessation of the airlift as the freeing of the necessary transport aircraft for
a possible deployment of Soviet troops.38 Instead of signaling Soviet interest
in cooperation, the cessation of the Soviet airlift contributed to an acute
crisis with Washington.

THE VIEW FROM WASHINGTON

Henry Kissinger was extraordinarily influential in shaping Washington’s re-
sponse to the outbreak of the war. He was secretary of state to a beleaguered
president increasingly distracted by an acute political crisis at home. As soon
as the fighting began, a high-level interdepartmental group of officials met to
monitor developments, review contingency plans, and coordinate policy.
The Washington Special Action Group (WSAG) was generally chaired by
Kissinger and included his deputy, Brent Scowcroft; James Schlesinger, the
secretary of defense; Adm. Thomas Moorer, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff; William Colby, the director of the CIA; Kenneth Rush, the deputy
secretary of state; and Alfred (Roy) Atherton, the deputy assistant secretary
of state for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs. Staff members from the
National Security Council, the State Department, and the Pentagon attended
as they were needed.39

Kissinger regarded the Soviet airlift very differently than did Moscow. It
was not a defensive action but “the beginning of a protracted duel in which
Washington and Moscow, each protesting its devotion to cooperation,
sought to weaken the other without risking an open confrontation.”40 He
speculated about why the Soviet Union had launched its airlift: “Was the
[Soviet] purpose to stoke the fire of conflict, or to support a client and keep
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a Soviet hand in the postwar negotiations? Was it to encourage Arab intran-
sigence, or to establish Soviet bona fides for a peace effort? Were they help-
ing their most hard-pressed associate to keep it from collapsing, or were they
encouraging a new onslaught?”41 The answer was academic because neither
offensive nor defensive Soviet purposes were acceptable to Nixon and
Kissinger. They were determined to limit Soviet influence in the Middle East
and exclude Moscow from any postwar negotiations.

American Restraint

In the first week of the war, despite the Soviet airlift, the American response
was restrained. American officials were confident that Israel would win a
quick military victory once its reserve forces were fully mobilized and com-
mitted to battle. “The best result,” Kissinger told Secretary of Defense
Schlesinger, “would be if Israel comes out a little ahead but got bloodied in
the process, and if the U.S. stayed clean.”42

On the first day of the war, 6 October, Israel requested an increase in
supplies of ammunition. At the first WSAG meeting, Deputy Secretary of
State Kenneth Rush and Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger opposed
sending any supplies to Israel immediately. “Defense wants to turn against
the Israelis,” Kissinger later told White House Chief of Staff Alexander
Haig, who was with Nixon in Key Biscayne, Florida.43 The WSAG decided
on a “low profile;” items in the pipeline would be shipped to Israel but any
additional requests would be handled on an almost routine basis.44

The following evening, Kissinger told Israel’s ambassador in Washington,
Simcha Dinitz, that Israel could use unmarked El Al commercial planes to
pick up eighty Sidewinder missiles and bomb racks during the night at
Oceana Naval Base in Norfolk, Virginia.45 Later that night, Schlesinger in-
quired whether Kissinger was willing to use U.S. aircraft; “No,” Kissinger
replied, “they are coming here.”46

On 9 October, American officials began to question their earlier expecta-
tion of a quick, crushing Israeli victory. They learned that a large Israeli
counterattack against Egyptian forces the previous day had failed to dis-
lodge Egyptian armies. Israel’s military attaché in Washington told Kissin-
ger that Israel had suffered over a thousand casualties, and had lost five-
hundred tanks and forty-nine aircraft, heavy losses for the Israel Defense
Forces (IDF). Ambassador Dinitz asked for an urgent meeting with Kissinger
to press for accelerated deliveries of weaponry.

After the initial reverses on the battlefield, Defense Minister Dayan or-
dered an operational check of missiles capable of delivering nuclear weap-
ons.47 The CIA picked up some activity and a day later, William Colby
handed Henry Kissinger an update on Israel’s nuclear capability.48 Prime
Minister Golda Meir considered the situation so desperate that she asked
Dinitz to arrange a secret visit to Washington so that she could meet person-
ally with President Nixon to impress upon him Israel’s urgent need for
American military aid.49 Kissinger rejected the proposal; since her visit could
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not be kept secret, the United States “would be forced to announce a massive
resupply policy, destroying any possibility of mediation. The Arab world
would be inflamed against us. The Soviet Union would have a clear field.”50

Kissinger convened a meeting of the WSAG to consider options ranging
from continuation of the low-profile resupply to a full-scale military airlift.
He then met privately with the president who, in response to the unexpected
information of Israel’s battlefield losses, instructed Kissinger to inform Israel
that its losses in matériel would be replaced and asked Kissinger to work out
the logistical details of resupply.51 Nixon gave no direct instructions to Sec-
retary of Defense James Schlesinger; Israel was expected to use its own lim-
ited airlift capability.52 “With this kind of movement,” Schlesinger told
Kissinger, “we won’t be able to keep it quiet.” “It is extremely important,”
Kissinger insisted, “to keep it as low-key as we can.”53

On 10 October, the National Security Council asked the Department of
Transportation to charter civilian planes to fly consumables to Israel.54 The
attempt to charter commercial aircraft proved to be very difficult and met
with little success. On 11 October, Assistant Secretary of State Sisco told
Kissinger that none of the charter companies were willing to assume the
risks of ferrying equipment to Israel.55 Kissinger then instructed the Penta-
gon to charter transport planes for Israel to use, and President Nixon or-
dered Kissinger to tell Schlesinger “to speed it up.”56 At a meeting with a
distressed Ambassador Dinitz on 12 October, officials of the Department of
Defense offered replacement of three F-4 Phantom aircraft every two days.

Why American Restraint?

The measured American response can be plausibly explained in the first in-
stance by the bureaucratic struggle between the State Department and the
Pentagon in the absence of the president. Nixon was distracted by a serious
domestic political crisis: in the midst of growing domestic turmoil over Wa-
tergate, Vice President Spiro Agnew had resigned, and President Nixon went
into seclusion at Camp David until he announced the appointment of Gerald
Ford on 12 October. His domestic problems were further magnified that
same day by a court order to release nine tapes requested by Special Prosecu-
tor Archibald Cox in connection with his investigation of Watergate. The
conflict over the airlift was resolved only by the personal intervention of
President Nixon when he returned from Camp David.

For three days, as the administration struggled with the logistics of char-
tering cargo aircraft, serious divisions continued among senior officials in
Washington about the scope and timing of an airlift to Israel. Kissinger and
Schlesinger each accused the other of responsibility for the delay in getting
supplies to Israel.57 Peter Rodman, special assistant to Henry Kissinger,
claims that the charters were deliberately delayed by the Pentagon: “Bill
Clements [the assistant secretary of defense] was dragging his feet. Henry
did not blame [Secretary of Defense] Schlesinger, but the Pentagon bureau-
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cracy.”58 Nevertheless, Rodman acknowledged, “Kissinger did make some
remarks that fueled the controversy. I can remember him saying: ‘The fact
that Israel is dependent upon us doesn’t hurt us.’”59

Kissinger did press the Pentagon to get the chartered aircraft in the air or
find some way to get the necessary supplies to Israel. He met with little suc-
cess. Joseph Sisco remembered a tense encounter with Pentagon officials:

I went with Henry to the Pentagon and got into a shouting match with them, as
did Henry. I said to him: “We’re not going to move these people. You have got
to get on the telephone with the president.”60

The chartering of civilian aircraft to fly cargo to Israel was proceeding very
slowly, in large part because the logistical and technical problems were seri-
ous.61 When asked directly who was responsible for the delay in the airlift,
Kissinger discounted the logistical problems and blamed the Pentagon bu-
reaucracy. “Clements was not enthusiastic about it,” he insisted, “and
didn’t use any ingenuity to make it happen.”62

More important than logistical difficulties or bureaucratic bungling were
American objectives. Washington, like Moscow, hoped to prevent a humili-
ating Arab defeat and a confrontation between the superpowers. Some
American officials considered that restraint in the pace of military resupply
would make it easier to persuade Israel to end the war before it won the
military victory they anticipated. The prospect of an early cease-fire was also
a consideration. Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger explained after the
war: “The United States, delayed, deliberately delayed the start of its resup-
ply operations, hoping that a cease-fire could be implemented.”63

A final consideration was the prospect of some cutback in Soviet resup-
ply. Kissinger supported restraint throughout the first week in order “to
bring about a moderation in the level of outside supplies that were intro-
duced into the area.”64 He explicitly warned Moscow that the Soviet airlift
would provoke a similar response from Washington.65 If Moscow did not
reduce its airlift, Kissinger’s intention to match Soviet actions was apparent.

The American Airlift

When the effort at agreed limits with the Soviet Union and a cease-fire in the
war failed, some senior American officials began to favor quick resupply of
Israel. On 12 October, Ambassador Dinitz reported that Israel’s supplies
were running so low that Israel’s offensive against Syria would have to
be slowed and the military front with Egypt would be jeopardized.66 This
analysis had contradictory implications: it seemed to reduce the danger of a
confrontation with the Soviet Union because an Arab military defeat was
not imminent, but suggested that, without large-scale resupply, Israel would
not win the limited victory that Nixon and Kissinger wanted.

Late on 12 October, in response to the adverse reports from Israel, Schles-
inger became convinced that if the United States were going to resupply Is-
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rael, it should use its own military aircraft. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, Adm. Thomas Moorer, also supported the use of American military
transport to airlift equipment to Israel.67 A military airlift would be efficient
and easier to control.

Kissinger, on the other hand, gave priority to political considerations
rather than efficiency. He opposed a highly visible military airlift to Israel, in
order, in his words, “to preserve Arab self-respect.”68 Shortly after mid-
night, Kissinger talked to Haig on the telephone.

HAIG: He’s [Schlesinger] ready to move MAC [ U.S. Military Assistance
Command] aircraft in there immediately. I think that would be foolish.

KISSINGER: That would be disaster, Al. How can he fuck everything up for a
week—he can’t now recoup it the day the diplomacy is supposed to start. . . .
You know goddamn well they didn’t try [to charter civilian aircraft].

HAIG: We do have the option of sending some American planes in there. I
think that’s a high risk for us.

KISSINGER: I think it’s stupid.69

Late in the evening of 12 October, after yet another meeting with a desper-
ate Dinitz, Kissinger telephoned Schlesinger. Kissinger claims that after
checking with the president’s chief of staff, Alexander Haig, the two men
decided on three steps: ten C-130 transport aircraft loaded with ammunition
would be sent directly to Israel, the United States would use military trans-
port to fly consumables to the Azores for El Al to pick up, and they would
continue to press for charters.70

Schlesinger maintains that after Kissinger called, he went to his office at
the Pentagon, consulted with his senior officials, and decided on a direct
military airlift. Schlesinger phoned Haig to clear his decision with Nixon,
because he did not “trust” Kissinger. Only after it had been cleared, did
he phone Kissinger to inform him that three giant C-5As would fly directly
to Israel.71

Concerned about Arab reaction, Schlesinger and Kissinger recommended
to the president that not more than three C-5A transports be used to resup-
ply Israel.72 Nixon overruled them both. “My reaction was that we would
take just as much heat for sending three planes as for sending thirty. . . .
Goddamn it, use every one we have. Tell them [the Pentagon] to send every-
thing that can fly.”73 President Nixon ordered an open and large-scale mili-
tary airlift to Israel. The president subsequently explained that what mat-
tered was not the number of aircraft, but making the airlift “work.”74

Why the Airlift?

Nixon was sensitive to Israel’s dilemma. Egypt’s armies were firmly
entrenched on the east bank of the canal, Israel’s offensive against Syria had
stopped when Damascus was within range of its artillery, and Israel was
urgently requesting resupply. The president still wanted to prevent a crush-
ing Arab military defeat, but, like Kissinger, he also wanted at least a limited
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victory by Israel to reinforce Moscow’s inability to promote Arab inter-
ests.75 The needs of Israel, while important, were nevertheless clearly secon-
dary to the growing contest with the Soviet Union.

President Nixon ordered the full-scale military airlift primarily because of
Soviet actions and his concern for reputation and resolve. Once he defined
Soviet actions as a challenge, he saw no alternative but to meet that chal-
lenge. Nixon hoped to prevent a crisis with the Soviet Union by firmly rein-
forcing reputation, resolve, and commitment.

Kissinger was surprised that the president had moved so quickly and deci-
sively in ordering such a large airlift.76 He agreed, nevertheless, that the
decisive consideration was the Soviet failure to cooperate in the limitation of
the war. American intelligence was monitoring the Soviet air- and sealift
closely and was alarmed by its scope and scale.77 At first, administration
officials had interpreted the airlift as a response to the deteriorating military
situation on the Syrian front. The Soviet refusal to curb its airlift once both
fronts seemed to have stabilized suggested to Kissinger that Moscow was
trying to exploit the war to make offensive gains.78 This judgment was rein-
forced by Egypt’s failure to agree to a cease-fire and the subsequent an-
nouncement by the Soviet Union that it would agree to a cease-fire only if it
were linked to a withdrawal by Israel to the lines of 4 June 1967. Soviet
policy was now seen as a clear violation of the norms of détente.79

Kissinger, like Nixon, acknowledged that competition with the Soviet
Union had moved to a new level of intensity: “The die was now cast: matters
had reached a point where maneuvering would be suicidal and hesitation
disastrous. . . . We would pour in supplies. We would risk a confrontation.
I wanted a demonstrative counter to the Soviet airlift. . . . Once a stalemate
had become apparent . . . we moved decisively, even brutally, to break it.”80

The airlift provided badly needed military assistance to Israel. By the end
of the war, the Military Assistance Command had moved eleven-thousand
tons of supplies, forty F-4 Phantoms, thirty-six A-4 Skyhawks, and twelve
C-130 transports.81 For the administration, however, the primary purpose
of the airlift was to send a strong signal to Moscow. The Soviet Union,
Kissinger is reported to have said at a meeting of the WSAG, should be “run
into the ground” to demonstrate that the United States could outperform it
as a military supplier, even at the risk of confrontation.82 The war in the
Middle East had become as much a contest between the United States and
the Soviet Union as a battleground between Arabs and Israelis.

A MISSED OPPORTUNITY

The large-scale resupply by the United States and the Soviet Union of their
allies was a principal cause of the dangerous confrontation between them at
the end of the war. The key decision, which Soviet leaders treated as routine,
was the Soviet refusal to limit arms shipments to Egypt and Syria in return
for a promise of American restraint. The United States then met the chal-
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lenge it saw by airlifting larger quantities of arms more quickly to Israel.83

Once Israel knew that it would receive the supplies it needed, it took the
offensive and its military success against Egypt led to the kind of lopsided
outcome both superpowers wanted to prevent.

As the first C-5 transport touched down in Israel on 14 October, an ar-
mored battle initiated by Egypt in the Sinai ended with a significant Israeli
victory. The following day, Israel began an offensive against Egyptian forces
on the east bank of the canal that permitted Israeli armor to cross the canal
and turn the tide of the war. The airlift was important to Israel, but not so
much because of the military equipment it brought. The equipment did not
arrive in time to affect the outcome of the crucial battles on the fourteenth
and fifteenth of October.84 The scope and pace of the resupply and the assur-
ance that supplies would be fully replenished did give Israel’s military com-
manders the confidence they needed to take the offensive. Five days later, the
Egyptian army faced a desperate situation.

How could both sets of leaders have so badly misjudged the consequences
of the military resupply of their allies? The obvious explanation is the strate-
gic logic created by the demands of their allies. It is possible that the Soviet
Union reacted primarily to Syrian military losses, whereas the United States
reacted to Israeli losses on the Egyptian front.85 Instead of concentrating on
the gains each of their allies had made, both Moscow and Washington re-
sponded to their losses and moved to reinforce the military capability of the
weak. This explanation, although certainly valid to a degree, is not wholly
convincing.

Soviet leaders expected Arab military reverses from the outset of the fight-
ing, when they made their decision to accelerate arms deliveries.86 They re-
fused to curb their airlift, however, in exchange for an American promise of
reciprocal restraint. Their logic is difficult to understand: a large-scale Amer-
ican airlift could only strengthen Israel’s capacity to defeat Arab armies.

The power of the weak over the strong is even less persuasive as an expla-
nation of American behavior. It has been suggested that Israel’s nuclear alert
blackmailed the United States into resupplying Israel with military equip-
ment.87 A more restrained version of the same argument suggests that some
American officials worried that the weakness of their ally might lead to “des-
perate” action. Prime Minister Meir had written to Nixon of the threats to
Israel’s survival and warned that “Israel might have to use every means”
under the circumstances. At his meeting with Kissinger late in the evening of
12 October, Dinitz delivered a note that warned of “very serious conse-
quences” if the United States did not immediately begin shipping critically
needed military equipment.88

The evidence does not sustain the proposition that Washington was
blackmailed. Both Dinitz and Kissinger insist that Dinitz made no mention
whatsoever of Israel’s nuclear capability, much less its readiness to use nu-
clear weapons if its survival were at stake.89 CIA Director William Colby
confirmed that Israel’s nuclear capability played no role in discussions of the
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airlift. “There was no nuclear blackmail. There was no emphasis on it in any
of the discussions. Our intention was to get the airlift going. No blackmail
was needed. They [Israel] were in a tough situation, the balance of forces
was overwhelmingly against them. At most, the question of Israeli nuclears
was in the back of our head, but it didn’t influence our judgment.”90 Offi-
cials in Washington generally did not fear an escalation to the nuclear level
unless Israel found itself in a desperate situation where Arab armies threat-
ened Israel’s civilian population.91

Washington also did not respond quickly to Israel’s military reverses. De-
spite the pleas of Prime Minister Meir and Ambassador Dinitz, it took more
than seventy-two hours for the United States to organize a full-scale military
airlift. When Dinitz was still hinting broadly at escalation, Kissinger favored
only a limited airlift. This response was not consistent with officials who
were blackmailed by their ally’s weakness.

Soviet and American leaders miscalculated in part because they did not
think through the consequences of their decisions. Moscow did not consider
carefully just how much military aid would permit their allies to defend
themselves but would not provoke the United States to match their airlift.
Washington did not think through how much aid was necessary to permit
Israel to win a limited victory without giving it the capability to inflict a
crushing defeat on Arab armies. American military aid gave Israel’s army the
confidence it needed to go on the offensive against the Egyptian army.
The tide of the war turned because of Israel’s military strategy and serious
Egyptian mistakes, but the airlift was a crucial psychological prerequisite
for offensive action by the IDF. Even had officials in Washington thought
through the problem much more carefully than they did, it was unrealistic
of them to think that they could calibrate military aid to precise battlefield
results.

Soviet and American leaders were naive as well in their expectation that
the resupply of their allies would enhance their control. Sadat complained
bitterly about the pace and supply of Soviet military equipment.92 Egyptian
officials alleged that many of the earlier planes arrived half empty and some
contained tents and canteens.93 The Egyptian military reacted with annoy-
ance rather than gratitude. More important, the flow of military supplies
emboldened Egypt and Syria to resist insistent Soviet pressures for a cease-
fire. The miscalculation was even sharper in Washington’s case: once the
tide of battle turned, Washington found it nearly impossible to stop Israel’s
army on the move. Control of their allies, difficult at best, became even more
precarious.

Soviet and American leaders also had a poor understanding of how their
actions would be understood by one another. Brezhnev and his colleagues
considered the airlift as a legitimate action to help allies who were militarily
inferior. Nixon and Kissinger saw the “massive” Soviet airlift as a direct
challenge to the United States. The Politburo, even after it was told directly,
did not consider the large-scale American airlift as a response to their own.
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Rather, Soviet leaders thought it unnecessary and provocative. Brezhnev
spoke of “frenzied activity” by the United States, and Gromyko considered
the airlift the result of “the activation of Zionists in the country.”94

Finally, leaders in the United States and the Soviet Union miscalculated
because they avoided the difficult choices they faced for as long as they
could. Psychological explanations of foreign policy predict that when lead-
ers confront unpleasant and painful trade-offs, they deny the contradictions.
Despite explicit warnings from Kissinger, leaders in Moscow misjudged the
likely American reaction to a continuation of the Soviet airlift. When they
were finally forced to face the painful trade-off by the American request to
curb their air- and sealift, Soviet leaders ignored the complexity of the prob-
lem, treated the choice as simple and routine, and, with almost no consider-
ation, decided to continue their large-scale airlift. Nixon and Kissinger also
denied the contradiction between their regional and global interests. Only a
firm demonstration of resolve in the Middle East, they argued, would pre-
vent a crisis with the Soviet Union.

When they confront difficult and dangerous choices, leaders need to over-
come their doubts and uncertainty. Accordingly, they may also convince
themselves that there is no alternative to the strategy they have chosen.95

They persuade themselves that they have chosen the best possible policy on
all counts; the policy they have chosen will enhance all their important val-
ues.96 Kissinger described the airlift to Israel in precisely this way. “But we
had no alternative anyway,” he wrote in his memoirs. “If the Soviet-armed
states won, the Soviets would control the postwar diplomacy.”97 Kissinger
convinced himself that he had no choice but the option that offered some
prospect of preventing Soviet gain. Denial and wishful thinking can have
pernicious consequences. They make leaders insensitive to evidence that
their preferred policy can have adverse consequences.

The psychological explanations that predict denial and wishful thinking
when leaders can find no “good” option do not tell us which option leaders
are likely to choose. To understand why leaders chose the strategies they did,
we must look at their dominant political beliefs. The American decision to
demonstrate resolve by matching the Soviet air- and sealift is not surprising.
It was consistent with Nixon’s and Kissinger’s deeply held beliefs about the
importance of clear commitments and firm demonstrations of resolve.98

These central beliefs outweighed their confidence in the vague norms of re-
straint that they had negotiated with Moscow; they had sought détente with
Moscow in part because it provided the cover for a strategy of unilateral
advantage. Insofar as Kissinger and Nixon saw any contradiction at all be-
tween crisis prevention and the demonstration of resolve through a match-
ing airlift, predictably their long-standing belief in the value of reputation
and resolve prevailed.

Soviet leaders were similarly unrestrained by the norms of competition
implicit in their agreements with Washington when these norms competed
with their desire to restore their reputation as a reliable ally and arms sup-
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plier. The Soviet emphasis on the compatibility of détente with support for
“progressive forces” dominated, reinforced by the fear of appearing insuffi-
ciently “revolutionary.”99 Indeed, it removed the contradiction between cri-
sis prevention and Soviet “obligations” to Egypt.

The Soviet and American failure to restrict the scope of supplies to their
allies and thereby to prevent an escalation of the fighting is alarming. It is
alarming because Moscow and Washington began with two critical advan-
tages that are so often absent: the context was right, and they broadly agreed
on the tactical objective of the war. Both sets of leaders had taken the first
controversial steps to détente, and both wanted, for reasons of their own, to
prevent an overwhelming Israeli military victory. Both sets of leaders then
confronted pressing demands from their allies, which created painful policy
dilemmas between the imperatives of crisis prevention and their interests in
the Middle East.

When leaders in Moscow and Washington made their decisions to airlift
supplies, they were insensitive to the consequences of their choices, used
different standards to evaluate their own and their adversary’s behavior, and
denied the contradictions between pursuit of their regional interests and cri-
sis prevention. Through their mutual resupply of their local allies, both the
Soviet Union and the United States made possible the quickening of the pace
of battle, enhanced the political autonomy of their allies, and created the
situation on the battlefield that they both wanted to avoid.
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The Failure to Stop the Fighting

What could we do? We had to deal with an Egyptian leader-

ship that played its own game. Israel played its own game.

It was a lesson for everyone.

—Georgi Arbatov 1

“THOUGH EVENTS have gone too far,” Brezhnev wrote to Nixon on 17 Oc-
tober, “they can still be managed.”2 The United States and the Soviet Union
were both shipping massive amounts of military supplies to their allies, but
they could still have prevented a serious crisis in their relationship if they had
ended the war before any of their allies risked serious defeat. Washington
and Moscow both wanted to prevent a humiliating Arab defeat, yet they
failed to stop the fighting before Egypt faced a catastrophic military defeat.
Their failure to stop the fighting before Egyptian armies were cut off and
encircled led directly to a serious confrontation. This chapter explores why
the Soviet Union and the United States were unable to end the fighting before
it created a serious crisis in their relationship.

The superpowers made three attempts to end the war. Moscow tried at
the beginning of the war, almost immediately after Egypt had completed its
dramatically successful crossing of the canal. The second attempt was made
by the Soviet Union and the United States, before both airlifts were fully in
place, and when the battlefield situation was relatively symmetrical. These
attempts failed. The Soviet Union tried a third time, when both airlifts were
in full swing and when Egypt was threatened with military catastrophe. The
superpowers agreed on a cease-fire, but within hours the fighting resumed
and very quickly the United States and the Soviet Union found themselves in
precisely the confrontation they had both hoped to avoid.

The repeated failure by the superpowers to end the fighting had multiple
causes. Although Soviet and American leaders shared the tactical objective
of ending the war without an Arab military defeat, their agreement masked
important differences. Soviet objectives were straightforward. Almost from
the beginning, Soviet leaders wanted to end the fighting before their Arab
allies suffered a military defeat. Given the past performance of Arab armies
in battle with Israel, Soviet leaders hoped to avoid serious Arab military
losses. Victor Israelian observed that “From the very beginning, we con-
sidered it a lost war. We tried to restrain them all the way. We sought a
cease-fire from the very first day.”3 Soviet leaders feared that serious Arab
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setbacks, which they considered inevitable, could prompt a request for
Soviet assistance.4 From Moscow’s perspective, the sooner the fighting
stopped, the better.

American objectives were more complex. Nixon recalls that he wanted a
military stalemate to create the conditions for a postwar settlement. “I be-
lieved that only a battlefield stalemate would provide the foundation on
which fruitful negotiation might begin. Any equilibrium—even if only an
equilibrium of mutual exhaustion—would make it easier to reach an en-
forceable settlement.”5 In fact, he and Kissinger did not want just “any equi-
librium,” but a limited Israeli military victory that confirmed the inability of
Arab—and Soviet—leaders to extract concessions from Israel through the
use of military force.6 Only under these conditions could the pivotal postwar
role of the United States be assured.

The tactical objectives of the superpowers had similar technical and polit-
ical requirements. The United States and the Soviet Union needed accurate
and timely battlefield intelligence if they were to stop the war at the appro-
priate moment. Both sets of leaders overestimated their capability to get the
battlefield intelligence they needed. They were not alone. As we shall see, the
Egyptian central command itself did not have reliable battlefield data when
crucial decisions were being made. This created a double handicap for the
Soviet Union. The United States was handicapped because Israel deliberately
held back crucial intelligence about the position of its armies. The time lag
in essential information complicated assessment and decision, slowed the
pace of policy-making and wasted precious hours when Moscow and Wash-
ington were struggling to end the fighting.

The political independence of local allies also complicated attempts by
Moscow and Washington to stop the war. When Soviet and American lead-
ers attempted to end the fighting, they confronted stubbornly independent
leaders in Egypt, Syria, and Israel. Just as the superpowers shared the con-
straint of avoiding a confrontation, so too they shared the problem of re-
straining obstreperous allies. At times, Moscow and Washington were more
“managed” than “managers.”7

Of the two superpowers, the United States faced the more difficult politi-
cal and technical challenge. To achieve its broader political objectives,
Washington needed to fine-tune the battlefield outcome. Kissinger gambled
that he could use political pressure at the right moment to persuade Israel’s
leaders to accept a limited victory. He overestimated his capacity to monitor
battlefield conditions accurately and to exercise political control.

THE VIEW FROM MOSCOW

The Soviet Union sponsored all three important initiatives to end the fight-
ing in the Middle East. Soviet leaders were extraordinarily sensitive to the
risks of escalation and confrontation inherent in an Arab military defeat.
This was especially so for Brezhnev, Gromyko, and other members of the
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Politburo committed to détente. They were pessimistic about Arab military
prospects and worried that the fighting could complicate Soviet-American
relations.8 Andropov, Grechko, and some of the senior military did not
share this concern.9

From the outset of the war, even as Brezhnev approved the resupply of
Egypt and Syria, he, Kosygin, and Gromyko actively promoted an end to the
fighting. The Politburo devoted much of its time in the first week of the war
to a cease-fire. Two drafts of a cease-fire resolution were prepared. The
“maximalist” version included a call for an immediate cease-fire and a with-
drawal by Israel to the lines of 4 June 1967; it required Israel to return all the
territories it had captured in the Six Day War. Gromyko stiffened the draft
by adding the provision that Israel must withdraw within one month. The
“minimalist” version, which made no territorial demands, simply appealed
to interested governments “to take, without delay, all measures to stop all
military operations in the area immediately.”10

The first Soviet attempt at a cease-fire, thirty-six hours after the fighting
started, came after Egypt and Syria had scored considerable military gains
and before they had suffered major military losses. On 8 October, Ambassa-
dor Mukhitdinov went to ask President Hafiz al-Assad in Damascus for his
assessment of the situation.11 The ambassador relayed Moscow’s belief that
the sooner the war ended the better. Assad told Mukhitdinov that “I am
ready for a cease-fire if Israel agrees to withdraw from occupied Arab terri-
tory.” Mukhitdinov cabled back that “Assad is begging for a cease-fire.”
The ambassador mentioned Assad’s political conditions, but emphasized the
cease-fire. “Mukhitdinov,” Ambassador Israelian observed ruefully, “was a
complete fool.”12

Gromyko told his assistants to instruct Ambassador Vinogradov to meet
with Sadat, inform him of Assad’s appeal, and secure his agreement for an
introduction by the Soviet Union of a cease-fire resolution in the Security
Council.13 Expecting an Arab defeat, Gromyko exclaimed to his staff,
“Comrades! Didn’t I tell you that in two days they will want a cease-fire?”14

Conveying the message from Gromyko, Ambassador Vinogradov ex-
plained that President Assad of Syria, fearing that a prolonged conflict
would not serve Arab interests, had asked the Soviet Union to propose for-
mally a cease-fire within forty-eight hours.15 A cease-fire in place would
permit Egypt and Syria to retain the territorial gains they had made. The
Egyptian president was appalled. Fresh from the success of his armed forces
in crossing the canal with far fewer casualties than he had expected, this
was not the reaction he expected from Soviet leaders. Sadat immediately
telephoned President Assad in Damascus. The president of Syria denied hav-
ing requested any such action from the Soviet Union. Sadat confronted
Vinogradov with Assad’s denial and rejected outright the Soviet request for
a cease-fire.16

Brezhnev and Gromyko were angered both by Assad’s denial and by
Sadat’s decision to believe his Syrian ally rather than Soviet leaders.17 They
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had interpreted Assad’s discussions with Ambassador Mukhitdinov as a
“scream of despair” and as evidence that the Soviet government was right
when it opposed the initiation of the war.18 Ambassador Vinogradov was
told again to discuss with Sadat a Soviet initiative for a cease-fire.

Brezhnev was shown the text of the telegram to Vinogradov before it was
sent. He rewrote the text to emphasize the Soviet interest in a peaceful solu-
tion, reiterated again how “imprudent” Arab leaders had been to initiate
war against Soviet advice, and objected to their “intention to interfere in the
process of the development of political cooperation between the USSR and
the USA.”19 Finally, he restated Soviet determination not to become in-
volved in the fighting. Sadat again rejected Vinogradov’s appeal.

This first attempt at a cease-fire reflected Brezhnev’s overwhelming con-
cern about an Arab military defeat and its consequences for Soviet-American
relations. It was confounded by a failure of communication between Soviet
and Arab leaders and wishful thinking by Ambassador Mukhitdinov. Even
if there had been no errors of interpretation by the Soviet ambassador in
Damascus, there was still little prospect that Syria and Egypt would have
agreed to a cease-fire in place within the first forty-eight hours of fighting.
Their armies had scored major advances, and they were anticipating military
resupply from the Soviet Union. Sadat’s primary objective was political:
a commitment from Israel to withdraw from the territory it had captured in
the 1967 war.20 The proposed cease-fire in place provided no such assur-
ance. Despite Brezhnev’s judgment that an early cease-fire would consoli-
date Arab gains, he could neither persuade nor coerce Sadat and Assad.
Although they depended on Soviet weapons and munitions, both Arab lead-
ers felt sufficiently independent of Moscow that they could easily reject So-
viet advice.

Even if the Soviet Union had been able to coerce its allies to accept a
cease-fire, it is unlikely that the United States and Israel would have agreed
to a cease-fire that left Egypt on the east bank of the Suez Canal and Syria in
control of the Golan Heights. Kissinger supported a cease-fire status quo
ante, partly in the expectation that once Israel mobilized its forces, it would
reverse Arab military gains, and partly to commit Israel, before it made any
military gains, to the principle of a return to prewar lines.21 The symmetry
of interest between the two superpowers that was necessary to terminate the
fighting was absent.

The Soviet Union made a more serious attempt at a cease-fire between 10
and 13 October, when Egyptian and Israeli armies were locked in military
stalemate, Israel had driven Syrian forces back behind the original cease-fire
lines, the Soviet air- and sealift was in full swing, and the American airlift
had not yet begun. Early in the morning of 10 October, acting on instruc-
tions from Gromyko, Anatoliy Dobrynin called Henry Kissinger with an
important message. Consultations with Egypt and Syria had been “pro-
tracted” and “not easy.” Nevertheless, the Soviet Union was prepared “not
to block the adoption of a cease-fire resolution in the Security Council.”22 In
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an attempt to avoid open coercion of its allies, Moscow would abstain from
a resolution favoring a simple cease-fire in place. The Soviet Union proposed
the introduction of a resolution by a third party and joint abstention with
the United States.

Soviet leaders took this initiative without prior agreement from Egypt or
Syria. In a note sent to the United States on 10 October, Hafiz Isma’il,
national security advisor to President Sadat, indicated that Egypt no longer
insisted on the prior withdrawal of Israeli forces to the boundaries of 4 June
1967. It would consider a cease-fire if it were accompanied by a pledge from
Israel to withdraw within a specified time limit.23 Although Egypt had mod-
ified its earlier bargaining position and offered these terms as a proposal for
consideration, President Sadat was not prepared to entertain a simple cease-
fire in place.

The second Soviet attempt to end the war came before Israel launched its
major offensive against Syria and before Soviet resupply of Egypt began in
earnest. It reflected Moscow’s judgment that Arab armies were unlikely to
make any additional gains, and were probably likely to suffer reverses.24

Soviet leaders were nevertheless not prepared to press Egypt and Syria hard
to agree to an immediate cease-fire. As Israelian observed, “We wanted a
cease-fire, but we were always looking over our shoulder at Egypt.”25 Nor
was it obvious to Cairo and Damascus why they should agree to end the
fighting just as the Soviet airlift of military supplies was getting into full
swing. They expected that the resupply would permit Egypt to hold on to its
military gains, Syria to go on the offensive against Israel’s forces, and both
to prolong the war until the costs to Israel became intolerably high.26

Torn between the value of their reputation in the Middle East and the
imperatives of crisis prevention, Soviet leaders attempted to meet both ob-
jectives through a tentative initiative behind the scenes. Kissinger offered an
astute analysis of Soviet motives in promoting a cease-fire. “The Soviets,” he
argued, “sought to combine the advantages of every course of action:
détente with us, enough support for their Arab friends to establish their
indispensability if things went well, but not so much as to tempt a confronta-
tion with the United States.”27 Soviet leaders, Kissinger speculated, may
have thought that their position in the Middle East would be stronger if they
could stop the war when the Arab armies had made net gains of territory
with the aid of Soviet weapons and before the Israeli counteroffensive had
succeeded.28

Faced with Arab objections, however, Soviet leaders chose not to risk
antagonizing their Arab allies. After the initiative was stillborn, Brezhnev
had Dobrynin tell Kissinger that “the Arabs had changed their minds.”29

More accurately, Soviet leaders were unwilling and, in all likelihood, un-
able, to persuade their Arab allies to change their minds. They knew full well
that without Arab agreement, China would veto any proposed cease-fire at
the United Nations.30 Their inability to control their allies compromised
their strategy of crisis prevention.
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THE VIEW FROM WASHINGTON

The United States did not face the same dilemma as the Soviet Union. It did
not have to coerce its ally to agree to a cease-fire, with all the attendant costs.
Israel was willing, indeed anxious, for a cease-fire. Israel was stalemated on
the battlefield with Egypt and deeply alarmed about the slow pace of sup-
plies from the United States. Despite repeated assurances from Washington,
only a trickle of equipment had begun to arrive, and no system of delivery
had yet been organized; seven El Al planes had been shuttling back and forth
ferrying equipment.

When the Soviet Union floated its proposal for a cease-fire, Nixon was
preoccupied with his vice president’s resignation and the growing Watergate
crisis. He left management of policy in the Middle East almost entirely to
Henry Kissinger. The secretary of state considered that the Soviet proposal
of a cease-fire in place had come at the worst possible moment: “Had we
gone along with the Soviet plan and pressed Israel to agree,” he explained in
his memoirs, “the war would have ended in a clear-cut victory for the Soviet-
supplied Arab forces. The United States’ position in the postwar diplomacy
would have been seriously impaired. The proposition that we alone among
the superpowers could produce progress would have been exploded. Soviet
arms would have achieved success. Soviet diplomacy would have protected
it.”31 The administration’s objective was to terminate the fighting after Israel
had achieved a limited victory.

Kissinger therefore decided to delay action on the Soviet proposal for
forty-eight hours to allow Israel to achieve a strategic victory on the Syrian
front. The military outcome he hoped for would be achieved if Egypt re-
mained in control of the east bank of the canal and Syrian forces were ex-
pelled from the Golan Heights and pushed back toward Damascus. Instead
of pressing for an immediate end to the war, he encouraged Israel to take the
offensive in the north. On 10 October, Kissinger pressed Ambassador Dinitz
to move quickly. “There was no time for complicated moves. Everything
depended on . . . pushing back to the prewar lines as quickly as possible, or
beyond them on at least one front.”32

At the same time as the United States pushed Israel to escalate the fighting,
it sought to lull the Soviet Union in order to allow time for Israel to make
gains against Syria.33 Kissinger explicitly admits in his memoirs that he tried
to manipulate détente. “There were increasing public complaints,” he
wrote, “led by Senator Henry Jackson and some columnists, that we were
procrastinating in resupplying Israel and that détente was being exploited by
the Soviets to lull us. The latter charge was especially ironic since, as we saw
it, we were seeking to calm Moscow via détente to restore the [battlefield]
situation.”34

The next day, on 11 October, Israel swept across the cease-fire line with
Syria while its aircraft struck deep behind the battle lines. By evening, for-
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ward Israeli positions were only twenty miles from Damascus. Kissinger was
pleased. “This Israeli gain accorded with our preferred strategy,” he ac-
knowledged. “After all, we had been stalling the Soviets for over twenty-
four hours on a cease-fire in place.”35

The Soviet Union was extremely displeased. On 12 October, Ambassador
Dobrynin advised Kissinger that the Soviet Union could not remain indiffer-
ent to threats to Damascus.36 The warnings were repeated publicly by TASS,
and Israel reacted to the Soviet threats with considerable concern. In re-
sponse, the United States ordered an additional aircraft carrier into the Med-
iterranean, and Kissinger informed Israel’s Ambassador Dinitz, that in his
personal view—he had not yet checked with the president—the United
States would intervene if “any Soviet personnel, planes or ground personnel,
appear in the area.”37 Kissinger in effect promised Israel that it would deter
Soviet intervention. In so doing, he tacitly encouraged further military ac-
tion by Israel.

Israel nevertheless decided to halt its offensive in Syria. Worried about the
Soviet response and concerned about their capacity to sustain a major ad-
vance with their depleted stocks, Israel informed the United States on 12
October that it would agree to a standstill cease-fire. Whether the delay in
the transfer of military equipment to Israel was deliberate or the result of
bureaucratic inefficiency, it had an obvious and immediate impact: it com-
pelled America’s ally to agree to end the fighting. Israel’s ambassador to
Washington acknowledged the causal connection. “I must tell you,” Dinitz
told Kissinger, “Our decision whether to start a new offensive [against
Egypt] or not depends on our [military] power.38 Without the transfer of
armor, aircraft, and artillery from the United States, Israel was unable to
launch a military offensive. And, if it was unable to initiate a major offen-
sive, the best alternative was an immediate cease-fire.39

Once again Kissinger did not seize the opportunity to end the war. His
explanation is disingenuous. “I could have acted on that assurance [by Israel
that it would accept a standstill cease-fire],” he said, “but to make sure
that nothing would get unstuck I . . . inquired whether there was any re-
commendation on timing.”40 Israel requested, and Kissinger agreed, that
the resolution not be put to a vote for twenty-four hours. A few hours later,
alarmed by a report from Kissinger of Soviet warnings of retaliation if Is-
rael continued its attacks against Soviet merchant shipping, Prime Minis-
ter Meir authorized the United States to proceed immediately with the
cease-fire.

Kissinger refused. He did so allegedly for the technical reason that none of
the parties to the cease-fire would be ready to proceed on such short notice.
Peter Rodman, assistant to the secretary of state, explained that the United
States did not press ahead vigorously because “It [the Soviet proposal]
wasn’t serious. It was all phoney, positional maneuvering.”41 In practice,
two other factors were decisive. Kissinger wanted to avoid the appearance of
conceding to Soviet threats. “Any sudden show of American anxiety,” he
explained, “would invite new pressures. More important, I said, ‘once you
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have been threatened it is better to stick to your course.’ It was a rule I
sought to follow whenever possible. A leader known to yield to intimidation
invites it.”42

Also relevant was Kissinger’s desire to await the outcome of Israel’s mili-
tary offensive. In a frank conversation with Ambassador Dinitz, he ac-
knowledged that he had deliberately delayed the introduction of a cease-fire
resolution to allow time for Israel’s army to advance. When he realized that
Israel’s forces had not advanced at all that day, he bemoaned the fact that he
“had been stalling the diplomacy for nothing.”43 Kissinger sacrificed the first
serious opportunity to end the war without a confrontation because of his
overwhelming preoccupation with reputation and resolve and his deter-
mination to await the battlefield conditions that would position the United
States as the pivot of postwar diplomacy.

It is of course debatable whether the cease-fire would have been accepted
by Egypt and Syria had Kissinger pushed the diplomatic process ahead on 12
October. While Israel was not only willing but anxious for a cease-fire, there
is little evidence to suggest that Egypt would have agreed. Military intelli-
gence at the time suggested that Egypt was preparing to launch a large ar-
mored offensive in the Sinai. Britain’s Sir Alec Home, who had been asked
to put forward the resolution, thought that President Sadat would not accept
anything less than an Israeli commitment to withdraw from all Arab terri-
tory captured during the war in 1967. Persuaded that Egypt would reject a
cease-fire, and that it would ask China to use its veto if the Soviet Union and
the United States abstained on the resolution, Britain refused to introduce
the resolution in the Security Council.44

Skepticism of Egyptian willingness to agree to a cease-fire need not have
aborted the attempt to stop the war. Dobrynin had informed Kissinger on 12
October that although he could not guarantee that Egypt would accept a
cease-fire, he could promise that the United States would be taking a “good
gamble” if the resolution were put forward on the assumption that Egypt
might accept.45 The next day, Dobrynin was even more explicit: the Soviet
Union would abstain from vetoing a cease-fire resolution, irrespective of
Sadat’s preferences.46

If the United States had moved quickly, it could have put Egyptian inten-
tions to the test. Washington had a potential opportunity to arrange for the
introduction of a cease-fire resolution, with the approval of its ally and the
assurance of abstention by the Soviet Union. Kissinger did not take that
gamble, despite the expectation that the alternative, an airlift to Israel and an
increase in the scope and intensity of the fighting, would probably increase
the risk of confrontation with the Soviet Union. “‘Détente is not an end in
itself,’ I told him [Sir Alec Home]. ‘I think developments now are going to
drive us towards a confrontation.’. . . But we had no alternative anyway.
If the Soviet-armed states won, the Soviets would control the postwar di-
plomacy.”47 Crisis prevention was clearly a lower priority for both super-
powers than the preservation of their reputations and their search for unilat-
eral advantage.
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The Soviet and American failure on 13 October to terminate the fighting
had immediate and predictable results. The next day, under intense pressure
from its beleaguered Syrian ally, Egypt launched a major tank offensive in
the Sinai. In the largest armored battle since World War II, Egypt suffered
heavy losses. The United States began a massive airlift to Israel and assured
of supplies, Israel began a large-scale counter attack in the Sinai. Within
forty-eight hours, Israeli armor had penetrated a gap in Egyptian lines and
a small number of tanks had crossed the Suez Canal. The battlefield changes
Kissinger had been waiting for were in the making.

THE VIEW FROM MOSCOW

The Soviet Union began a new and far more serious attempt at war termina-
tion. On 15 October, the Politburo held a long meeting to evaluate the bat-
tlefield situation and the prospects for a cease-fire. Although there were no
sharp exchanges, members expressed two quite different policy preferences.

Brezhnev reported to the Politburo that in the last few days, the United
States, “in a state of frenzied activity,” had sent eight large cargo planes,
thirty-nine other planes, forty-two Phantoms, and twenty-nine helicopters
to Israel. Egyptian pilots, he complained, were so incompetent that they
were shooting down their own planes.48 “We should tell Sadat absolutely
frankly,” Kosygin proposed, “that if he continues to lose a thousand tanks
a week, we would not be able to make up the losses.”49 Brezhnev, Kosygin,
and Gromyko thought it essential to negotiate a cease-fire in view of the
scope of Arab military losses and the American airlift to Israel. Kosygin
argued that the war must be stopped immediately, because its consequences
were unpredictable and could jeopardize détente between the United States
and the Soviet Union.50 Brezhnev suggested that Kosygin be sent to Cairo to
press Sadat to agree to stop the fighting.51

Grechko, Podgorny, and Andropov were more sensitive to the costs to the
Soviet Union in the Arab world of a cease-fire. Grechko emphasized that
Arab armies had successfully crossed the canal and exploited their surprise.
In a prolonged war of attrition, a broad Arab coalition could inflict severe
losses on Israel. He agreed that Kosygin go to Cairo, but only to listen to
Sadat. The Politburo should make a decision about a cease-fire only after
Kosygin returned. Podgorny did not oppose a cease-fire, but reminded his
colleagues that it differed fundamentally from Sadat’s position and from
Soviet principles. Andropov urged flexibility and recommended that the
cease-fire be explained to Sadat as a tactical pause which would allow Egypt
to consolidate its political position.52

The majority at the meeting supported an attempt by Kosygin to secure
Sadat’s agreement to a cease-fire. In his lengthy summary of the discussion,
Brezhnev fashioned a collective consensus in an attempt to avoid the difficult
trade-offs. He emphasized the importance of securing a cease-fire, but re-
ferred to “our Arab friends” and spoke of the importance of reassuring
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Sadat. He urged Kosygin not to quarrel with Sadat. “We can maneuver
and retreat,” Brezhnev insisted, “but we must not provoke Sadat to break
our friendship. Tell Sadat that if a cease-fire is accepted and the Israelis do
not withdraw from Arab territories, we shall help them build a powerful
in-depth defense which would be a jumping-off place to finally expel the
Israelis.”53

Brezhnev asked Kosygin to inform Sadat that President Tito of Yugosla-
via would consult with the nonpermanent members of the Security Council
to secure their support for a resolution which called for an immediate cease-
fire and a requirement for Israel to withdraw to the lines of 4 June 1967. The
second clause fully met Arab and Soviet interests. Brezhnev recognized that
it would be very difficult to secure the support of the United States for a
complete withdrawal by Israel; it would require, in his words, “careful
treading with the Americans.”54 Perhaps, he suggested, it might be necessary
to reformulate the second clause to refer only to the necessity of a compre-
hensive and full adherence to Resolution 242, the resolution that was
adopted by the United Nations after the war in 1967.55

At the same time, Brezhnev warned Kosygin against misleading Sadat.
Although the Soviet government was willing to continue military support to
Egypt on a large scale, it would not participate directly in the war. “It should
be clear to everybody,” he admonished at the end of the meeting, “that this
would mean a world war.”56

On the afternoon of 16 October, Kosygin flew to Cairo. Earlier that day,
advance units of Israeli armor crossed to the west bank of the Suez Canal.
The following day, Brezhnev sent a long letter to Nixon, reminding him of
Soviet warnings in the past of an impending explosion in the Middle East,
bemoaning American indifference to the Soviet warnings, and urging coop-
eration to find a solution to the conflict. That goal could be achieved,
Brezhnev wrote, if Israel agreed unambiguously to withdraw from all Arab
territories occupied in 1967. The letter ended with an emphasis on the im-
portance of preventing damage to Soviet-American relations as a result of
the war.57

Despite the deterioration in battlefield conditions, the discussions be-
tween Kosygin and Sadat were, in the words of a Soviet official, “long and
difficult.”58 Israelian summarized the tone of their meetings:

Kosygin’s trip to Cairo was a complete failure. One has to know the characters.
Kosygin was very cold, very dour, very difficult to get in touch with. This was
a superpower talking to a client in the language of equality; it didn’t work.
Sadat was very angry about the military supplies we had sent and asked for
more. Kosygin spoke about a political solution and a cease-fire. Sadat re-
sponded by asking for more equipment. They spoke different languages. It was
a failure.59

Kosygin met with President Sadat and Hafiz Isma’il five times during his
three-day visit in an effort to convince him to agree to a cease-fire. In an
effort to persuade the president to accept a cease-fire, on 18 October Ko-
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sygin showed Sadat photographs flown in from Moscow that detailed the
scope of the Israeli penetration of the west bank of the canal. Even then,
Sadat was not fully convinced. “Even after the war began,” Evgueny Pyrlin
observed, “Sadat did not have adequate information about Israeli military
action. As a rule he neglected the information provided by Egyptian military
intelligence. He studied with sincere interest the information given to him by
the experts from Soviet space intelligence, but it became even clearer after
the breakthrough of Israeli tanks across the Suez Canal that Sadat did not
appreciate the danger.”60 Kosygin left Cairo on 19 October with no specific
agreement to a cease-fire.61

The acceleration of the Soviet airlift and the dramatic deterioration of
Egypt’s strategic position did not translate, as Soviet leaders expected, into
Egyptian acceptance of the Soviet demand for an immediate cease-fire. The
difficulty Kosygin experienced in convincing Sadat was in part a function
of the poor military intelligence available to the Egyptian president and
confusion among his senior military advisors. Mahmoud Riad, Secretary-
General of the League of Arab States and a former foreign minister, testified
that “The Egyptian Command announced . . . that the Israeli forces that
had crossed the Canal amounted to a mere seven tanks; it was not made
aware of the real size of the Israeli armored forces west of the Canal until
their number surpassed that of the Egyptian forces remaining on the west
bank.”62

Sadat himself acknowledged the confusion in the Egyptian High Com-
mand. After Kosygin had left for Moscow, the president conferred with
Hafiz Isma’il, his advisor on National Security. Isma’il reported that there
had been negligence in relation to the gap between the Second and Third
Armies; the initial reports had belittled its importance and danger and,
on the basis of this inaccurate information, inappropriate orders were issued
by the Command in Cairo. Ismail Fahmy paints a stark portrait of confu-
sion in the Egyptian military after the Israeli crossing of the Canal. “This
created a situation of near panic within both the military and political lead-
ership of Egypt. There was confusion and fear in the military high com-
mand.”63

Brezhnev was frustrated by the negotiations and by Kosygin’s failure to
secure Sadat’s agreement to a cease-fire. “I gave such a clear and detailed
account of our position at the meeting of the Politburo,” Brezhnev remarked
to Gromyko, “whereas Kosygin cannot explain that to Sadat.”64 He sum-
moned a special meeting of the Politburo on 18 October, even before
Kosygin’s return to Moscow, to discuss the unsatisfactory progress of the
negotiations in Cairo.

At the meeting, Suslov read aloud the transcripts of the telephone conver-
sations between Brezhnev and Kosygin and extracts from Kosygin’s tele-
grams. The Politburo was alarmed by the ambiguity in some of Kosygin’s
cables. Kosygin wrote that he had told Sadat that “the most important thing
now is to come to an agreement on the problem of guarantees.”65 What
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“guarantees,” Politburo members asked, were being discussed? The meeting
ended inconclusively after a report from Grechko on the deteriorating mili-
tary situation.

On 19 October, Kosygin returned to Moscow. His report was, Israelian
recalled, “short and sweet”: Sadat was obstinate and would not listen to
Soviet advice. Yet, Egypt was totally dependent on Soviet supplies and mili-
tary support.66 This time, Brezhnev did not wait for approval from Egypt.
The general secretary clearly was prepared to proceed over the objections of
his allies; indeed, Syria was not even consulted about the cease-fire. The
Soviet Union had COSMOS satellites making periodic passes over the
battlefield area and therefore had some intelligence about the size of the
Israeli force that had crossed the canal and of the forces that were waiting
to cross.67 An immediate cease-fire seemed the only way to prevent a
catastrophic Egyptian defeat.

Even before Kosygin returned to Moscow, Brezhnev sent an urgent mes-
sage to Washington on 18 October requesting a cease-fire. Dobrynin pre-
sented Brezhnev’s draft proposal to Kissinger.68 Kissinger made no immedi-
ate response. Within hours, acting on a suggestion from Dobrynin that
Brezhnev thought had been prompted by Kissinger, the general secretary
sent a second message requesting that Kissinger come immediately to Mos-
cow to make appropriate arrangements for a cease-fire.69 Brezhnev’s mes-
sage spoke of the increasing danger in the Middle East and the “harm” this
might do to relations between the United States and the Soviet Union. “Time
is essential,” he warned, “and now not only every day but every hour
counts.”70

Dobrynin explained to Kissinger that Brezhnev wanted him to come to
Moscow so that Brezhnev personally could participate in the negotiations.71

Zamyatin elaborated on the reasons that led Brezhnev to invite Kissinger to
Moscow: “Before Kissinger came to Moscow we heard that the U.S. fleet
was sent to the Middle East. Brezhnev was deeply troubled by this and fear-
ful that some kind of Soviet-American encounter would arise. He told the
Politburo that we needed to talk with the Americans. Both sides wanted to
avoid a clash.”72 Brezhnev also hoped that Kissinger’s trip to Moscow
would consolidate Moscow’s reputation in the Middle East and reinforce
détente.73 At the same time as the invitation went to Kissinger, two Soviet
destroyers went through the Dardanelles.

THE VIEW FROM WASHINGTON

The invitation to Kissinger to come to Moscow suited the administration’s
purposes. It would provide at least seventy-two hours of cover for further
offensive action by Israel and would create the battlefield situation that was
conducive to Washington’s political goals. Kissinger insisted that Soviet
leaders agree to limit the discussion to the cease-fire; the terms of any final
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settlement of the conflict were not to be discussed until after the war had
ended.

Reflecting on the Soviet invitation, Kissinger saw the war in the Middle
East largely through the prism of the Soviet-American competition. His pri-
mary objective was to make gains at Soviet expense. His strategy was to woo
Egypt away from the Soviet Union by persuading Egypt that only the United
States could help Egypt achieve its political goals.

Three times they tried through the Soviet Union, and three times they failed. . . .
We had created the conditions for a diplomatic breakthrough. We had vindi-
cated the security of our friends. We had prevented a victory of Soviet arms. We
had maintained a relationship with key Arab countries and laid the basis for a
dominant role in postwar diplomacy. . . . We held the cards now. Our next
challenge was to play our hand.74

The principal obstacles to the success of American strategy were likely
objections from Israel to a cease-fire now that its forces were moving suc-
cessfully against the Egyptian army, and the danger that events on the battle-
field would develop their own momentum. To avoid both these contingen-
cies, Kissinger briefed Ambassador Dinitz, warned him that Israel had only
an additional forty-eight hours for military action, and requested that de-
tailed military reports be sent to him while he was in Moscow.

While Kissinger was en route to Moscow, the Watergate crisis exploded
in Washington. President Nixon fired the Watergate special prosecutor,
Archibald Cox, rather than turn over the tapes as ordered by the Supreme
Court. In protest against the president’s action, Attorney General Elliot
Richardson resigned, as did his deputy, William Ruckleshaus. Alexander
Haig, Chief of Staff at the White House, admitted that the “Saturday night
massacre,” brought down a “fire storm” on the president. In the face of
enormous public protest, Nixon handed over the tapes, but his authority at
home was irreparably damaged and his future uncertain. Nixon faced one of
the most acute domestic political crises in the history of the presidency. In
the air on his way to Moscow, Kissinger was unaware of what had hap-
pened in Washington.

Discussions with Brezhnev and Gromyko began almost immediately after
Kissinger’s arrival in Moscow. In their unscheduled late-night meeting,
Brezhnev referred again and again to the “special relationship” between the
Soviet Union and President Nixon and its importance in preventing a super-
power crisis. “To procrastinate,” Kissinger said, “I fell in with the spirit of
the occasion, discoursing on the principles of foreswearing unilateral advan-
tage and avoiding exacerbation of tensions.”75

As Kissinger and Sisco were preparing for substantive discussions with
Brezhnev and Gromyko scheduled for 11 o’clock the next morning, an im-
portant difference in strategy developed between the secretary of state and
the president. Nixon cabled Kissinger in Moscow instructing him to use the
opportunity provided by the ending of the war to impose, jointly with the
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Soviet Union, a comprehensive peace in the Middle East. Kissinger was to
tell Brezhnev that President Nixon belatedly appreciated the correctness of
the arguments the Soviet leader had made at their meeting in June. Per-
suaded that the Arabs and Israelis were incapable of approaching the prob-
lem “in a rational manner,” Nixon was now prepared to work together with
Brezhnev on the terms of a just settlement and then press their allies to accept
these terms.76 Nixon and Brezhnev were now in substantial agreement; at
their late-night dinner, Brezhnev had again raised with Kissinger his pro-
posal that the superpowers impose a comprehensive settlement of the Arab-
Israel conflict.77

Kissinger disagreed strongly with the president’s instructions. He ex-
plained that

American strategy so far had been to separate the cease-fire from a postwar
political settlement and to reduce the Soviet role in the negotiations that would
follow the cease-fire. What Nixon seemed to envisage now would involve us in
an extensive negotiation whose results we would then have to impose on Israel
as the last act of a war fought on the Arab side with Soviet weapons. Moscow
would receive credit with the Arabs for having forced us into a course we had
heretofore avoided. Our leverage on the Arab states would disappear. Their
tendency would be to rely on the Soviet Union—unless the Soviets were willing
to separate themselves from the hard-line Arab program, for which we have
never seen one shred of evidence.78

In his objections, he concentrated yet again on the importance of making
gains at the expense of the Soviet Union.

Kissinger sent an angry cable to Brent Scowcroft, Nixon’s national secu-
rity advisor, and called Alexander Haig on an open telephone line to protest.
In his instructions, Nixon reportedly expressed his willingness “to pressure
the Israelis to the extent required, regardless of the domestic consequences.”
Kissinger argued that it would be difficult enough to persuade Israel to ac-
cept a cease-fire, but impossible to convince them to agree to a comprehen-
sive settlement.79

Kissinger’s staff was bewildered by the president’s new instructions. Sisco
could not understand why Nixon sent such instructions to Kissinger without
any prior consultation and in the middle of the cease-fire negotiations.80

Rodman thought that “The president was winging it. This was not how
policy was made. If they [Nixon and Kissinger] had been in the same room,
they would have worked it out. Richard Nixon emoted a lot, but he was
persuaded by strategic logic. Henry would have talked him out of it. In my
view, Henry was correct to ignore these instructions.”81 Kissinger was con-
fident that if he could talk directly to the president, he would be able to
persuade him that his instructions were unrealistic. The secretary of state
accordingly decided to ignore the president’s directive.82

Brezhnev postponed his scheduled meeting with Kissinger the next morn-
ing for one hour to meet with the Politburo. He told his colleagues that
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“Nixon feels deep respect for all Soviet leaders and for me personally,” and
that his negotiations with Kissinger were “quiet, business-like, and construc-
tive.”83 He also reported to the Politburo that he had been awakened repeat-
edly that night by telephone calls from Ambassador Vinogradov, who was
in constant communication with President Sadat in Cairo:

I had hardly fallen asleep when at 4 o’clock I was awakened by Vinogradov’s
call. He said: “I have just now been called by Sadat who returned from the
command post and after apologizing for calling at such a late hour, asked me to
tell Leonid Ilyich that at the front he made a decision to ask his Soviet colleagues
to take all possible measures to arrange for a ceasefire.” “What are the condi-
tions?” Vinogradov asked. Sadat answered that the troops should stay in the
positions they occupied at the time even though Israel’s forces were moving
forward along the west bank of the Suez Canal.

I finished my talk with Vinogradov, drank a cup of strong tea, and shaved.
There was another phone call. Vinogradov had had another talk with Sadat.
The President agrees to anything. “Of course,” Sadat said, “the Arabs will con-
tinue the war, but the sooner an agreement to ceasefire is reached, the better.”84

Sadat was now “begging” for a cease-fire on any terms and wanted the So-
viet Union to make an effort to disengage the forces.85

Grechko and Kulikov provided a very “gloomy” battlefield assessment.
They were particularly concerned about the breakthrough made by Israel’s
forces on the west bank of the Suez Canal. Dobrynin, who had flown to
Moscow aboard Kissinger’s plane, reported that American experts traveling
with Kissinger did not consider the Arab military situation that desperate.

Kosygin, who was irritated that he had not been able to obtain Sadat’s
agreement to a cease-fire, asked that Vinogradov request a written appeal
for a cease-fire from Sadat to Brezhnev.86 A written request would eliminate
any further misunderstandings between Cairo and Moscow, but Kosygin’s
demand was clearly designed to humiliate the Egyptian president.

Brezhnev insisted that it was essential that a cease-fire agreement be
reached as quickly as possible. Warning that Sadat’s desperate position was
unknown to the Americans, he urged his colleagues not to reveal the infor-
mation in any conversations that they might have with Kissinger and his
staff. Podgorny and Andropov, as well as Gromyko, supported Brezhnev’s
call for an immediate cease-fire. Brezhnev suggested that, to make agreement
on a cease-fire easier, the Soviet Union limit the proposed UN resolution to
a single paragraph calling for an immediate cease-fire. Gromyko argued that
Kissinger would accept an immediate cease-fire and a call for negotiations
between the parties. The Soviet Union should try to salvage what it could of
its broader political goals and include a reference to Resolution 242 in the
draft cease-fire resolution. The meeting ended with an agreement to press for
a cease-fire in the negotiations with Kissinger that were to follow.87

Brezhnev, Gromyko, Dobrynin, Kissinger, and Sisco and their staffs met
in Brezhnev’s office on 21 October. Agreement came swiftly. Gromyko had



• F A I L U R E T O S T O P T H E F I G H T I N G • 213

had two different texts of a cease-fire resolution prepared: the maximalist
draft included an immediate cease-fire, withdrawal to the 4 June 1967 bor-
ders within a specified time period, and recognition of all states in the area;
the minimalist draft included only a cease-fire and a reference to Resolution
242 which had been passed by the Security Council after the war in 1967.88

Unwilling to work from a Soviet draft, the American team drafted a resolu-
tion on the spot which conformed in essence to the minimalist text prepared
by Soviet officials. It added a requirement of immediate negotiation between
the parties concerned under “appropriate auspices.”89

To clarify the meaning of the third clause of the draft resolution that
referred to the negotiations that would follow the war, Gromyko and
Kissinger prepared and initialed a private memorandum of understanding.
The memorandum made clear that the phrase “under appropriate auspices”
meant that negotiations between the parties concerned would take place
with “the active participation” of the United States and the Soviet Union.
Both superpowers undertook to “maintain the closest contact with each
other and the negotiating parties” throughout the process.90

Brezhnev and Gromyko immediately accepted the American text. As Sisco
noted, “We barely had time to draft a statement. We drafted Resolution 338
in the Kremlin itself. The Soviets were amazed. We sent instructions to our
ambassador. This was a historic first. Our two ambassadors in New York
were sent similar instructions.”91 The two sides agreed that the cease-fire
would go into effect twelve hours after it was adopted by the United Na-
tions’ Security Council in New York.92 Soviet officials cabled Ambassador
Vinogradov in Cairo asking him to inform Sadat of the agreement.93

The first threat to the cease-fire grew out of the negotiations. Surprisingly,
Gromyko and Kissinger made no provision for machinery to supervise and
enforce the cease-fire. They did not even arrange for the return of United
Nations’ truce supervisory personnel to the field. For such seasoned and
experienced diplomats, the omission is difficult to understand.

“There was a shortage of time,” Kissinger explained. “There was too
much to do. We had to get the cease-fire going. We were tired and pressed
for time.”94 Sisco confirmed that “our preoccupation was the cease-fire and
timing. Simplicity was the byword.”95 Rodman added that “Henry had his
mind on bigger things. He was thinking about what would happen after the
cease-fire. The trivia of how the cease-fire would be observed never came
up.”96 Tired and distracted, experienced and able diplomats on both sides
ignored an obvious problem.97 The absence of adequate machinery to super-
vise the cease-fire and report on violations would prove to be one of the most
serious technical obstacles to crisis prevention.

As soon as the meeting with Brezhnev and Gromyko ended, Kissinger and
his staff returned to the state guest house to draft a report to President Nixon
and a letter to be sent in his name to Prime Minister Meir. The letter assured
Meir that the cease-fire would permit Israel’s forces to remain where they
were, that the resolution did not mention the word “withdrawal,” and that
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the resolution gave Israel what it had long wanted, direct negotiations with-
out conditions between the parties to the conflict.98 Brent Scowcroft was
instructed to give the letter to Ambassador Dinitz. Kissinger and his staff
estimated that Meir would receive it at least nine hours before the Security
Council began its scheduled meeting. Israel’s Cabinet would therefore have
ample time for deliberation.

Kissinger underestimated the technical, military, and political problems
that could undermine the prospects of the cease-fire.99 Technical problems
began almost immediately. The American team experienced serious difficul-
ties in communicating the necessary information to Washington. Several
hours after the instructions were sent, Kissinger discovered, “to his horror,”
that none of the messages had been received in Washington. His staff had
first tried to send the messages through the American embassy in Moscow,
but its procedures for handling sensitive material were cumbersome and
time-consuming. They then attempted to transmit directly from the presi-
dential aircraft, parked at Moscow’s Vnukovo II airport, via satellite hook-
up to the White House Situation Room. The messages arrived in Wash-
ington in nearly unreadable form. The letter to the prime minister of Israel
was so garbled that it could not be transmitted to Ambassador Dinitz. In
desperation, Lawrence Eagleburger called Brent Scowcroft on an open tele-
phone line. The connection was so poor that all Scowcroft could decipher
was that the United States and the Soviet Union had agreed to a cease-fire.100

The American team had no choice but to revert to sending the messages
through the cumbersome machinery of their embassy in Moscow.

Kissinger was apoplectic.101 At least four hours had been lost in commu-
nicating with Israel. The time available for consultation with Israel was re-
duced by a third; consequently Israel’s leaders read the message as an ultima-
tum rather than as the consultation they had been promised.102 Kissinger
speculated that the Soviet Union was responsible for the technical problems,
that it had “pulled the plug on our communications in Moscow” to reduce
the time available to Israel to conduct last-minute military operations before
the cease-fire went into effect.103

If Kissinger is correct, Soviet interference was extraordinarily short-
sighted.104 By complicating the relationship between the United States and
Israel, Moscow defeated its purpose of ensuring immediate compliance with
the cease-fire by Israel. Joseph Sisco does not believe that the Soviet Union
deliberately interfered with communications to Washington, even though a
similar breakdown in the communications system of Kissinger’s aircraft had
occurred during his secret visit to Moscow in April 1972.105 Soviet officials
deny that the interference was deliberate.106 It seems likely that the technical
problems were accidental. Whatever the cause, the absence of adequate
communications links seriously obstructed effective crisis prevention. When
Kissinger arrived in Tel Aviv, he found an angry and distrustful leadership.
Israel’s officials felt cheated by the difference between the warning of a
cease-fire that they had been promised and that they received.
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Another serious problem was the poor quality of military intelligence
available to Kissinger and his staff during their stay in Moscow. En route to
the Soviet Union from Washington, Kissinger received two reports from
Ambassador Dinitz. The first described the location of Israel’s forces but did
not discuss the time needed to achieve Israel’s strategic objectives.107 The
second reported that the IDF had cut the road from Cairo to Suez but antic-
ipated an Egyptian counterattack.

Kissinger acknowledged the reports and insisted on receiving a steady
stream of up-to-date military intelligence. “I cannot overemphasize the ur-
gent need to keep me fully informed of the military situation,” he cabled
Brent Scowcroft. “I need exact assessments, and I need them quickly and
frequently. Dinitz must, repeat must, report to you at least three times a day,
and I must then have these reports immediately. Tell him to get his commu-
nications set up now if he has not yet done so. These reports must be clearly
identified. I cannot avoid mistakes if I am not kept fully up to date and know
exactly what the situation on the ground is.”108 Kissinger received no mili-
tary report from Israel while he was in Moscow and the information he
received from Washington was contradictory.109

The CIA relayed to Kissinger the statement of an IDF spokesman that the
army had cut all highways and railroads from Cairo to Ismailia and Suez. It
reported heavy fighting in the vicinity of the Suez Canal and suggested that
Egypt and Israel were both encountering serious military difficulties. The
CIA reported that the IDF was concentrating its offensive activity between
Great Bitter Lake and Ismailia as part of a northern thrust.110 In fact, the
Israeli army was advancing in both directions, and it was the attack toward
the south that would eventually prove decisive.

The reports that Kissinger received from American intelligence “conveyed
no particular sense of urgency.”111 While in Moscow, neither Kissinger nor
his staff had any evidence that Egypt’s military situation was rapidly becom-
ing untenable. He received no warning that the IDF needed only a few days
to encircle and cut off the Third Army. The encirclement and destruction of
the Third Army was precisely the sort of humiliating Egyptian defeat that
Kissinger had sought all along to avoid. With better intelligence, Kissinger
might have conducted his negotiations in Tel Aviv differently and warned
Israel’s leaders explicitly against any further movement by its forces.

Once the superpowers had jointly agreed to a cease-fire, in sharp contrast
to earlier attempts, Moscow faced no difficulty in obtaining the compliance
of Egypt or Syria. Sadat had finally realized how grave the military situation
had become and was desperately anxious for a cease-fire. Brezhnev did
not bother to inform President Assad; he learned of the cease-fire resolution
from news reports of the Security Council meeting.112 The United States
had a far more serious political problem in persuading Israel to agree to a
cease-fire.

American and Israeli interests diverged sharply. Washington wanted an
immediate cease-fire to avoid the defeat of Arab armies and the complica-
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tions with the Soviet Union that might develop if the Egyptian army was
humiliated. Israel’s leaders wanted a clear-cut and decisive military victory.
Israel’s leaders wanted the victory primarily to improve their bargaining
position in any negotiations that would follow the war, but also to avenge
the surprise attack, restore the deterrent reputation of the IDF, and justify to
the Israeli public the large number of military casualties suffered during the
war. Predictably, Israel sought to stretch its battlefield opportunities to the
outer limits.

Before departing for Moscow, Kissinger had promised Ambassador Din-
itz that he would inform Israel immediately about any agreement.113 When
Prime Minister Meir belatedly and angrily received the news of the cease-fire
agreement, she suggested that Kissinger stop in Tel Aviv on the way back
from Moscow. He agreed, largely to reassure Israel’s leaders.114 Kissinger
arrived in Tel Aviv on 22 October, about six hours before the cease-fire was
scheduled to go into effect. He met privately with Prime Minister Golda
Meir and then with a larger group of officials that included Defense Minister
Moshe Dayan, Chief of Staff David Elazar, Foreign Minister Abba Eban,
Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon, Minister without Portfolio Yisrael
Galili, and former Chief of Staff and Ambassador to Washington, Yitzhak
Rabin. Only on the eve of his departure, did he receive a military briefing
from the IDF. What happened during his five hours of discussions with
Israel’s civilian and military leaders in Tel Aviv is the subject of intense
controversy.

Some participants in the meetings allege that Kissinger quietly encouraged
Israel to violate the cease-fire and continue its offensive, for at least several
hours. Others insist that Kissinger was tough and emphasized the impor-
tance of the cease-fire.115 Kissinger adamantly denies that he encouraged
Israel to violate the cease-fire:

I did not encourage the Israelis. I did not want to see the Third Army destroyed.
I thought that they were emotionally exhausted and did not need a big sales
pitch for a cease-fire. After all, they had gotten the direct negotiations that they
had always wanted. I didn’t press them hard because I didn’t think that they
needed to be pressed. I did not encourage the Israelis with more than minor
adjustments. It is quite possible that the commanders in the field ran away
with Golda.116

Joseph Sisco, who participated in the meetings, confirmed that “We took a
tough line, a very tough line. The environment was very hostile. Golda Meir
was furious. We took a very firm line.”117

Kissinger did not feel it necessary to warn Israel explicitly against encir-
cling the Egyptian Third Army and, consequently, inadvertently created
false expectations in Tel Aviv. His behavior in Tel Aviv jeopardized his ob-
jective of a limited Israeli victory in order to detach Egypt from the Soviet
Union in the postwar period. Several factors explain the ambivalence the
secretary of state displayed. Kissinger did not explicitly warn Israel against
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encircling the Third Army in large part because the quality of military intelli-
gence that he had at his disposal when the meetings began was poor. Until
the very end of their stay in Tel Aviv, the Americans did not have accurate
intelligence about the situation on the battlefield. Kissinger recalled that:

Their [Israel’s] major offensive was in the north. They told me that their armies
were advancing in the north. I told them that they could horse around in the
north for a few hours but that was it. I tried to stop them but I couldn’t figure
out where their armies were. We were looking toward the north. We were not
looking in the south. Our satellites were fixed. We couldn’t move them around.
We were looking north. We didn’t know where the Israeli army was.118

Rodman confirmed that “We didn’t know where their armies were. We
didn’t know about the precariousness of the Third Army.”119 Kissinger was
unaware at the outset of these critical meetings of the looming threat to the
Egyptian Third Army to the south. He therefore underestimated the diffi-
culty of persuading Israel to accept an immediate cease-fire and did not warn
explicitly against a contingency that he thought was unlikely.

In Kissinger’s summary of these meetings, he notes that the Third Army
“did not loom large in the discussions.” There were “grumbles” about how
Egypt’s Third Army “might have been fully encircled and destroyed in an-
other three days of fighting. But,” Kissinger insisted, “these were the same
leaders whose repeated predictions—‘we need three more days’—had con-
sistently been proved overoptimistic.”120 Kissinger was confident that Is-
rael’s leaders recognized that they could not have been given an additional
three days without risking a superpower crisis and the destruction of the
American position in the Arab world.121

There is little evidence that Israel’s military and civilian leaders had
reached any such conclusion.122 Only during the military briefing at the end
of their meetings did Kissinger learn “for the first time what we had at-
tempted to extract from the Israelis for a week: the exact location and objec-
tives of their forces on the west bank of the Suez Canal. Maps showed all
Egyptian routes of supply to the Third Army cut except one secondary road
in the extreme south.”123 It was very likely that, with only one secondary
road still open, Israel would attempt to complete its encirclement of the
Third Army. Despite the information he now had, Kissinger failed to warn
explicitly against such action.

Kissinger also paid little attention to the mechanics of the cease-fire. In an
unwitting acknowledgment of the sloppiness of technical procedures,
Kissinger reports that neither American nor Israeli officials were certain of
the time at which the cease-fire was to go into effect.

During the luncheon [between 2:30 and 4:00 P.M. on October 22] a message
was brought in informing us that Egypt had accepted the ceasefire at 5:00 P.M.
Cairo time. . . . A desultory discussion about ground rules ensued, soon
submerged by a confusion that so often occurs at historic moments. There
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was uncertainty about whether Cairo and Tel Aviv were in the same time
zone. . . . I sent Eagleburger to a phone to check it out with Washington. While
waiting for the official word, I suggested that Israel solve the issue by setting the
time for 6:52 P.M. Israeli time . . . and let Cairo translate that into Egyptian
time.124

In part because the technical details of the cease-fire got only desultory atten-
tion, some Israelis at the meeting concluded that Kissinger was not overly
concerned with its implementation on schedule.125

Kissinger also hinted vaguely that he would look the other way at minor
violations of the cease-fire. He subsequently admitted that “I also had a
sinking feeling that I might have emboldened them; in Israel, to gain their
support, I had indicated that I would understand if there was a few hours’
‘slippage’ in the cease-fire deadline while I was flying home to compensate
for the four hours lost through the communications breakdown in Mos-
cow.”126 Kissinger inadvertently created false expectations among Israel’s
leaders about how much time they would have for additional military ac-
tion. These misunderstandings contributed to the breakdown of the cease-
fire and the ensuing failure of crisis prevention.

Finally, Kissinger’s failure to warn explicitly against further military ac-
tion can be attributed in part to his personal conflict about the message
he brought to Tel Aviv. Before he left for Moscow, he had promised Israel
that he would consult and give them ample warning of any cease-fire agree-
ment that was reached. Kissinger acknowledged that he felt guilty about the
delay in communications from Moscow.127 Rodman confirmed that “Henry
felt very guilty about the communications failure because it seriously short-
ened the time we could give the Israelis to prepare for the cease-fire. Yet,
Henry was stuck because Nixon undercut him by delegating authority to
him and denying him the time to delay.”128 Uneasy and guilty about the
shortened warning time he had provided, Kissinger misled Israel’s leaders
about the impact of “minor” violations of the cease-fire. In so doing, he
compounded the already difficult issues of technical and political control
which were so important if a crisis between the superpowers were to be
prevented.129

Within a few hours of Kissinger’s return to Washington, he learned from
the CIA that heavy fighting had broken out between Egypt and Israel.
Brezhnev, who had also learned of the renewed fighting, sent an urgent note
to Kissinger personally, charging that Israel’s forces were advancing south-
ward along the west bank of the Suez Canal. The general secretary termed
Israel’s actions “unacceptable” and a “flagrant deceit.”130

Only then did Kissinger recognize that a crisis between the superpowers
was imminent. “We were now in a serious predicament,” he wrote. “The
urgency of Brezhnev’s appeal suggested that the plight of the Egyptian Third
Army was far more serious than our intelligence had yet discovered or the
Israelis had told us. Now I understood. Israel had cut the last supply route
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to the city of Suez. The Egyptian Third Army on the east bank of the Canal
was totally cut off. A crisis was upon us.”131 Within forty-eight hours, the
Soviet Union and the United States found themselves in their most serious
confrontation since the Cuban missile crisis in 1962. Crisis prevention
had failed.

FAILURE TO TERMINATE THE WAR

The superpowers failed to prevent a crisis in their relationship in part be-
cause of the difficulty they experienced in ending the war. Termination of the
war did not depend only on the United States and the Soviet Union but on
their allies as well. Leaders in both capitals badly underestimated the
difficulties they would experience in persuading their allies to agree to end
the fighting. Despite Egypt’s dependence on the Soviet Union for essential
military supplies, President Sadat three times refused to agree to a cease-fire
at Soviet request. Only when battlefield conditions became desperate, did he
finally accept the Soviet recommendation of a cease-fire. Egyptian despera-
tion on the battlefield was just what the Soviet Union and the United States
had both sought to avoid.

By waiting until the Egyptian military position became dangerously pre-
carious, Sadat dramatically shortened the time available to arrange and im-
plement a cease-fire. The short time available compounded all the technical,
operational, and political problems that we have already described.

Israel agreed to a cease-fire early on when the battlefield was stalemated
and it was badly short of much needed military supplies. At that point nei-
ther Egypt nor the United States were anxious for a cease-fire. As soon as its
military position improved, Israel resisted a cease-fire through every means
at its disposal. It did so despite its political and military dependence on the
United States.

In October 1973, war termination was a quadrilateral process. Battlefield
conditions, not superpower pressures, determined the decisions of Egypt
and Israel. But the battlefield inevitably produced asymmetrical preferences:
when Israel considered its military position unfavorable, Egypt did not, and
when Egypt recognized that its military situation was dangerously weak,
Israel knew that it could destroy the Third Army and win a major military
victory. The difficulties and the dangers are obvious: only when military
action was conclusive, did Egypt agree to a cease-fire, but when military
action became conclusive, the threat of a confrontation between the super-
powers became real.

Kissinger compounded the structural difficulties of ending the war by
overestimating the capacity of the United States to fine-tune the diplomacy
of war termination with battlefield conditions. While the Soviet Union
wanted to end the war without an Arab defeat, the United States wanted to
end the war with a limited Israeli victory. As Kissinger put it, “the best out-
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come was an Israeli victory that pushed back the Arabs without producing
an Arab debacle.”132 This kind of outcome was far more difficult—and dan-
gerous—to accomplish. It led Kissinger to stall the diplomacy of war termi-
nation when battlefield positions were relatively symmetrical. Indeed, Am-
bassador Dinitz subsequently claimed that Kissinger privately discouraged
Israel from accepting the cease-fire on 12 October.133 Once Israel’s armies
went on the offensive, however, the conditions were created for a large-scale
military victory that would rout Egyptian armies. Israel then had every in-
centive, other than American disapproval, to destroy the Third Army.

Kissinger’s expectation that the United States could closely coordinate its
diplomatic strategy with battlefield developments was also naive given the
technical problems involved. Most serious was access to up-to-date battle-
field intelligence. The United States got no accurate information on Israeli
military dispositions in the four days that preceded the cease-fire on 22
October. Military intelligence supplied by Israel was deliberately or inadver-
tently vague; the accompanying analyses minimized the advances of Israel’s
army and the consequences for the Egyptian Third Army. The restricted flow
of accurate intelligence compounded the difficulties already inherent in con-
trolling an autonomous ally and in closely coordinating diplomatic strategy
to battlefield conditions.

With more timely and accurate intelligence, Kissinger might have warned
Israel more explicitly and vigorously against the encirclement of the Third
Army instead of subtly encouraging “minor” violations of the cease-fire. We
can only speculate on whether clear and vigorous warnings would have been
more effective. Given the issues at stake for Israel and the incentives it had to
defeat Egypt’s army, it is doubtful. In seeking to terminate war among allies
deeply engaged and intensely committed, there is no “technical fix” to
deeply rooted political problems.

THE IRONY OF DÉTENTE

The failure to stop the war before the Egyptian Third Army was encircled
was the last in a series of opportunities the United States and the Soviet
Union had to prevent crisis between them. In tracing the origins of the crisis
that followed, we have separated the failure of Moscow and Washington to
impose a cease-fire before Egypt was on the verge of a humiliating defeat
from their failure first to prevent and then to limit the war. These failures
were interconnected: the failure to prevent and then to limit the war made
termination of the fighting far more difficult. The failure of crisis prevention
was the cumulative result of all the failures that went before.

A serious crisis should have been far less likely in 1973 than in 1962. The
general context of the relationship between the two superpowers had im-
proved dramatically in the eleven years since the Cuban missile crisis. In a
context of strategic parity, both Moscow and Washington had acknowl-
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edged their shared fear of nuclear war and put in place channels of direct
communication to avoid inadvertent escalation. Kissinger recognized that
“Brezhnev was very eager for improved relations with the United States. He
understood the big picture and was eager for nuclear arms reduction.”134

Détente was Brezhnev’s proudest achievement.135 Unlike 1962, both sides
were persuaded that neither side wanted war. They were also sensitive to the
possibility of escalation inherent in their competition in the Third World.
Yet, even the mutually acknowledged fear of nuclear war, the recognition
that local conflicts could escalate dangerously, some empathy with each
other’s interests, and good and frequent communication between the two
sets of leaders were not enough.

Several factors account for the failure of crisis prevention. Misplaced con-
fidence in deterrence blinded the United States to evidence of the impending
war. Technical problems compounded the difficulties of crisis prevention, as
did the far more serious problem of the political control of allies who were
dependent militarily but independent politically. Even more fundamental
were the political conceptions the United States and the Soviet Union
brought to their joint task. Their pursuit of unilateral advantage in the Third
World and their mutual denial of the difficult trade-offs between regional
competition and global crisis prevention at each critical step along the way
were the central factors in their failure to prevent a crisis neither wanted.

Even though the two superpowers had recognized their shared horror of
nuclear war and agreed to collaborate to prevent its occurrence, their rela-
tionship was still intensely competitive on other issues. The Soviet leadership
pursued “expansionist détente,” and the United States attempted to per-
suade Egypt, directly and indirectly, to reverse alliances. Each sought to
avoid losses or make gains at the expense of the other. Both the Soviet Union
and the United States failed to face up to the difficult choices and painful
trade-offs they would have to make if they were to avoid a crisis. Leaders in
Moscow and Washington persuaded themselves that there was no conflict
between their pursuit of relative advantage and crisis prevention.

Before the war broke out in the Middle East and even after the fighting
started, Moscow chose to avoid immediate short-term losses in its relation-
ship with its allies in the expectation that it would not confront longer-term
costs in its relationship with Washington. The United States chose to pursue
long-term gains in the Middle East at the expense of the Soviet Union in the
expectation that it could avoid short-term costs in its relationship with
Moscow. Neither Washington nor Moscow faced squarely the hard choices
before them. On the contrary, they chose strategies that denied the contra-
dictions and compounded the already difficult trade-offs they faced. When
the Soviet leadership was confronted with the American request to restrain
the resupply of its allies, it chose to treat the choice as routine and protect
its regional interests at the expense of crisis prevention. Both the Soviet
Union and the United States miscalculated badly and did serious damage to
their relationship.
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The superpowers were able to deny these contradictions in part, but only
in part, because of their self-serving interpretations of détente. These selec-
tive understandings were perhaps a function of their need to deny the painful
trade-offs they faced. Each expected that détente would limit the other’s
capacity to make gains. Soviet leaders anticipated that the favorable “corre-
lation of forces” would limit the future capacity of the United States to ex-
ploit the kind of nuclear blackmail it had resorted to in the past. Nixon and
Kissinger considered deterrence even more important in the context of stra-
tegic parity and added linkage within détente as an additional instrument
to constrain a more powerful Soviet Union. Kissinger was explicit in his
analysis of détente as a series of linked obligations. During the war, he told
an international audience that “we will react if relaxation of tensions is used
as a cover to exacerbate conflicts in international trouble spots. The Soviet
Union cannot disregard these principles in any area of the world without
imperiling its entire relationship with the United States. Our policy with
regard to détente is clear . . . détente cannot survive irresponsibility in
any area.”136

In dealing with the contradictions between regional interests and global
crisis prevention, leaders in Moscow and Washington used their selective
interpretation of détente to deny the consequences of the painful choices
they confronted. In the period before the outbreak of the war in the Middle
East, Soviet leaders faced pressing demands from their allies which created
painful policy dilemmas. Egypt, Moscow’s ally, was deliberately trying to
create the crisis that the Soviet Union was trying to avoid. Confronted with
the possible loss of their most important ally in the Middle East, Soviet lead-
ers finally responded to the military demands of Egypt. Brezhnev and his
colleagues in the Politburo could not face the strategic and domestic conse-
quences of sacrificing their relationship with Egypt and their reputation as a
reliable and valuable ally. Instead, they persuaded themselves, despite strong
evidence to the contrary, that the rearmament of Egypt would increase their
leverage in Cairo. To hedge against adverse consequences in their relation-
ship with Washington, they convinced themselves that by warning of im-
pending war, they were meeting the technical requirements of détente.
Ironically, they counted on their improved relationship with Washington to
prevent a serious crisis.

Nixon and Kissinger saw the conflict in the Middle East largely through
the prism of their competition with the Soviet Union. In the year preceding
the outbreak of war, American leaders made no serious efforts to defuse the
simmering conflict in the Middle East. Kissinger in particular deliberately
encouraged a diplomatic deadlock because he hoped that it would induce
Egypt to abandon its alliance with the Soviet Union and turn to the United
States. Confident of the capacity of Israel’s military superiority to prevent
war, Washington did not see the coming explosion. Even after the fighting
began, Washington ignored the contradiction between the imperatives of
crisis prevention and military support of its ally which, Kissinger acknowl-
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edged, would lead to an expansion of the fighting. Kissinger was able to
convince himself that a crisis could be prevented by matching and besting
the Soviet Union in order to reinforce the reputation of the United States
for resolve.

Leaders on both sides badly underestimated the risks of the strategies they
chose. The explanation lies partly in well-documented psychological pro-
cesses people use when they confront painful choices. Leaders denied the
adverse consequences of their choices. They persuaded themselves that there
was no contradiction between their pursuit of competitive advantage and
crisis prevention. At times, Nixon and Kissinger also convinced themselves
that there was no alternative to the strategy they preferred.

Ironically, détente was taken more seriously by their allies than by the
superpowers themselves. President Sadat and his advisors expected the im-
proved relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union to freeze
an unacceptable status quo in the Middle East. This was one of the principal
reasons that Sadat decided to go to war. Muhammad Hasanayn Haykal, one
of his closest advisors, recalls a revealing exchange with the Egyptian presi-
dent. “One day I said to President Sadat, ‘I’m afraid it looks as though the
détente is going to become a reality and impose itself on us before we can
impose ourselves on it. The détente will set conditions for the Middle East
problem instead of the Middle East problem setting conditions for the
détente.’ The President gave a very shrewd answer: ‘Maybe we will just be
able to catch the last part of the tail of détente.’”137

Contrary to expectations, détente and the accompanying norms of crisis
prevention exacerbated rather than reduced the difficulties of crisis preven-
tion. In Cairo, where détente was taken seriously, it contributed directly to
Sadat’s choice of war. In Moscow and Washington, where it was disaggre-
gated and insulated as a distinct relationship or exploited as a cover to
compete to avoid loss or make gain, it fueled rather then forestalled crisis.
The mutually inconsistent and contradictory ways in which Soviet and
American leaders interpreted détente made crisis prevention more rather
than less difficult.

Deterrence also had a counterintuitive impact. In 1962, direct and ex-
tended deterrence provoked rather than prevented the crisis. Deterrence had
a pernicious effect in 1973, but for different reasons. Nixon, Kissinger, and
most of their advisors counted on Israel’s military superiority and unques-
tioned willingness to use force in defense of its interests to deter Egypt and
Syria from attacking.138 Military support of Israel was a fundamental build-
ing block of the American strategy of crisis prevention.

Misplaced confidence in deterrence as a strategy of crisis prevention
blinded American leaders to evidence and, indeed, explicit warnings, of the
growing likelihood of war. Secretary of State Rogers had recognized the
destabilizing impact of diplomatic deadlock and had tried, unsuccessfully, in
the spring of 1973 to persuade President Nixon to authorize a new round of
diplomacy in an effort to reach a partial settlement.139 Confident of Israel’s
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capacity to deter, Nixon and, to a far greater degree, Kissinger were insensi-
tive to the growing desperation of Sadat. Deterrence became a substitute for
an active strategy of conflict management. Their unwarranted confidence in
deterrence also encouraged the attempt to shut the Soviet Union out of the
Middle East and to seek a political monopoly of Arab-Israeli diplomacy.
Reinforcement of Israel’s deterrent capability would buy the time necessary
to persuade the Arab world of the political irrelevance of the Soviet
Union.140 Deterrence in the Middle East made possible the pursuit of unilat-
eral advantage under the cover of détente.

Finally, both superpowers underestimated the difficulties that they would
confront in managing their allies and overestimated the control they could
exert. Moscow and Washington were constrained by the military needs
and the political strength of their allies in the Middle East. The needs of their
allies were critical to their mutual failure to restrict the military supplies
they sent to the Middle East, whereas the political independence of Egypt
and Israel contributed directly to their failure to prevent the outbreak of
war and then to terminate the fighting before the Egyptian Third Army was
encircled.

It was not that the superpowers lost control of their allies as they strug-
gled to prevent a crisis. At no point in the process before the crisis erupted
between the superpowers—before the outbreak of the war and before their
failure to stop the fighting after they had agreed on terms to end the war—
did Moscow and Washington have political control. Georgi Arbatov noted
ruefully in retrospect: “What could we do? We had to deal with an Egyptian
leadership that played its own game. Israel played its own game. It was a
lesson for everyone.”141

Our analysis has identified a series of factors that contributed to the fail-
ure of crisis prevention. Leaders were unable to get the kind of information
they badly needed, and they were unable to control their allies who were
intensely committed participants in a bitter conflict. When confronted with
painful choices, they discounted the evidence they did have and denied the
risks of the strategies they chose. Most important, both superpowers be-
lieved that they could insulate and then exploit the bitter conflict in the Mid-
dle East to further their competitive interests. The fundamental cause of the
failure of leaders in Moscow and Washington to prevent a crisis were the
political conceptions and competitive goals they brought to the problem. In
the face of these political conceptions, technical improvements in the process
of crisis prevention would have done little to avoid failure.

When asked to reflect on the failure of the United States and the Soviet
Union to prevent the crisis of October 1973, Aleksandr Kislov replied: “I
worried then about Soviet-American engagement in the Middle East despite
the intentions of leaders on both sides. There was insufficient appreciation of
the inexorable logic of local events. Thank God, there were good relations
in 1973. Imagine what would have happened during the height of the Cold
War.”142 Georgi Arbatov, one of Brezhnev’s advisors at the time, was
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equally explicit. “Our general relations,” he said, “made all the difference in
the world. It is terribly important to have good general relations if peripheral
crises are to be contained.”143

Soviet analysts are correct that the failure to prevent a crisis would have
been far more dangerous at the height of the Cold War when tension ran
high. But détente and an improved relationship were not enough to prevent
a crisis. Even in retrospect, the confidence of Soviet experts in “good [politi-
cal] relations” as the primary condition of effective crisis prevention be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union seems naive. In 1973, the fail-
ure of crisis prevention was not technical but political. Only a fundamental
rethinking of the political conceptions that governed their relationship and
a willingness to face and make hard choices might have made a difference.
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The Failure to Avoid Confrontation

Starving the Third Army out . . . was almost certain to bring

about a confrontation with the Soviets. They could not pos-

sibly hold still while a cease-fire they had cosponsored

was turned into a trap for a client state.

—Henry Kissinger 1

We felt that Brezhnev was being pig-headed and we wanted to

teach him a lesson. We did not act on the basis of perceived

intent. We decided to end Brezhnev’s bluffing.

—William Quandt 2

Brezhnev saw what he wanted to see. He was very proud of

his relationship with Nixon and wanted joint action. It was

characteristic of Brezhnev to engage in wishful thinking

about joint Soviet-American action.

—Victor Israelian 3

ON THE NIGHT OF 24 October 1973, the Soviet Union proposed joint mili-
tary intervention with the United States to end the fighting. Moscow warned
that if joint action were impossible, it would consider taking unilateral ac-
tion to halt Israel’s military offensive. In response, the United States alerted
its nuclear and conventional forces worldwide in an attempt to deter Soviet
military intervention. The superpowers found themselves in their most dan-
gerous confrontation since the Cuban missile crisis.

The crisis developed when it was least expected, after Brezhnev and
Kissinger had jointly negotiated the terms of a cease-fire. Both leaders
wanted to stop the fighting and to avoid a crisis between their two countries.
They shared the same tactical objectives. In the wake of Israel’s battlefield
successes, the United States now fully shared the Soviet interest in ending the
war before the Egyptian Third Army was destroyed. Brezhnev and Kissinger
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were also in constant communication with each other. Under these condi-
tions, no crisis should have occurred. Yet, despite shared objectives and an
agreement negotiated between Moscow and Washington, a serious crisis
erupted that ended in confrontation. This chapter addresses this puzzle.

WHY WAS 1973 A CRISIS?

Cuba was a crisis because of mutual perception of acute threat, increased
fear of war, and time pressure—the standard dimensions of an international
crisis. In 1973, Soviet and American leaders felt that important interests
were threatened. The superpowers also felt a sense of urgency as the pace
of battlefield developments in the Middle East outstripped their capacity
to cope.

In 1962, the crisis began for the United States with the discovery of Soviet
missile sites in Cuba and, for the Soviet Union, a week later when President
Kennedy announced the blockade. In contrast, the crisis in 1973 developed
symmetrically in both capitals as leaders in Moscow and Washington re-
sponded to events on the battlefield. A few hours after Egypt and Israel ac-
cepted the cease-fire that Brezhnev and Kissinger had negotiated, fighting
began again. Egypt and Israel each accused the other of violating the cease-
fire first, but the IDF clearly took advantage of the violations to complete
the encirclement of the Egyptian Third Army.

The crisis developed in Moscow in two phases. As the fighting continued
on 23 and 24 October, Brezhnev anticipated a catastrophic military defeat
of Egypt and a concomitant threat to the reputation of the Soviet Union as
an ally and as an arms supplier to the Third World. The Soviet perception of
threat in 1962 was greatly exaggerated; in 1973, it was accurate. The road
to Cairo was undefended, and Egypt was on the verge of military disaster.
Brezhnev also felt pressed for time. By 24 October, the Soviet Union had
only hours to prevent an Egyptian defeat. Here too, his sense of urgency was
grounded in reality.

For Soviet leaders, the second phase of the crisis began after the United
States alerted its forces worldwide. Brezhnev and the Politburo were sur-
prised and angered by the American alert. They met on 25 October for eight
hours, in an angry and tense session. In this final phase of the confrontation,
Politburo members did not worry about an intentional attack by the United
States. Nevertheless, they were intensely angered and greatly disappointed
by the American action and seriously concerned about the possibility of in-
advertent escalation.

In Washington, the crisis also developed in two distinct but related phases
that followed each other in rapid succession. In both phases, American offi-
cials perceived a threat, but the nature of the threat changed rapidly under
the pressure of events during the course of thirty-six hours. Within hours
after his return from Tel Aviv on the morning of 23 October, Kissinger
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learned of the cease-fire violations and received an urgent message from
Brezhnev. He worried about the consequences of the destruction of the
Egyptian Third Army for American relations with Egypt and with the Soviet
Union. “The Egyptian Third Army on the east bank of the Canal was totally
cut off,” Kissinger explained. “A crisis was upon us.”4

Nixon and Kissinger knew that the destruction of the Egyptian Third
Army was unacceptable to Moscow. They also shared the Soviet objective of
preventing an Egyptian defeat because it would seriously compromise their
central objective of creating a postwar political monopoly. Kissinger not
only understood Soviet constraints, he shared the estimate of the limited
time available before the Egyptian Third Army would collapse. From early
on 23 October until the evening of 24 October, Kissinger identified a threat
to American objectives, empathized with Soviet concerns, and considered it
urgent to halt Israel’s offensive.

Once Brezhnev proposed joint intervention but then warned that he
would consider acting alone if necessary to stop the fighting, the nature of
the crisis changed dramatically. Kissinger defined the Soviet action as a
threat not only to American interests in the Middle East but to the United
States worldwide. If the United States backed down, he believed, its resolve
in future encounters with the Soviet Union would be fundamentally compro-
mised.5 From Washington’s perspective, the crisis was now primarily in the
Soviet-American relationship. Kissinger, unlike his Soviet counterparts, did
not worry about the risk of inadvertent escalation but focused on the threat
to the American reputation for resolve.

Although they considered the risk of war low, Kissinger and his col-
leagues in the White House Situation Room nevertheless felt an acute sense
of urgency. If the Soviet Union intended to send troops, it would do so in a
matter of hours. The United States had very limited time to find an appropri-
ate way to signal its determination to resist any deployment of Soviet forces
in the Middle East. Although leaders in Moscow and Washington felt
pressed for different reasons, as in 1962, the sense of urgency was real and
shared, though not equally, in both capitals.

The crises in 1962 and 1973 are similar in some important respects. Both
crises had an important emotional component. Like Kennedy in 1962,
Brezhnev thought that he had been cheated by his adversary. His anger at
Kissinger and sense of betrayal reduced his confidence that quiet diplomacy
would succeed in saving the Egyptian Third Army. Unlike Khrushchev in
1962, who had secretly deployed the missiles deliberately to deceive Ken-
nedy, Kissinger did not consciously attempt either to mislead or to deceive
Brezhnev. Nevertheless, as it had in 1962, anger and intense emotion made
crisis management more difficult in 1973.

Even though they felt threatened and pressed, Soviet leaders nevertheless
recognized the difficulty of controlling allies and events in a rapidly chang-
ing battlefield. Again, like Kennedy in 1962, Brezhnev and his colleagues
were sensitive to the dangers of inadvertent escalation. The unpleasantness
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of the available choices created additional stress for Soviet officials as it did
for Kennedy and the Ex Comm.

The differences between the two crises are more striking than the similar-
ities. The crisis in 1973 was far more concentrated in time than the missile
crisis. It erupted almost simultaneously in both capitals, and leaders had
very little time to make their decisions. They did not have a week, as Ken-
nedy did, to cool their anger, consider their options, and think about the
consequences of their choices.

The context in which the crisis erupted in 1973 was also much more be-
nign than in 1962. Important interests were at stake, but both sides thought
that the risk of war was low. Each superpower was convinced of the other’s
commitment to avoid war. Kissinger had no doubt about Brezhnev’s inten-
tions: “He was very eager for improved relations with the United States.
He understood the big picture and was eager for nuclear arms reduction.
Gromyko and I were friends. We liked each other and worked well to-
gether.”6 “The crisis underlined the importance of prior understandings and
communication,” observed Georgi Arbatov. “Kissinger could come to Mos-
cow. . . . Our general relations made all the difference in the world.”7

The Cuban missile crisis was one of misunderstanding: each side mis-
judged the basic intentions of the other. Both Kennedy and Khrushchev felt
so gravely threatened because each misunderstood the other’s goals and
doubted the other’s commitment to a peaceful resolution of the crisis. This
was much less the case at the end of the October War. Unlike 1962, neither
doubted the other’s commitment to avoid war. In large part because neither
questioned the other’s commitment to avoid war, however, each felt free to
seek advantage at the other’s expense. In the final phase of the crisis, Ameri-
can and Soviet leaders badly misread each other’s signals and provoked a
confrontation. Ironically, this misreading of signals in a competitive context
did lasting damage to the relationship between the United States and the
Soviet Union.

The confrontation began when Brezhnev proposed joint intervention and
then warned that the Soviet Union might consider acting alone to save the
Third Army. He made his proposal and then issued his threat because Nixon
and Kissinger had failed to compel Israel to stop its advance before it threat-
ened the survival of the Third Army.

Our analysis begins with an examination of why the United States was
unable to accomplish what was manifestly in its own as well as in the Soviet
interest. We then look at why the Soviet Union urged joint intervention but
also threatened that it might act alone to compel an end to the fighting. Then
we explore the American response: a worldwide alert of its strategic as well
as conventional forces to deter the deployment of Soviet forces in Egypt.
Finally, we look at the Soviet reaction to the American alert. In answering
these questions, we assess how effectively leaders used compellence, deter-
rence, and reassurance and examine why they failed to manage the crisis
without a confrontation.
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THE FAILURE OF AMERICAN COMPELLENCE

Back in Washington after his whirlwind trip to Moscow and Tel Aviv,
Kissinger recognized that Israel’s ongoing military offensive could lead to a
serious confrontation with the Soviet Union. When he tried to enforce the
cease-fire, Kissinger met serious obstacles. Events on the battlefield moved
quickly and forced the pace of diplomacy. As the secretary of state observed,
“Crises have their own momentum. A halt of military activities suited our
diplomatic purposes, but it ran counter to military realities. Egypt’s Third
Army was bound to try to break out of its encirclement; cease-fire or not,
Israel would be reluctant to give up the opportunity to end the war with a
knockout blow.”8 Under these conditions, the secretary of state experienced
far greater difficulty than he had anticipated in compelling Israel to observe
the cease-fire.

There was still time, though not much, to avoid a confrontation. Thirty-
six hours elapsed between reports of the first violations of the cease-fire and
the receipt of Brezhnev’s letter on the night of 24 October. During this criti-
cal period, the president was, in the words of his Chief of Staff Alexander
Haig, “down, very down,” over Watergate.9 On 23 October, eight resolu-
tions of impeachment were submitted to the Judiciary Committee of the
House of Representatives. Again, the president was distracted, and Kissinger
had primary responsibility for crisis management.

At first, Kissinger made a less-than-vigorous effort to compel Israel. By 24
October, however, before Brezhnev issued his threat, Washington tried vig-
orously to compel Israel to stop the fighting. American compellence suc-
ceeded, but by the time it did, it was too late. The threat to the Egyptian
Third Army had provoked Brezhnev to warn that the Soviet Union would
consider unilateral intervention.

There was also a fundamental ambiguity in American strategy. At the
same time as the United States repeatedly warned Israel against the “destruc-
tion” of the Third Army and urged an immediate end to the fighting, it
tacitly acquiesced in its encirclement. An encircled Third Army was a ticking
time bomb.

On 23 October, Kissinger learned from Israel that all roads to the Egyp-
tian Third Army had been cut. He immediately tried to arrange a second
cease-fire through the United Nations in collaboration with Moscow. Prime
Minister Meir, in a “blistering communication,” informed Kissinger that
Israel would not comply with or even discuss the proposed resolution.10

Kissinger did not threaten Israel but persisted, over its objections, in negoti-
ating a second cease-fire. He noted that it called for a return to a line which
“we had carefully not specified.”11 In so doing, he tacitly signaled Jerusalem
that the United States was willing to tolerate, at least for the moment, the
encirclement of the Egyptian Third Army.12
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When Kissinger learned of renewed fighting early on the morning of 24
October, he made a vigorous effort to compel Israel to observe the cease-fire.
The secretary threatened to leave Israel alone if its actions provoked Soviet
intervention:

It was clear that if we let this go on, a confrontation with the Soviets was in-
evitable. . . . I told Dinitz [Israel’s ambassador to Washington] that the art of
foreign policy was to know when to clinch one’s victories. There were limits
beyond which we could not go, with all our friendship for Israel, and one of
them was to make the leader of another superpower look like an idiot. I said
to Dinitz that if Sadat asked the Soviets, as he had us, to enforce the cease-fire
with their own troops, Israel would have out-smarted itself.13

In an effort to underline the seriousness of American intent, Kissinger
asked Alexander Haig to call Ambassador Dinitz and demand, on behalf of
the president, an immediate end to offensive military action by Israel.14 Is-
rael’s response was positive but laced with ambiguity: the IDF was trying to
absorb Egyptian fire without responding, it would not try to advance, and
Israel would keep the American ambassador in Israel, Kenneth Keating,
fully informed “in a further effort to calm the Secretary and demonstrate
Israeli good intentions.”15

American compellence worked, but it was too little and too late. Al-
though Israel had promised not to advance any further, Kissinger observed
that “This [their reply] left open the possibility of a war of attrition designed
to use up Egyptian supplies and force the surrender of the Third Army.”16

The United States had not yet tried seriously to compel Jerusalem to permit
food and medical supplies for the Third Army through their lines. Joseph
Sisco explained why the United States concentrated so heavily on an end to
the fighting:

We put enormous pressure on Israel on October 23rd and 24th. We pressed first
on the cease-fire, then on the siege of Suez City, and finally on the encirclement
of the Third Army. We pressed hardest on the cease-fire, because that was the
first priority: we wanted to stop the fighting. The distinction among the three
issues was not that sharp in our minds. We concentrated on what we had to
accomplish urgently. We succeeded in stopping the fighting by the afternoon of
October 24th.17

Shortage of time and fast-moving events on the battlefield led Kissinger to
concentrate on the urgent and difficult task at hand.

It is not surprising that it took the extraordinary threat from the United
States to leave Israel to face Soviet intervention to compel Jerusalem to halt
its military operations. Even then, the United States achieved only the first of
several objectives. The secretary understood that he was asking Israel to
exchange a tangible gain on the battlefield for a vague American promise
about a peace process in the future and acknowledged how difficult it was
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for Israel’s cabinet to see the logic of this kind of concession.18 Nevertheless,
the logic was overwhelming: “if Israel had been less shaken by the events of
the previous weeks, it too would have understood that what it sought [the
humiliation of Egypt] would end any hope for peace and doom it to perpet-
ual struggle. . . . The peace process dominated by us would end before it
even started.”19

Kissinger’s insight into Israel’s national psychology was astute. Given his
understanding of the forces propelling Israel’s behavior, it is surprising that
he expected that he would succeed in compelling Israel to observe the cease-
fire before it had consolidated its military victory. Despite its dependence on
the United States for military and diplomatic support, Israel’s leaders looked
at the conflict very differently than did Washington. They used every re-
source at their disposal to secure the military victory they and their popula-
tion desperately wanted. Under these conditions, only an extraordinary ef-
fort permitted American compellence to succeed.

Even though American efforts to stop the fighting succeeded, the trapped
Egyptian Third Army was still at risk because it had almost no food, water,
and medical supplies. Kissinger’s vigorous effort at compellence was also
too late. By the time Ambassador Dinitz assured Kissinger that the fighting
had stopped, a desperate President Sadat had already made his request for
joint action by the United States and the Soviet Union. Within hours, Kissin-
ger received a letter from Brezhnev proposing joint military action by the
two superpowers. The Soviet leader also threatened that he would consider
acting alone if the United States would not agree to join with the Soviet
Union in enforcing the cease-fire.

THE FAILURE OF REASSURANCE

While the United States struggled to compel its ally, it simultaneously had
an unparalleled opportunity to reassure Egypt. Cairo was receptive to an
American initiative; indeed, it had gone to war in part to engage the United
States. Shortly after the fighting began, Egypt took the unprecedented step
of communicating directly with the United States in wartime. On the first
day of the war, Foreign Minister el-Zayyat invited Kissinger to put forward
a proposal for settlement of the conflict. “Now is your chance,” he wrote
the secretary of state, “to speak to . . . both [Egypt and Israel] without the
great confidence that Israel had and the great lack of confidence which we
had.”20

Shortly thereafter, Hafiz Isma’il, President Sadat’s national security ad-
visor, sent Kissinger a message through intelligence channels, informing him
of Egypt’s terms for ending the war. Kissinger rightly observed that what
was significant was the fact of the message, not its content. The Egyptian
president was inviting American leadership in the postwar negotiations.21

For the first time, as Kissinger acknowledges, he understood Sadat’s objec-
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tives. His political strategy was to position the United States psychologically
and politically to mediate between the belligerents.22 Despite two decades of
hostility and an ongoing war in which the United States was supplying
Egypt’s adversary, Cairo and Washington continued to communicate di-
rectly with one another on a daily basis throughout the fighting.

After the last road to the Third Army was cut, at 3:15 P.M. on 23 October
President Sadat sent an urgent personal appeal directly to President Nixon.
He proposed that the United States should “intervene effectively, even if that
necessitates the use of forces, in order to guarantee the full implementation
of the cease-fire resolution in accordance with the joint U.S.-USSR agree-
ment.”23 Sadat alleged that the United States had offered a “guarantee” of
the cease-fire and warned that its continuing violation by Israel “does not
induce confidence in any other future guarantees.”24 Sadat’s references to
“forces” and “guarantees” should have alerted the United States to his des-
peration and to the corresponding need to reassure him.

Nixon’s reply to Sadat, drafted by Kissinger, was measured in substance
and tone. It first rejected Egypt’s complaint that the United States had failed
to honor its guarantee. “All we guaranteed—no matter what you may have
been told from other sources—was to engage fully and constructively in
promoting a political process designed to make possible a political settle-
ment.”25 Nevertheless, the message continued, the United States had urged
Israel to comply with the cease-fire resolution and it recommended that
Egypt also make every effort to observe the cease-fire. Indeed, in a message
sent a few hours earlier to Moscow, the United States claimed that “respon-
sibility for the violation of the cease-fire belongs to the Egyptian side.”26 The
emphasis on technicalities and the evenhandedness of the recommendations
were hardly reassuring to the embattled Sadat. The failure to reassure him is
especially surprising given the shared objective of the United States and
Egypt in preventing the destruction of the Third Army.

A second cease-fire resolution, passed on the night of 23 October, also
failed to stop the fighting. Although who renewed the fighting remains in
doubt, Israel’s forces seized the opportunity to attack Suez City.27 The situa-
tion of the Third Army was growing increasingly desperate, and the road to
Cairo was now open. Early on the morning of 24 October, Sadat again
pleaded with the United States “to intervene, even on the ground, to force
Israel to comply with the cease-fire. That much you have promised.”28

Nixon’s reply, while stronger in tone than his earlier message, did not
reassure Sadat that his charges of continuing military action by Israel were
being taken seriously. He told Egypt’s president that

The Israeli government has replied to the effect that the attacks are being initi-
ated by the Third Egyptian Army; that Israeli forces are on the defensive and
have been ordered to only shoot back on attack. From here, the true facts are
impossible to determine. I want to assure you that the U.S. is unalterably
opposed to offensive Israeli military action and is prepared to take effective
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steps to end them. In the meantime, could you make sure that all military action
is stopped also by your forces. Secretary Kissinger is getting in touch with
Mr. Ismail later today about the possibility of direct conversations between our
two sides about post-war diplomacy.29

Despite American assurances that it would end Israel’s military offensive,
Sadat was disturbed by Washington’s claim that it could not determine what
was happening on the battlefield. Egyptian officials simply did not believe
that the United States was unaware of continuing military action by Israel.
They regarded the disclaimer at best as an excuse for inaction and at worst
as a pretext to allow Israel to inflict a crushing defeat on Egypt.30

Later that morning, acting “on the theory that so long as other countries
are studying your communications, they cannot be thinking up initiatives of
their own,” Kissinger informed Sadat that Israel had instructed its forces to
stay in defensive positions. Israel had also agreed to permit American mili-
tary attachés in Tel Aviv to proceed immediately to the front.31 Kissinger
personally did not give this proposal great weight; he thought it an “essen-
tially time-wasting device.”32 Kissinger’s message concluded with another
request to Sadat to instruct Egyptian forces to maintain strictly defensive
positions.

American assurances clearly did not meet Egyptian concerns. Although
the United States had promised to take effective measures to stop the fight-
ing, the dispatch of military attachés to the front, as Kissinger himself ac-
knowledged, did not constitute such action. Disturbed by Kissinger’s claim
that the United States could not determine what was happening on the bat-
tlefield and desperate about the plight of the Third Army, President Sadat
took the action he did not want to take. He invited the Soviet Union and the
United States to participate jointly in compelling observance of the cease-
fire. In so doing, he provided the pretext for the Soviet threat that it would
consider sending forces to Egypt unilaterally. His action was in large part a
reaction to the failure by the United States to provide adequate reassurance.

THE SOVIET RESORT TO COMPELLENCE

On 24 October at 9:35 in the evening, Ambassador Dobrynin called Kissin-
ger with an urgent letter from General Secretary Brezhnev. Dobrynin read
Kissinger the most important passages:

Let us together, the USSR and the United States, urgently dispatch to Egypt
the Soviet and American military contingents, to insure the implementation
of the decision of the Security Council of October 22 and 23 concerning the
cessation of fire and of all military activities and also of our understanding with
you on the guarantee of the implementation of the decisions of the Security
Council. . . . It is necessary to adhere without delay. I will say it straight that if
you find it impossible to act jointly with us in this matter, we should be faced
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with the necessity urgently to consider the question of taking appropriate steps
unilaterally. We cannot allow arbitrariness on the part of Israel.33

When Brezhnev sent his letter to Nixon, there was significant activity by
Soviet paratroop and naval forces. On 23 October, Moscow sent two of its
amphibious ships that had been anchored off the coast of Syria steaming
toward Egypt.34 Early the next morning, a Soviet helicopter carrier and two
destroyers were moved from their positions off Crete to relieve the anticar-
rier group covering USS Independence.35 Four airborne divisions were on
ready-to-move status and an inflight command post was also established in
southern Russia.36 Preparations were made for the imminent departure of
several airborne units, and transport aircraft were loaded. Communications
nets surged with activity, and flight plans for the next day were changed.37

The Soviet Union also halted its airlift to Egypt, thereby freeing significant
numbers of transport aircraft.

The Politburo was not told of these military measures. When he was
asked at the Politburo meeting on 25 October about Soviet military move-
ments, Grechko responded that they were routine military maneuvers.38 An-
drei Alexandrov-Agentov, a senior aide to Brezhnev in l973, explained that
“Brezhnev liked and trusted Grechko. Very often, Grechko, confident of
Brezhnev’s trust, authorized measures of military preparedness without
Brezhnev’s knowledge or approval. He had a free hand.”39 Evgueny Pyrlin
confirmed that “As a rule the Minister of Defense was authorized to order
military actions short of the mobilization of reserves and the reinforcement
of armored and air divisions. To be frank, Mr. Grechko as the Minister of
Defense had wide liberty of action and sometimes didn’t inform the political
leadership of the details.”40

Soviet intentions are controversial. Soviet officials all agree that Brezhnev
made his proposal of joint military action with the United States in all seri-
ousness. There is debate about what Brezhnev would have done if the United
States rejected the proposal for joint action. There is good evidence that
Brezhnev was bluffing; that he was not prepared to act unilaterally and send
Soviet forces to Egypt.

Brezhnev’s appeal for collective action with the United States was gen-
uine. It was based on a serious misunderstanding that grew directly out of
the drafting of the cease-fire agreement and an attached memorandum of
understanding by Gromyko and Kissinger in Moscow. The third clause of
the draft cease-fire resolution provided for negotiations “under appropriate
auspices.” To clarify the meaning of the phrase, Gromyko and Kissinger
also prepared an additional document that was not made public. The docu-
ment read:

It is understood that the phrase “under appropriate auspices” in Point 3 of the
resolution shall mean that the negotiations between the parties concerned will
take place with the active participation of the United States and the Soviet
Union at the beginning, and thereafter, in the course of negotiations when key
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issues of a settlement are dealt with. Throughout the entire process of negotia-
tion, the United States and the Soviet Union will in any case maintain the closest
contact with each other and the negotiating parties.41

Brezhnev did not see either the private document, which was initialed by
Gromyko and Kissinger, or the final text of the cease-fire resolution, which
was drafted hurriedly by Kissinger, Sisco, and Gromyko and quickly cabled
from Moscow to the United Nations and to Cairo and Damascus. President
Sadat interpreted “appropriate auspices” as a Soviet-American guarantee to
enforce the cease-fire if necessary.42 Ambassador Vinogradov reported
Sadat’s understanding that the United States and the Soviet Union had
“guaranteed” the cease-fire to Cairo.

Israelian explained how the confusion arose. The Politburo met on 23
October to discuss the appropriate response to the continued violations of
the cease-fire. At the meeting, members of the Politburo argued that the
agreement reached in Moscow “obligated” the United States and the Soviet
Union to take the necessary steps to implement the resolution that had been
adopted by the Security Council.

The formula “under appropriate auspices” was interpreted as joint action by
the USA and the USSR to guarantee the ceasefire in the Near East. For instance,
Kosygin suggested at the Politburo meeting that a joint Soviet-American team of
military officials should be sent to observe the ceasefire. His idea was that this
group should include 200 or 250 observers from each of the two states. Kosygin
was supported by Ustinov. They thought that this step should be agreed upon
with the Americans and that the Americans should be reminded that, when
Kissinger visited Moscow, an agreement was reached to “act as guarantors.”43

Brezhnev’s and Kosygin’s interpretation of the critical clause did not go
unchallenged at the Politburo meeting. Gromyko explained how the term
“under appropriate auspices” had been interpreted in the document that he
and Kissinger had initialed. He insisted that the dispatch of Soviet and
American personnel would require approval by the Security Council; most
likely, China would veto such a resolution. Besides, Gromyko added, there
were already United Nations’ personnel in Cairo.44

Kosygin irritably dismissed Gromyko’s objections. “That’s all formali-
ties. They [the United Nations Truce Supervisory Organization personnel]
are dead souls,” he insisted. “The fact is that both we and the Americans
committed ourselves to carrying out the Security Council decision and we
should proceed from that assumption. Action is needed.”45 Brezhnev was
adamant that the United States and the Soviet Union should cooperate in
sending military personnel as “guarantors” of the cease-fire. At his urging,
the Politburo agreed to make this suggestion to the United States.46

Kislov confirmed that Brezhnev meant his proposal of joint action: “The
Soviet offer of joint intervention was serious.”47 Brezhnev hoped that the
United States and the Soviet Union would act together to enforce the cease-
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fire as the capstone of détente. The first part of his letter to Nixon was not
a threat, but an offer of collaboration based on what he thought was a joint
understanding of their responsibilities.

The concept of joint military action had some precedent in the history of
Soviet-American negotiations on the Middle East. In 1971, the State Depart-
ment, at the initiative of Secretary of State William Rogers, held discussions
with the Soviet Union about the principles of a settlement of the Arab-Israel
conflict. Rogers had hinted at one point that as part of the guarantees of a
settlement, the United States would consider the participation of Soviet sol-
diers in a Mideast peacekeeping force.48 Although the context was entirely
different, the concept of joint participation of American and Soviet military
personnel had been legitimated in the eyes of the Soviet foreign ministry.
Consequently, as bizarre as the proposal would sound in Washington, col-
lective enforcement action was considered realistic in Moscow.49

The last sentence of Brezhnev’s letter to Nixon is more controversial.
Brezhnev warned that if the United States refused to act jointly with the
Soviet Union, he would consider taking unilateral action.50 Brezhnev did not
explicitly threaten the use of military force, but his tone was menacing. This
sentence was not in the original draft of the letter prepared for Brezhnev by
Gromyko. Brezhnev added the warning at the last moment before the letter
was sent.51

Some Soviet officials considered that the Soviet Union would actually
have sent forces if the fighting had not stopped. Vadim Zagladin reports that
Soviet leaders considered military intervention in the Cairo region.52

Aleksandr Kislov described Soviet contingency plans. “Our most important
objective was to stop the destruction of the Third Army. If the fighting had
not stopped, we would have sent a minimum of two or three divisions. A
battalion would have been insignificant. We needed to send enough troops
to make an impression.”53

Anatoliy Gromyko, who was in the Soviet Embassy in Washington on 24
October, was more cautious: “The Soviet Union seriously considered inter-
vention. The plan was to send troops to the Cairo region. We would have
put a cordon around Cairo. On the other hand, we were anxious not to get
involved in the fighting. Some of my colleagues might say that this
[Brezhnev’s letter] was only a form of political pressure.”54 Gen. Yuri
Yakovlevich Kirshin confirmed that military leaders were asked to prepare
contingency plans for the optimal use of Soviet paratroopers.55

Soviet officials with more detailed knowledge of the Politburo meeting
deny that the Soviet Union would have sent troops to Cairo. They insist that
Brezhnev’s threat was a bluff. Ambassador Dobrynin, who was in Washing-
ton on 24 October but in close contact with Soviet leaders, doubted that the
Soviet Union would have sent troops.56 Leonid Zamyatin was not with
Brezhnev when his letter to Nixon was drafted, but also doubts that the
Soviet Union would have sent forces to Egypt.57 “This is dangerous. It
would have been easy to get in but hard to get out.”58 Georgiy Kornienko,
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head of the American desk in the Foreign Ministry and one of the four mem-
bers of the special working group drafted to work with the Politburo, was
adamant: “I am absolutely certain that there were no plans to send Soviet
forces to the Middle East. They were put on alert to put pressure on the
Americans.”59

Victor Israelian was present at Politburo meetings and took detailed
notes. He insists that the warning was a bluff, that the Soviet Union had no
intention whatsoever of sending troops to Egypt: “Kulikov [the Chief of
Staff] opposed sending any officers there. He opposed sending even observ-
ers without a disengagement of Israeli and Egyptian forces. Members of the
Politburo had not the slightest desire, on any level, to send forces. There
might have been some contingency planning by the military, but there was
no intention to send forces.”60

At the Politburo meeting on 23 October, there was no discussion whatso-
ever of sending regular forces, only military observers. The Politburo did not
meet on 24 October, before Brezhnev’s letter was sent, nor did it discuss his
message after the fact. Gromyko drafted the message for Brezhnev, and the
two walked and talked with a few colleagues in the corridor.61 “It was not
a considered decision,” Israelian explained. “No formal decision was ever
made by the Politburo to threaten military intervention. Brezhnev added the
threat to put pressure on Nixon to get the fighting stopped. He wanted to
put pressure on the United States. He thought it was a clever thing to do.”62

The threat to consider unilateral action to stabilize the cease-fire was the
last in a series of steps with a common political purpose. In the first instance,
Brezhnev hoped that joint action with the United States would end the fight-
ing. The threat that the Soviet Union might act alone, like the blockade of
Cuba, was added to signal to the United States the seriousness of Soviet
interests at stake. Brezhnev hoped that if joint action were impossible, the
threat that the Soviet Union would consider sending forces would be enough
to compel the United States to stop Israel, that the visible preparation of
Soviet troops and his warning would succeed in stabilizing the cease-fire and
remove the danger to Cairo. After only limited consultation of his colleagues
and staff, Brezhnev opted for a strategy of graduated compellence premised
on a bluff.

BREZHNEV’S MOTIVES

Brezhnev acted in response to four reinforcing considerations: the failure of
intensive negotiations with the United States to stop the fighting, the need to
safeguard the political position of proponents of détente at home, the repu-
tation of the Soviet Union as a reliable ally, and the multiplicative effect of
anger fueled by a sharp sense of betrayal. Counteracting these pressures was
a keen appreciation of the risks of any deployment of forces and the desire
to avoid a confrontation with the United States.
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The Failure of Diplomacy

Brezhnev threatened to send forces to stabilize the cease-fire only as a last
resort. After he learned of the violations of the cease-fire on 22 October, he
repeatedly asked the United States to ensure Israel’s compliance. These re-
quests were not couched as threats but as appeals to their joint undertaking
agreed to in Moscow.

When Brezhnev first was informed of continuing forward movement of
Israel’s forces, he quickly summoned Gromyko, Andropov, and Grechko to
his study to discuss appropriate measures. Gromyko suggested the immedi-
ate adoption of another resolution by the Security Council. Gromyko and
his working group drafted a text of the resolution that was quickly approved
by the participants at the meeting and prepared a draft letter to Kissinger.
During the meeting, Brezhnev, Andropov, and Grechko referred repeatedly
to the sense of Resolution 338; “it was the duty” of the two great powers to
ensure that the cease-fire was honored.63

On 23 October, Brezhnev sent an urgent message addressed personally to
Kissinger. Brezhnev labeled Israel’s actions a “flagrant deceit” and suggested
an immediate meeting of the Security Council to request the parties to with-
draw to the lines they had held at the time the cease-fire resolution was
passed by the Security Council.64 Brezhnev’s proposal was impractical be-
cause no one knew where the two armies had been when the cease-fire reso-
lution was adopted by the United Nations. At the time the cease-fire was
scheduled to go into effect, twelve hours after it was passed by the Security
Council, there were no supervisory personnel in place. It was nevertheless
clear that Israel had completed the encirclement of the Third Army after the
cease-fire was scheduled to take effect.

A few hours later, in the first use of the hot line during the crisis, Brezhnev
urged President Nixon to move decisively to stop the violations. Kissinger
reports that “He [Brezhnev] curtly implied that we [the United States] even
might have colluded in Israel’s actions.”65 Brezhnev made no explicit threat.
Rather, he urged the United States to cooperate quickly to end the fighting
and arrange the withdrawal of the two armies to the lines they held when the
resolution was passed in New York.

Kissinger replied quickly, in the president’s name, assuring Brezhnev that
the United States assumed “full responsibility to bring about a complete end
of hostilities on the part of Israel.”66 He proposed that Moscow and Wash-
ington support a new cease-fire resolution that would call for a return to
the positions occupied by the two sides, not when the cease-fire resolution
was passed, but when it was scheduled to take effect. At the same time,
Kissinger warned that it would be impossible to determine the exact location
of the armies at the time and that a cease-fire line would have to be nego-
tiated between Egypt and Israel. Within the hour, Brezhnev accepted the
proposal.67

On 23 October, in the evening, the Security Council passed a second
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cease-fire resolution, but it too had little immediate effect. The fighting con-
tinued after the resolution was scheduled to go into effect early on 24 Octo-
ber. Egypt’s military situation was grave. The Third Army was cut off, and
Israel’s forces were on the outskirts of Ismailia, threatening the rear of the
Second Army.

Brezhnev sent yet another message to Nixon, charging Israel with “defi-
ant” attacks and invoking their mutual agreement to end the war. “I wish to
say it frankly,” he wrote to Nixon, “that we are confident that you have the
possibilities to influence Israel with the aim of putting an end to such pro-
vocative behavior of Tel Aviv. We would like to hope that we both will be
true to our word and to the understanding we have reached.”68 Brezhnev
fully expected the United States to restrain Israel.69 He did not adequately
appreciate the difficulty that Washington would have in controlling its ally,
even though Moscow had difficulty in restraining Egypt and Syria.

That afternoon, Brezhnev received a reply from President Nixon, relaying
assurances from Israel that it would observe the cease-fire and requesting
that United Nations’ observers be sent from Cairo to monitor the front.
Soviet leaders were not reassured. Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko com-
plained to Kissinger that Israel was intensifying its military activity, despite
its assurances to the contrary.70

Brezhnev and Gromyko had been in constant communication with Nixon
and Kissinger for almost thirty-six hours, urging compliance with the cease-
fire. Brezhnev had even used the hot line, for the first time during the Nixon
administration, to emphasize the urgency of American action.71 Late on 24
October, Brezhnev and his advisors reluctantly concluded that conventional
diplomacy had failed. Brezhnev progressively eliminated one alternative
after another. He resorted to the most dramatic option, the threat that the
Soviet Union would consider unilateral action, only as a final alternative,
and even then he proposed joint action first.

Domestic Politics

It was important for Brezhnev and those in the Politburo who supported
détente to defend their policies against critics who charged them with weak-
ness and betrayal of an ally. Four members of the Politburo spoke publicly
about the war: two, Brezhnev and Kosygin, were proponents of détente but
Grechko and Shelepin were critical.72 Shelepin’s speech was surprising in
that he was not associated directly with Middle East policy, but he was a
political opponent of Brezhnev. It might be taken as evidence that Brezhnev
had become vulnerable on this issue.

Brezhnev faced no opposition from the military, who also opposed the
dispatch of Soviet forces to Egypt. Marshal Grechko was very worried about
the situation of the Egyptian army, but he was not anxious to help Sadat.
“Grechko could not forgive Sadat,” Israelian explained, “for his expulsion
of Soviet personnel. He didn’t believe in a political solution to the conflict,
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but Sadat undertook military action without consulting him. Therefore, he
was very critical of Egypt.”73 Gen. Kulikov also opposed sending Soviet
forces as long as the fighting continued.

Nonetheless, Brezhnev could not help but consider the charges his critics
in the Politburo would level if the Soviet Union stood by and permitted the
defeat of the Egyptian army. Détente would be jeopardized by the failure to
honor the Soviet commitment to Egypt and the inability of the Soviet Union
to get the United States to comply with an agreement they had negotiated
together.74 The strategy that Brezhnev had promoted publicly for a year
would be at risk, and Brezhnev’s authority in the Politburo would become
less credible if Moscow were unable to prevent the defeat of the Egyptian
army.75

Reputation

Brezhnev and his advisors felt that the reputation of the Soviet Union as
a reliable ally was at stake. President Sadat wrote to Moscow describing
the military situation as “dangerous.” The threat to the Egyptian armies
“was the result of Israeli treachery.”76 He urged that the Soviet Union and
the United States take effective measures to guarantee the cease-fire. At
the Politburo meeting on 23 October, Kulikov gave a very pessimistic
briefing on the fate of the Egyptian military.77 He estimated that in two days
Cairo could fall.78 Israelian observed: “There was fear about the situation
of the Egyptian military. We dramatized the military situation on the bat-
tlefield as we wanted to see it. After all, we had warned the Egyptians again
and again not to do it. The bad battlefield news met our need for wishful
thinking. We had told them not to do it.”79 Politburo members considered
the situation of the Egyptian army increasingly desperate as a result of the
ongoing fighting.

Brezhnev had engineered a cease-fire with the United States and had as-
sured Egypt that the cease-fire would be implemented. Sadat repeatedly re-
ferred to the “guarantees” he had received from the Soviet Union, and
Brezhnev accepted this interpretation of Soviet obligations.80 The encircle-
ment of the Third Army after the cease-fire was scheduled to go into effect,
Brezhnev believed, badly exposed the Soviet leadership abroad.81

Anatoliy Gromyko recalled that “Sadat was thought to be a good friend
of ours. Brezhnev was committed to helping Sadat. Brezhnev was not eager
to fight in the Middle East. But certain things got him very angry. He wanted
to prove to the whole world and to Egypt that we were ready to adhere to
our agreement. It was considered essential to come to the aid of Sadat, to aid
a friendly state from being defeated. When the Third Army was cut off, we
considered it possible that Israel would move against Cairo.”82

Brezhnev only decided to threaten that he would consider sending forces
after he received an explicit request from Egypt. That request came on the
afternoon of 24 October, when President Sadat asked for Soviet and Ameri-
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can “forces” to ensure the implementation of the cease-fire. The president of
Egypt asked for an urgent meeting of the Security Council to authorize the
dispatch of forces, including those of the permanent members.83 The appeal
was broadcast by Radio Cairo and increased the pressure on Moscow to
take some action to prevent the destruction of the Third Army and preserve
its own reputation.

The Egyptian request has become the subject of considerable controversy.
Egyptian officials and commentators have suggested that President Sadat did
not ask for Soviet and American “forces,” but rather for “personnel” to
observe the cease-fire. Muhammad Haykal, a close associate of President
Sadat at the time, is unequivocal:

On October 24, President Sadat sent identical messages to Brezhnev and Nixon.
“You must,” he [Sadat] said, “be in force on the ground to witness for yourself
Israeli violations of the cease-fire.”. . . [T]here was not on this day—nor on any
other day for that matter—any suggestion by us or the Syrians that the Russians
should move their forces into the area. The only demand ever made or contem-
plated was that Russians and Americans should come to observe.84

Senior Egyptian officials confirm that President Sadat wanted American
not Soviet forces to enforce the cease-fire. The request for joint forces was
designed as a cover to prevent a unilateral deployment of Soviet forces and
to ensure that American as well as Soviet personnel would be deployed if the
military situation deteriorated further.85

When Brezhnev decided at the last moment to threaten that the Soviet
Union would consider military intervention, he did not consult Sadat before
sending his letter to Nixon.86 Soviet and Egyptian officials confirm that there
was no coordination between senior Egyptian and Soviet military officers.87

Officials in the Foreign Ministry who knew Sadat were shocked to discover
that Brezhnev had threatened that the Soviet Union would consider unilat-
eral military action. Israelian explained, “I was astounded, as was Sytenko
[the head of the Middle East division]. We knew that Sadat would never
have accepted unilateral Soviet intervention. He never would have agreed to
a unilateral Soviet deployment. He was not consulted before the letter was
sent, and he never would have accepted it. He wanted American forces, and
would have accepted Soviet forces to get the Americans.”88 Officials from
the Foreign Ministry were correct in their estimate of Sadat’s likely reaction.
Ismail Fahmy described the Egyptian response when the small contingent of
70 Soviet observers arrived in Cairo:

While there was an unwelcome delay before the UN observers took up their
posts, we were confronted with an influx of eager but unwanted Soviet observ-
ers. Moscow had suggested that both Soviet and American observers come to
Cairo to monitor the cease-fire, but the Americans procrastinated, while the
Soviet personnel arrived quickly. I greeted these observers in my office, but
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informed the Soviet ambassador that they could not be deployed unless the
Americans sent counterparts. The result was that they remained in Cairo for a
few days and then went back home.89

It appears that, in those few critical hours, Brezhnev responded to a request
President Sadat did not want to make and then proceeded to act independ-
ently of Cairo to threaten an action Egypt did not want.

Anger and Betrayal

Brezhnev’s decision was also motivated by fury at what he considered to be
Kissinger’s duplicity. Brezhnev suspected, wrongly, that Kissinger had delib-
erately deceived him and encouraged Israel to violate the cease-fire.

Brezhnev was prone to intensely emotional reactions. Andrei Gromyko,
then the foreign minister and a member of the Politburo, subsequently char-
acterized Brezhnev as an “emotional man,” who was “easily moved to
tears.” In 1979, when Brezhnev learned that Nur Mohammed Taraki, the
general secretary of the Afghan Communist Party, had been brutally mur-
dered in his study, “it was too much for Brezhnev to bear. He was simply
beside himself.”90 Gromyko attributed the Soviet decision to send forces to
Afghanistan in part to Brezhnev’s highly emotional response to Taraki’s
murder. Gromyko’s son, Anatoliy, concurred that Brezhnev was a very pas-
sionate man who “was easily possessed about things.”91 Kissinger, who had
met Brezhnev several times, also described him as “hot tempered.”92

Soviet officials, in interviews, referred again and again to Brezhnev’s acute
sense of betrayal and anger on 24 October. According to Georgi Arbatov,
“Kissinger’s policy antagonized Brezhnev and didn’t increase trust between
the two countries.”93 Vadim Zagladin emphasized the consternation of So-
viet leaders as the cease-fire violations continued: “We had hoped to solve
the crisis with the United States. But when we couldn’t, it was a shock.”94

Yevgeny M. Primakov, one of Moscow’s senior Middle Eastern experts, in-
dicated that Soviet officials were angered by their suspicion that Kissinger
deceived them; while agreeing to a cease-fire in Moscow, he gave Israel a free
hand to continue its offensive.95

Ambassador Anatoliy Dobrynin described Brezhnev’s reaction in vivid
detail: “He was very emotional. He felt deceived by Nixon and Kissinger. I
was worried about our relations with the United States and worried that
Brezhnev’s anger with Nixon and Kissinger would lead him to do something
rash.”96 Additional evidence of Brezhnev’s anger comes from Kissinger’s re-
port of his conversations with Ambassador Dobrynin on the afternoon and
evening of 24 October. At four that afternoon, Dobrynin called Kissinger
who told him that the United States would veto any resolution that called for
the sending of troops by the permanent members of the Security Council.
Dobrynin, Kissinger remembered, was “conciliatory.”97 Dobrynin called
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again at 7:00 P.M. He informed Kissinger that he had been “wrong” three
hours earlier; the Soviet Union now wanted the United Nations to send
troops—including Soviet troops—to the Middle East to enforce the cease-
fire. In Moscow, he added, “they have become so angry that they want
troops.”98

Brezhnev was particularly angered by what he saw as Kissinger’s deceit.99

“Here in Moscow,” Brezhnev said to some of his Politburo colleagues,
“Kissinger fooled us and made a deal when he was in Tel Aviv.”100 Kosygin
was also infuriated. At the Politburo meeting on 25 October, he charged
that “Kissinger visited Moscow, lied to us, went to Tel Aviv, and fraternized
with the Israeli people.”101 Victor Israelian recalled that “the fact that the
United States refused to cooperate in regulating the Near-Eastern crisis irri-
tated us and made us suspect that Kissinger was acting behind the back
of the Soviet Union.”102 “Speaking honestly,” Aleksandr Kislov added, “we
were cheated by Kissinger. He went right to Israel from Moscow. It was
an open secret that he told Israel to push ahead.”103 Soviet officials felt espe-
cially betrayed because they thought that Kissinger had violated the rules
of the game that had been mutually agreed upon during the meeting in
Moscow.

Brezhnev’s angry reaction is directly analogous to Kennedy’s response to
the secret deployment of missiles in Cuba eleven years earlier. Kennedy also
felt that Khrushchev had not played by the rules of the game, that he had
violated his promise to the president that no missiles would be deployed. To
Kennedy, Khrushchev’s deceit was just as threatening as the missiles. So,
too, it was for Brezhnev. He responded not only to the menace to the Egyp-
tian armies but also to what he saw as American deceit.

Fear of Escalation

The pressures acting on Brezhnev could well have led him to decide to send
forces to Egypt if Israel did not halt its military offensive and Cairo were
directly threatened. The Soviet Union certainly had the capability to move
forces quickly to Cairo West airfield. Gen. Aleksandr Ivanovich Vladimirov
insists that had the Soviet Union wanted to send paratroop forces to Egypt,
it would have taken very little time; four paratroop divisions were at full
readiness and needed only twenty-four hours notice before they could board
transport aircraft for deployment.104 The Soviet Union did not have the air-
lift capability for four divisions, but some movement of troops could have
begun quickly.105

Soviet leaders, however, were sensitive to the risks of escalation and con-
frontation that could grow out of a deployment of Soviet conventional
forces in Egypt. “Of course, it was a situation of the utmost danger,” ex-
plained Anatoliy Gromyko. “The possibility that the Soviet Union would
be involved in military action was real. . . . There was a real possibility of
escalation, the consequences of which I cannot envisage.”106
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Aleksandr Kislov was even more explicit about the likely consequences of
the deployment of Soviet forces:

We had a real concern about escalation. We imagined that if we sent troops to
Egypt, they might see military action. It would have been difficult to control
small units of Soviet and Israeli forces if they were in close proximity. Egyptian
and Israeli forces were intermingled and if Soviet forces intervened, the chance
of their coming under fire would have been great. Brezhnev was seriously wor-
ried about the consequences of Soviet military intervention. He feared that it
would lead to a direct clash with the Israelis and possibly escalate beyond that
to a very serious Soviet-American crisis.107

Victor Israelian confirmed that members of the Politburo were deeply con-
cerned about escalation.108

Brezhnev worried about the escalation that could result from any deploy-
ment of Soviet troops. His fear of escalation led him to reject any Soviet
military involvement in the fighting. As soon as the war began, he repeatedly
made his opposition to the dispatch of Soviet troops clear to his colleagues
in the Politburo and to President Sadat. It is very likely that when Brezhnev
added that last threatening sentence to an otherwise temperate draft mes-
sage, he was driven by anger and intense emotion. Anxious about the fate of
Egypt, despairing of diplomacy, and angry at Kissinger’s deceit, but fearful
of the escalatory consequences of unilateral intervention, Brezhnev decided
first to propose joint intervention but then to bluff. He saw no alternative.109

Brezhnev miscalculated badly in threatening that he would consider send-
ing troops to Egypt to stabilize the cease-fire. His attempt at compellence did
not accomplish his immediate or long-term political purposes. The United
States misread the plea that was intended and put its forces on worldwide
alert. As we demonstrate in the next chapter, the Soviet threat failed to elicit
the desired response. It also had long-range adverse consequences for Soviet-
American relations.

The threat that the Soviet Union might act unilaterally proved unneces-
sary and irrelevant to the outcome of the war. It was unnecessary because by
the time Brezhnev wrote his letter to President Nixon, the fighting in the
Middle East had stopped. Ambassador Dinitz reported to Kissinger at 3:45
P.M. in the afternoon Washington time, that the front with Egypt was now
quiet. Kissinger reviewed the contradictory battlefield intelligence he re-
ceived from Dinitz and Gromyko, who, ten minutes earlier, had charged
that Israel was intensifying its military operations. He speculated that Dinitz
and Gromyko were receiving information at different times and that word of
the end of military operations might not have reached Moscow.110

Vadim Zagladin confirmed that communication between Cairo and Mos-
cow was very poor: “We had little information. The line between Moscow
and Cairo was down for several hours during the twenty-fourth of Octo-
ber.”111 Aleksandr Kislov tells much the same story: “Communication
throughout the crisis was difficult. It took several hours to communicate
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between Cairo and Moscow.”112 The Soviet Union had supersonic MiG-25
Foxbats flying reconnaissance missions from Egyptian airfields, ships in the
eastern Mediterranean that were intercepting the communications of the ar-
mies, navies, and air commands of Egypt, Syria, and Israel, and COSMOS
satellites monitoring the battlefield.113 The satellites beamed their photo-
graphs to the Yevpatoriya tracking station in the Crimea, but the transmis-
sions were often of poor quality and apparently there was a delay of hours
and, at times, days in their receipt.114

American intelligence confirmed that by the early evening of 24 October,
before Brezhnev’s letter was received in Washington, the fighting had
stopped.115 During the day, Israeli attacks against Suez and Ismailia had
been beaten back, and United Nations’ supervisory personnel had fanned
out to observe the implementation of the cease-fire. By the time Brezhnev’s
letter reached the Soviet embassy in Washington and was read to Kissinger,
it had been overtaken by events.

Brezhnev’s attempt at compellence was also irrelevant because it did not
deal with the central issue then at stake, the resupply of the trapped Third
Army.116 Before noon on 23 October, Kissinger learned from Prime Minister
Meir that the last supply route to the Third Army had been cut.117 From that
time on, the issue was not only a cessation of the fighting, but also the pas-
sage of food and medical supplies through Israel’s lines to prevent the de-
struction of the Third Army through slow but certain strangulation. “Starv-
ing the Third Army out,” Kissinger acknowledged, “would be a slower
process than destroying it militarily. But it would lead to the same result. . . .
They [the Soviet Union] could not possibly hold still while a cease-fire they
had cosponsored was turned into a trap for a client state.”118

In their letters and hot-line telephone call to Nixon and Kissinger,
Brezhnev and Gromyko never raised the predicament of the trapped Third
Army.119 Battlefield events moved so quickly that Soviet leaders, like their
American counterparts, concentrated on stopping the fighting and dealt only
with the cease-fire. By the time Brezhnev warned that the Soviet Union might
act alone to enforce the cease-fire, the Third Army had been cut off for
thirty-six hours. The condition of the Third Army became more desperate
with every passing hour, even after the cease-fire went into effect.120

Brezhnev’s attempt at compellence lagged badly behind the battlefield. What
he asked for had already been achieved, but what he asked for was not
enough.

THE AMERICAN ALERT

The United States responded to the Soviet threat to consider unilateral mili-
tary intervention with a worldwide alert of its forces. Secretary of Defense
James Schlesinger and Secretary of State Kissinger made the decision to alert
American forces, in consultation with CIA Director William Colby, Chair-
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man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Adm. Thomas Moorer, and the President’s
Chief of Staff, Alexander Haig, who was with the president in his personal
quarters.121

President Nixon did not participate in the discussions, was not informed
of the alert when it was ordered, and only approved the alert retroactively
on the morning of 25 October.122 Earlier that evening, Kissinger recalled,
“Nixon was as agitated and emotional as I had ever heard him.”123 Con-
fronting a growing prospect of impeachment, a troubled Nixon said to
Kissinger: “They are doing it because of their desire to kill the President.
And they may succeed. I may physically die. . . . They just don’t realize they
are throwing everything out the window. I don’t know what in the name of
God . . .”124 Overwhelmed by the growing scandal of Watergate, the presi-
dent was reportedly drunk and exhausted upstairs in his personal quarters
in the White House.125

At 11:41 P.M., just over an hour after the meeting began in the White
House Situation Room, Adm. Moorer issued orders to all military com-
mands to increase readiness to Defense Condition III (DEFCON III). The
alert made communications networks less vulnerable and better prepared to
implement war plans. It included the Strategic Air Command (SAC) and the
North American Air Defense Command (NORAD), in control of American
strategic nuclear forces. SAC tested its systems, shortened the reaction time
for command aircraft on ground alert, tightened security around bases and
command centers and increased the readiness to deploy reconnaissance air-
craft. B-52 bombers and aerial refueling tankers were dispersed to secondary
airfields and ordered to begin nonroutine operations, marginal changes were
made in the status of ICBMs, and European-based nuclear missile firing
submarines were flushed from port.126 All routine training missions were
canceled, the command and control network was tested, and additional
command and control aircraft were sent aloft. The airborne command post
of the commander-in-chief of the Supreme Air Command was also placed on
enhanced ground alert.

At 12:20 A.M. on 25 October, American intelligence reported that eight
Soviet Antonov-22 transport planes were scheduled to fly from Budapest to
Egypt within the next few hours and that elements of the East German
armed forces had been alerted. In response, the Eighty-Second Airborne Di-
vision was ordered to be ready to deploy within four hours. At 12:25 A.M.,
the aircraft carrier Franklin Delano Roosevelt was sent to the eastern Medi-
terranean and John F. Kennedy, with its task force, was ordered to move at
full speed from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean.127

Those who participated in the meeting in the White House Situation
Room on the night of 24 October were divided in their estimate of Soviet
intentions. Some thought the Soviet Union was bluffing, whereas others
thought that Moscow would send a limited number of forces to Egypt.
Brezhnev’s letter and the intelligence data on Soviet military preparations
were consistent with both a bluff and a serious intention to deploy forces in
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the Middle East. In the meeting that night, William Colby emphasized two
important pieces of intelligence that suggested that the Soviet Union was
preparing to intervene:

The Soviet airborne divisions were suiting up, putting on packs and were ready
to move. Second, we lost the Soviet air transport command for twelve hours.
That scared the hell out of me. We couldn’t find them anywhere on our screens.
I was on the phone to our people at the NSA, asking “what have you got?” We
were really worried about where they were. They were off our screens in an
abnormal way. That was the key. We only found them the next day.

These indicators were consistent with Brezhnev’s letter. Therefore, my esti-
mate was that it looks like they’re preparing to move. We had to deal with that
contingency. The indicators, and Brezhnev’s letter, were certainly consistent
with the preparation to move. It was the combination of the two.128

President Nixon, who did not participate in any of the discussions, charged
after the fact that the intelligence indicated “that the Soviet Union was
planning to send a very substantial force into the Middle East, a military
force.”129

Kissinger was more equivocal in his estimate of Soviet intentions, but he
did think that Moscow would send limited forces to Egypt. After receiving
Brezhnev’s message from Dobrynin, Kissinger called Haig in the president’s
personal quarters.

KISSINGER: I just had a letter from Brezhnev asking us to send forces in to-
gether or he will send them in alone.

HAIG: I was afraid of that.
KISSINGER: I think we have to go to the mat on this one . . .
HAIG: Where are the Israelis at this point?
KISSINGER: They’ve got the Third Army surrounded.
HAIG: I think they [the Soviets] are playing chicken. They’re not going to put

forces in at the end of a war. I don’t believe that.
KISSINGER: I don’t know. What’s going to stop them from flying para-

troops in?130

Later that night, Haig reportedly changed his mind and considered it likely
that the Soviet Union would intervene.131

In his memoirs, Kissinger describes the discussion of Soviet motives that
took place in the Situation Room that night:

There were three possibilities: (1) The Soviets had intended this move all along
and had invited me to Moscow to gain time for it; (2) they decided on it as
the consequences of the Arab defeat began to sink in; or (3) they felt tricked
by Israel and by us as the Israelis moved to strangle the Third Army after
the cease-fire. I thought that the likely motivation was a combination of 2 and
3 . . . [T]he consensus emerged that the Kremlin was on the verge of a major
decision. We expected the airlift to start at dawn in eastern Europe, about two
hours away.132
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The secretary was more explicit when asked directly about his estimate of
Soviet intentions that night. “I attached a very high probability to Soviet
intervention. Dobrynin’s comment to me, ‘I will report your message,’ was
very threatening. He didn’t say, as he usually did, ‘Come on, Henry, don’t
worry.’ It was serious. I thought Soviet intervention was very likely.”133

Adm. Moorer pointed out that if the Soviet Union were going to deploy
forces, it would do so within the next few hours.

Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger was far less certain that Moscow
would send forces. He thought that the possibility of Soviet forces “being en
route” was low.134 Others speculated as well that the Soviet Union was
bluffing. William Quandt, on the staff of the National Security Council,
shared this estimate: “We did not believe that the Soviet Union intended to
send troops. At most, we attached a five percent probability [to Soviet mili-
tary intervention]. We felt that Brezhnev was being pig-headed and we
wanted to teach him a lesson. We did not act on the basis of perceived intent.
We decided to end Brezhnev’s bluffing.”135

Those in the Situation Room that night also considered that Washington
had tried repeatedly since the war began to deter Moscow from any kind of
military intervention. As early as 12 October, when Dobrynin emphasized
that the Soviet Union could not remain indifferent to a threat to Damascus,
Kissinger warned that “any Soviet military intervention would be resisted
and wreck the entire fabric of U.S.-Soviet relations.”136 Later that same day,
he warned Dobrynin again that any Soviet military intervention, regardless
of pretext, would be met by American force.137 “Kissinger had repeatedly
explained to Dobrynin that we would not tolerate a joint Soviet-American
intervention,” William Quandt explained. “We did not want that kind of
precedent. Brezhnev did not seem to understand.”138 The task was the edu-
cation of Brezhnev. Only through a firm and resolute response could the
United States teach Brezhnev a lesson.

No one at the meeting that night took Brezhnev’s offer of joint interven-
tion seriously. “We were not prepared to send American troops to Egypt,
nor would we accept the dispatch of Soviet forces,” Kissinger explained.
“We had not worked for years to reduce the Soviet military presence in
Egypt only to cooperate in reintroducing it as the result of a UN resolution.
Nor would we participate in a joint force with the Soviets, which would
legitimize their role in the area and strengthen radical elements. . . . Joint
intervention was totally unacceptable to me.”139

Although Kissinger had worked for years to expel Soviet forces from the
Middle East, the expulsion of Soviet personnel from Egypt was as fortuitous
as it was unexpected. President Sadat asked Soviet personnel to leave on his
own initiative, for his own reasons, and to the great surprise of the Nixon
administration.140 Kissinger’s determination to deny the Soviet Union the
political influence associated with a military presence was consistent with
his larger attempt to establish a political monopoly in the postwar diplo-
matic process. The United States, not the Soviet Union, was seeking dip-
lomatic advantage.
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There was considerable divergence of opinion on Soviet intentions on the
night of 24 October. Some thought that Brezhnev was bluffing, whereas
others thought that the Soviet Union might well send paratroopers to Egypt.
These differences were not important to the choice of the appropriate re-
sponse. Those who thought that the Soviet Union might deploy a limited
number of forces were determined to deny the Soviet Union political and
military opportunity in the Middle East. Those who thought that the Soviet
Union was bluffing also accepted the necessity of an alert. James Schlesinger,
Thomas Moorer, and Alexander Haig agreed with Kissinger that an alert
was the appropriate response to Brezhnev’s challenge. Schlesinger argued
that even if the probability of Soviet military action were low, the United
States must demonstrate that it could act firmly.141

Kissinger summarized the reasons for the choice of an alert: “I did not see
it [the Soviet threat] as a bluff, but it made no difference. We could not run
the risk that they were not [bluffing]. If we remained passive in the face of the
threat, the Soviet leadership would see no obstacle to turning it into a reality.
We had no choice except to call the bluff, if that was what it was, or face the
reality if it was serious.”142 In Kissinger’s words, “a leader known to yield to
intimidation invites it.”143 Irrespective of their analysis of Soviet intent,
American leaders concurred that the United States had been challenged and
had no choice but to respond.

The alert had two purposes. If the Soviet Union had indeed decided to
send forces to Egypt, its immediate objective was to deter the Soviet deploy-
ment. The Nixon administration was determined to deny Moscow the op-
portunity to introduce military forces into the Middle East. The alert was
also designed to bank resolve and build reputation for the future. If
Brezhnev was bluffing, the alert would “educate” the Soviet leadership. It
was imperative to demonstrate resolve to convince Brezhnev that the United
States could not to be coerced by Moscow. Washington wanted to demon-
strate resolve firmly, visibly, and quickly. Everyone present agreed quickly
on the necessity of an immediate, highly visible response that would be
noticed rapidly by Soviet leaders and would either “shock” them into aban-
doning any intention to intervene with military force or would call their
bluff.144

Several hours later, Kissinger, in Nixon’s name, formally replied to
Brezhnev. He deliberately delayed several hours in answering Brezhnev’s
letter to give Soviet leaders time to pick up signals of the alert. On 25 Octo-
ber at 5:40 A.M. Washington time, the reply to Brezhnev was delivered to
Dobrynin. Kissinger first warned that “we must view your suggestion of
unilateral action as a matter of gravest concern. . . . You must know that we
could in no event accept unilateral action. . . . Such action would produce
incalculable consequences which would be in the interest of neither of our
countries and which would end all we have striven so hard to achieve.”

Kissinger assured Brezhnev that, to the best of his knowledge, the cease-
fire was holding and then invoked the agreements that the two countries had
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reached in the past. “I agree with you that our understanding to act jointly
for peace is one of the highest value and that we should implement that
understanding in this complex situation. . . . Mr. General Secretary, in the
spirit of our agreements this is the time not for acting unilaterally, but in
harmony and with cool heads.”

The letter concluded with a face-saving proposal to the Soviet leader.
“The United States approves and is willing to participate in an expanded
United Nations truce supervisory force composed of noncombat personnel.
It would be understood that this is an extraordinary and temporary action
solely for the purpose of providing adequate information concerning com-
pliance by both sides with the terms of the cease-fire.”145 With American
forces on worldwide alert, Nixon and Kissinger then waited to see if the alert
and the warning to Brezhnev had accomplished their purposes.

THE ILLOGIC OF THE ALERT

We evaluate the success of the alert as a deterrent in the next chapter when
we look at the Soviet reaction. In the remainder of this chapter, we examine
the logic of the choice of a worldwide alert given American objectives. Like
the Soviet strategy of graduated compellence, it was equally ill-conceived.

The worldwide alert ordered the night of 24 October was a singularly
inappropriate instrument of crisis management. It was ineffective, poten-
tially dangerous, and ill-considered. The worldwide alert was inherently
ineffective because, in the context of the Middle East, it did not signal a
credible threat. It was potentially dangerous because it moved up the ladder
of escalation and increased the risk of confrontation with the Soviet Union.
Even more alarming, American leaders made their decision with little at-
tention to its details, its risks, or its likely consequences. The leaders who
made the decision did not understand the technical and operational require-
ments of the alert. It was chosen in haste, with little consideration either of
its capacity to deter Soviet military intervention or of the alternative mea-
sures that might have constituted an effective signal with a reduced risk of
escalation.

The obvious incredibility of a worldwide alert of American forces as a
deterrent of Soviet intervention in the Middle East should have been appar-
ent to American leaders. For it to work, Soviet leaders would have had to
believe that the United States was prepared to risk a nuclear war to prevent
a limited deployment of Soviet forces. The threat was so obviously out of
proportion to the provocation that it was unlikely to be credible in Moscow.
One strategic analyst pointedly observed: “In large part, a worldwide alert
suffers from the same limitations that afflicted the strategic doctrine of mas-
sive retaliation. A universal alert offers the threat of an overwhelming retali-
atory blow as a means of deterring an opponent. At best such an alert lacks
credibility; at worst it is an irresponsible means of nuclear diplomacy.”146
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The credibility of the worldwide alert was further undermined by the fact
that the United States and the Soviet Union were engaged in continuing ne-
gotiations to stabilize the cease-fire. As we shall see in the next chapter,
Soviet leaders found the alert so incredible that it was incomprehensible to
them. They considered it an irresponsible act in the nuclear age.

Even senior military personnel in the United States did not treat the alert
as a serious prelude to possible military action. Because there was little ex-
pectation of combat, the strategic alert was ordered at a low level by the
Joint Chiefs and executed in a perfunctory way by the military command-
ers.147 After receiving orders for DEFCON III, the Joint Chiefs immediately
began eliminating items from the standard checklist.148 Adm. Moorer fol-
lowed up the DEFCON III order with a secure telephone call to the unified
and specified commanders to explain the purely political purpose of the
alert.149 At 3:37 A.M., he sent an second message that again emphasized the
political context of the alert.150

Kissinger thought that the principal advantage of a DEFCON III alert was
its visibility to the Soviet Union.151 The alert would be recognized very
quickly by Soviet intelligence because of the noticeable changes in the pat-
tern and intensification of military communications. A worldwide alert
would rise significantly above the existing noise level.152 Almost within the
hour, however, American officials decided that the alert would not be de-
tected quickly enough and ordered some of their conventional forces to
DEFCON II. Their reasoning defies understanding: if an alert of a restricted
number of conventional forces would be detected more quickly in Moscow,
then the alert of strategic forces was unnecessary and possibly provocative.

At their meeting that night in the White House, there was no discussion of
an alert of conventional forces as an alternative to a combined alert of strate-
gic and conventional forces.153 William Quandt reports that officials did not
make this kind of distinction. “We did not think in terms of a nuclear or a
conventional alert. Standard operating procedures did not tailor the deci-
sion to distinguish between the alert of conventional and nuclear forces. We
thought only in terms of increasing the readiness of our forces as a signal to
the Soviet Union.”154

An alert of specific conventional forces would have been more credible. If
the Soviet Union had sent troops to Egypt, the United States would have
responded with conventional forces. The United States could have ordered,
as it ultimately did, the Eighty-Second Airborne Division to prepare for
overseas deployment and could even have broadcast the orders en clair. It
could also have brought several of its divisions in Europe to a higher state of
readiness. Alternatively, Washington could have ordered a worldwide alert
but exempted all strategic forces.155 Any of these options would have been
more credible to Soviet leaders while at the same time reducing the risk of
provocation and possible escalation.

Some strategic analysts have argued that a conventional alert would not
have been noticed quickly enough nor would it have been sufficiently credi-
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ble.156 As a result of the war in the Middle East, the Sixth Fleet was already
at DEFCON II; when Vice Adm. Daniel Murphy received the orders for
DEFCON III, he asked whether he should stand down the level of alert of his
forces.157 American aircraft were also actively involved in the airlift to Israel.
In this context, it would have taken time for Moscow to notice the increased
readiness of limited conventional forces. Soviet leaders also might not have
considered the threat of a conventional deployment a credible deterrent.

These arguments are not persuasive. The same analysts who allege that
a limited conventional alert would have been insufficient then conclude that
it was the conventional component that lent credibility to the strategic
alert.158 Kissinger too admitted afterward that a selective alert of certain
units might have been more effective than the worldwide DEFCON III that
was chosen.159

Some analysts have speculated that the United States moved to a strategic
alert because it worried about the conventional balance of forces, particu-
larly at sea. Adm. Elmo Zumwalt reports that at the White House meeting
at which the alert was ordered, Adm. Moorer argued that in naval combat
between the United States and the Soviet Union in the eastern Mediterra-
nean, “we would lose our ass.”160

Kissinger denied that American officials felt that their naval strength in
the Mediterranean was inferior to that of the Soviet Union. “I have seen
statements that in 1973, the United States was affected in the conduct of the
Middle East crisis by its fear of the Soviet navy. This may have been true of
our Navy; it wasn’t true of our government.” At the time, he admitted, “We
all suffered from the illusion that our navy was far superior to the Soviet
navy, and we conducted ourselves accordingly.”161 For Kissinger at least,
concern about naval inferiority played no role in the decision to order the
DEFCON III alert.

The balance of naval forces in October 1973 in the eastern Mediterranean
did not in fact strongly favor either the United States or the Soviet Union.162

Late on 24 October, a Soviet helicopter carrier and two destroyers left their
positions off Crete and relieved the anticarrier group covering Indepen-
dence, the American naval forces nearest the war zone.163 That same night,
the Sixth Fleet quickly positioned itself to threaten the air routes a Soviet
expeditionary force was likely to use.164 The significant change in the de-
ployment of the Soviet navy occurred after, not before, the alert.165

There is another possibility to consider. Even if the deliberate threat to
escalate to nuclear war was inherently incredible, American leaders might
still have expected that they could deter Soviet intervention as a conse-
quence of the uncertainty created by the alert. Soviet leaders might have
worried that the introduction of conventional forces in the Middle East in
the context of a DEFCON III alert could have unanticipated escalatory
consequences.

Thomas Schelling describes this kind of strategy as a “threat that leaves
something to chance.”166 This is the strongest possible argument that can be
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made in favor of the alert. Strategic alerts designed to manipulate the risk of
war trade off the political advantage they might bring against the risk of loss
of control. For it to work, American leaders needed to convince Brezhnev
that the nuclear alert made it more likely that the crisis might inadvertently
spin out of control.167

There is no evidence that American leaders themselves thought about the
alert as a deliberate manipulation of the risk of war. Kissinger and Schlesin-
ger did not design the alert as a “threat that leaves something to chance.”
From the perspective of those who chose to go to DEFCON III, the alert was
a straightforward attempt to deter and to bank resolve by a quick, clean,
visible escalation up the nuclear ladder.

Finally, some of those who chose the alert did not fully understand its
technical details. William Colby explained that “We considered the
DEFCON III a minor signal. SAC was already on III, as was the navy. SAC
did go up to DEFCON II, when everyone else went up a notch. The rest of
the world went to III and SAC went to II.”168 In reality, SAC did not go up
to DEFCON II. If it had, it would not have been, as Colby contends, “a
minor signal.”

Kissinger too did not completely understand the technical details of the
alert. In his memoirs, Kissinger compared the DEFCON III alert to the selec-
tive alert of American forces during the Black September crisis of 1970
“when we had gone through similar alert measures.”169 The analogy is in-
correct.170 The alert of September 1970, ordered during a confrontation
between Jordan and Syria, was not a worldwide alert but a selective and
limited alert of airborne troops and naval forces in the Mediterranean.171 No
strategic forces whatsoever were involved in the alert.

Since Kissinger had been one of the principal architects of the alert in
1970, it is difficult to understand how he could draw an analogy between
two alerts that differed so substantially in degree and in kind.172 When asked
directly about the comparison, he responded: “It was the same alert as in
1970. It was technically the same. It wasn’t a nuclear alert because most
forces were at Stage 3 anyway. The strategic forces didn’t have to be alerted;
they were already at Stage 3. In this alert too, it was principally our airborne
forces and conventional forces that were alerted.”173

Kissinger’s understanding of the technical implications of the alert is not
correct. Peter Rodman noted that at the meeting on 24 October, “The nu-
clear component of the alert was not the focus of the discussion.”174 In large
part because the “nuclear component” was not discussed, William Quandt
concluded, “Kissinger simply did not understand that DEFCON III would
alert our forces on a worldwide basis, including our nuclear forces.”175

Kissinger also did not expect the DEFCON III alert to become public.
It was designed to be picked up quickly by Soviet intelligence, but not to
increase the pressure on Soviet leaders by making the costs of retreat more
painful and humiliating. Kissinger expected that it would become public
knowledge only gradually. As he left the meeting in the Situation Room
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at the White House on 24 October, he warned Adm. Moorer, “You
will keep this secret. Not a word of this is to leak.” The Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs responded, “Of course, Henry.” Schlesinger, however, rolled
his eyes.176

Kissinger discovered to his horror that the alert had become public within
a matter of hours.

At 6:30 A.M. Thursday morning, October 25—after three hours of sleep—I
discovered that the American public had already learned of the worldwide alert
of American forces. It was all over the morning news. I was shocked. This
unexpected publicity would inevitably turn the event into an issue of prestige
with Moscow, unleashing popular passions at home and seriously complicating
the prospects of a Soviet retreat. It also showed the change in the discipline of
our government in the three years since the Jordan crisis of September 1970.
Then we had gone through similar alert measures; their extent had not become
known until the crisis was already over, three days later. The current alert had
leaked within three hours in the middle of the night; we would now have a
public confrontation, and not with a Soviet surrogate as in 1970, but with the
Kremlin itself.177

Although the orders for the alert requested “minimum public notice,” it
was obvious to some of the participants in the meeting in the Situation
Room that an alert of that kind and magnitude simply could not be imple-
mented in secrecy. “There is no way,” Schlesinger said, “you can put more
than two million soldiers and reservists suddenly on alert and make sure
nobody else finds out about it.”178 When asked why he was not told by
Schlesinger and Moorer at the meeting that the alert would quickly become
public, Kissinger responded: “Schlesinger and Moorer knew that it would
leak, because they leaked it. I knew that it would become public, but not that
quickly.”179

There is no evidence that the alert was deliberately made public by any
senior official. William Colby doubted very seriously that Schlesinger and
Moorer leaked the alert. “They are professionals. They would not play
Machiavelli.”180 The alert was picked up by the press almost immediately
when an airman was speeding to his base and was stopped by a traffic
officer. When asked by the officer why he was speeding, he replied: “I’m
going to a nuclear alert.” “Now I’ve heard everything,” responded the
policeman. “Okay, call my base,” answered the airman. The officer did, the
base confirmed the alert, the airman sped off, and the policeman called the
local radio station.181

None of the participants in the meeting that night who knew that a
DEFCON III alert would quickly become public informed Kissinger. Their
reticence seems to have been motivated by two concerns. Some senior mili-
tary officials favored a DEFCON III alert because it would become known
quickly and appear dramatic. Adm. Moorer felt that it was essential that
Soviet leaders get the message quickly and publicly.182 Some who favored
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the alert chose to keep quiet in the expectation that if Kissinger were told
how quickly an alert would become public, it was less likely that he would
choose to alert American forces worldwide.183 Other Pentagon officials
wanted to use the opportunity provided by a strategic alert to bring back the
B-52 bombers based in Guam, a request long resisted by the State Depart-
ment.184 They too had no wish to raise any obstacles to the alert. Conse-
quently, Kissinger chose an alert in the expectation that it would signal
American resolve dramatically but privately to Soviet leaders on the verge of
a critical decision.185

The decision demonstrated a troubling lack of understanding of the tech-
nical and operational requirements of the military procedures chosen to sig-
nal commitment and resolve. It is disturbing to consider that an alert of
strategic forces can be ordered in the absence of a president who was inca-
pacitated by the stress of a domestic crisis and by some of his most senior
advisors who did not fully understand the technical and operational impli-
cations of what they were doing.

Most alarming of all, Kissinger and Schlesinger did not consider the po-
tential escalatory consequences of a DEFCON III alert. Peter Rodman ex-
plained: “The Soviets had the fear of war in their bones. With them, there is
no point in matching tit-for-tat. You deliberately overwhelm them to dis-
courage escalation. We were sure that it would work. I never thought for a
moment that things would get out of control.”186 In their one-hour discus-
sion that night in the White House, American officials never considered
what they would do if the Soviet Union were not deterred and Moscow sent
troops to Egypt. Kissinger, Schlesinger, and their advisors did not consider
what kind of military confrontation and at what level, might follow if the
Soviet Union went ahead and deployed troops in Egypt.187

The decision to go to a DEFCON III alert left the United States with very
few options to escalate up the nuclear ladder if deterrence failed and the
Soviet Union went ahead and deployed troops. A move to DEFCON II, an
alert designed for the contingency of a likely attack, would have been ex-
traordinarily provocative.188 It would also have been inappropriate because
no American leader anticipated nuclear war with the Soviet Union over the
Middle East. Escalation up the nuclear ladder would have served neither
deterrent nor defensive purposes; it would have done nothing to deal with
the challenge posed by Soviet troops en route to or already deployed in
Egypt.

The most likely response to the failure of deterrence would have been a
conventional military response. When the United States was faced with the
possibility that the nuclear alert might not deter the deployment of Soviet
troops, Kissinger searched desperately for an appropriate conventional op-
tion. A few hours after the decision to go to DEFCON III was made, the
United States received unconfirmed intelligence that the first contingent of
Soviet troops was on its way. In his memoirs, Kissinger says only that this
report triggered discussion about whether the United States would be able to
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put its own troops in the area.189 In fact, Kissinger began a frantic search for
a conventional military option.

William Quandt provides a detailed—and vivid—description of the reac-
tion in the White House:

Later that night, we got a fragment of a message, the tail end of a message,
suggesting the imminent arrival of Soviet forces at Cairo West airfield. Kissinger
was frantic. He ordered Atherton and me to draft a plan to send American
troops to the Middle East, immediately, but not to Israel. Atherton and I were
bewildered. Where would the forces go? Kissinger replied that he did not know,
but that the forces could not go to Israel, but that a plan was to be prepared
immediately to deploy forces in the Middle East. This was the only time that
Atherton and I were totally confused. We could not conceive of how to meet the
request. As it turns out, the fragmented message referred to the Soviet observers
who were being flown to Cairo West airfield.190

Early the next morning, after he briefed the president, Kissinger recalls,
“Nixon was determined to match any Soviet troop buildup in the area.”191

When asked what kind of conventional military action he wanted, Kissinger
replied: “We would have put down the 82nd Airborne if the Soviets had sent
forces. We never got to that point. We never discussed it. It would have been
very dangerous. That’s why you get paid, for doing the dangerous jobs.”192

The possibility of deterrence failure received no serious attention, and no
contingency plans were in place. There was no discussion of where Ameri-
can troops were to be deployed and the likelihood of combat with Soviet
forces. “We had no plan for blocking [Soviet] intervention,” Rodman con-
firmed. “We didn’t think about it.”193 Instead of considering the conse-
quences and their options should deterrence fail, American leaders hoped
that deterrence would succeed.

If the Soviet Union had sent forces to Egypt and the United States had
responded with a conventional deployment of its own, even limited encoun-
ters between the two forces in the context of a worldwide alert of American
forces could easily have led to a broadening of the conflict. The Soviet Union
might have mobilized additional forces in response. In this context, the
worldwide alert could have worked against the localization and termination
of the fighting in the Middle East, the principal objective of both Moscow
and Washington.

Our evaluation of the American decision to alert its strategic as well as
conventional forces worldwide is sobering. As we see in the next chapter, it
was not effective in educating Soviet leaders in the way American leaders
expected. It also did nothing to address the most likely contingency the
United States confronted, a limited deployment of Soviet forces in Egypt.
The strategic component of the alert as a deterrent was incredible on its own
terms and was potentially dangerous. It met none of the central purposes of
the United States. At best, it made logical sense only as a strategy to manipu-
late the risk of war, but leaders did not design their strategy that way at the
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time. Most alarming, some of those who met in the White House Situation
Room did not completely understand the technical consequences of their
choice and did not consider the political and military consequences if their
strategy failed.

THE FAILURE TO AVOID CONFRONTATION

The United States and the Soviet Union entered the period of crisis with a
jointly engineered agreement to end the fighting and a shared tactical objec-
tive. The prerequisites for effective crisis management were in place, but they
were insufficient to avoid a confrontation. Some analysts have explained the
confrontation that occurred at the end of the October War as entrapment of
the superpowers by their allies. Like the great powers in 1914, Moscow and
Washington were unwillingly dragged to the brink by the behavior of their
allies who were fighting a bitter war. Certainly the war among their allies
was a precipitating factor, but it was neither the only nor the primary cause
of the crisis that occurred on the night of 24 October.

Our analysis demonstrates that the strategies of crisis management of
both the United States and the Soviet Union were deeply flawed. They were
ineffective, dangerous, and ill-considered. More fundamentally, these strate-
gies were shaped by the competitive political goals of the United States and
the Soviet Union. It was the exploitation of the Arab-Israel conflict as an
arena to seek relative gain or avoid relative loss that contributed signifi-
cantly to the failure to prevent a confrontation.

After the cease-fire agreement was negotiated in Moscow, the Soviet
Union was the status quo power. Soviet leaders wanted primarily to avoid a
loss and tried above all to make sure that the fighting stopped before Egypt
suffered a military defeat and the reputation of the Soviet Union as a reliable
ally was compromised. Brezhnev only threatened that the Soviet Union
would consider sending military forces when a catastrophic Egyptian mili-
tary defeat seemed imminent. Despite concern about escalation, Brezhnev
saw no alternative once diplomacy had failed. As a status quo power trying
to avoid relative loss, the Soviet Union resorted to compellence only after all
the less threatening alternatives had been exhausted.

The Soviet dilemma was unenviable, and Moscow had very little room for
maneuver. As Washington well understood, Soviet leaders could not stand
by and watch as Egyptian armies were trapped. Yet, by the time Brezhnev
resorted to a strategy of graduated compellence, his threat was unnecessary
and irrelevant. The fighting had already stopped, and the threat to send
troops to Egypt did nothing to address the urgent plight of the trapped Third
Army. The Soviet strategy of crisis management lagged badly behind the
pace of the battlefield.

Soviet strategy was driven not only by a sense of threat and urgency but
also by anger at Kissinger’s deceit and betrayal. Here Brezhnev overreacted.
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Brezhnev was not correct in suspecting that Kissinger had purposely encour-
aged Israel to continue its offensive; his charge of deliberate deception does
not stand up to the evidence.194 Brezhnev badly underestimated the real diffi-
culties the United States experienced in restraining its ally and interpreted
Israel’s actions as deliberately orchestrated with American acquiescence if
not active cooperation. Just as Kennedy and his advisors saw Soviet actions
on the last day of the Cuban missile crisis as intentional, so Brezhnev saw
American action as deliberate and underestimated the difficulties of political
control of an ally on the battlefield. It is surprising that he did so, given the
acute difficulty Soviet leaders had experienced in controlling Egypt before,
during, and at the end of the war.

If Brezhnev had been less angry and more accurate in his estimate of the
difficulties inherent in controlling an ally, even under pressure he might have
refrained from adding the last threatening sentence to his letter to Nixon. In
part because Brezhnev was angry and under stress, he miscalculated the
short- and long-term consequences of a strategy of bluff for the Soviet rela-
tionship with the United States.

The United States had far greater opportunities to manage the crisis effec-
tively. It did not use them. Before and during the crisis, American leaders
pursued a forward diplomatic strategy as they attempted to upset the status
quo and detach Egypt from the Soviet Union. These political objectives led
Kissinger to exaggerate American capacity to fine-tune diplomatic strategy
to battlefield conditions. Although problems of technical and political con-
trol were serious, Kissinger’s underestimation of their gravity led to mislead-
ing signals to Jerusalem and inadequate messages to Cairo and Moscow. In
the thirty-six hours that elapsed between the violation of the first cease-fire
and the receipt of Brezhnev’s letter, the United States succeeded in compel-
ling Israel to stop the fighting. The critical flaw in American management of
the crisis was the failure to reassure Moscow and Cairo.

Finally, the decision in Washington to alert forces worldwide was made
in the context of a deeply held belief in deterrence as a strategy of crisis
management and the consequent importance of reputation and resolve. It is
only understandable in this context. Yet the alert was incredible because it
was so disproportionate to the action it was designed to prevent and
anomalous in the context of ongoing negotiations with the Soviet Union,
ineffective in its failure to address the problems that would be created by a
limited deployment of Soviet troops in Egypt, ill-considered, and potentially
dangerous in its potential for escalation.

Our analysis of crisis management by the Soviet Union and the United
States demonstrates that both Moscow and Washington lost technical con-
trol of their strategies. The pace of the battlefield in the Middle East out-
stripped their capacity to design timely strategies of crisis management. In
Washington, some leaders did not fully understand the technical and opera-
tional implications of the decisions they made. Although technical and oper-
ational problems contributed to the failure to prevent a confrontation, they
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were not, however, the critical factors. The difficulties inherent in control-
ling allies who exercised significant political autonomy were also real but
not sufficient to explain the confrontation at the end of the war. Before the
confrontation began on the night of 24 October, both Moscow and Wash-
ington had their allies under some semblance of control.

An important contributing factor was the anger and stress that shaped the
context of crisis decisions. Critical decisions were made in anger in Moscow
and under stress in Washington that contributed significantly to miscalcula-
tion in both capitals. We have already noted the impact of Brezhnev’s in-
tense anger. William Quandt recalls the atmosphere on the night of 24 Octo-
ber in the White House: “We were under considerable pressure. We felt
there was some urgency, and we were tired, fatigued that night.”195 This was
the context of the most serious Soviet-American confrontation since the
Cuban missile crisis in 1962.

Beyond the immediate factors of technical complexities, serious problems
in political control, and emotional stress, was the political competition
that shaped the objectives of both sets of leaders. The failure of the super-
powers to prevent the war, to limit its intensity, and to enforce the first
cease-fire, was very much a function of their exploitation of the conflict in
the Middle East to make gains or avoid losses at each other’s expense. The
United States and the Soviet Union were not entrapped by their allies but
exploited the conflict between the Arabs and Israel as a theater to seek uni-
lateral advantage.

After their meeting in Moscow, however, the United States and the Soviet
Union were agreed on the terms to end the war. Ironically, Brezhnev and
Nixon, though not Kissinger, were also agreed on the political necessity of
an imposed peace. Whether or not a jointly sponsored settlement of the
Arab-Israel conflict would have worked is a matter for speculation. Kissin-
ger argued that this kind of strategy would have made control of Israel even
more difficult, and he was in all likelihood correct. What is clear, however,
is that, even as the cease-fire was being negotiated, Kissinger continued to
seek unilateral gain at the expense of the Soviet Union.

After the cease-fire was jointly negotiated, Brezhnev attempted to preserve
a shaky political investment in the Arab world and his personal investment
in détente. Kissinger worked to upset the status quo not only before the crisis
began but during the management of the crisis itself. Once an Egyptian mili-
tary defeat became imminent, the principal responsibility for crisis manage-
ment rested with the United States. The exploitation of the Arab-Israel
conflict as an arena to seek American gains directly at Soviet expense con-
tributed significantly to the failure to prevent a confrontation between the
two superpowers. The failure of crisis management was not narrowly tech-
nical but broadly political.
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The Crisis and Its Resolution

[T]he Soviets subsided as soon as we showed our teeth. We

were thus able to use the crisis to shape events and reverse

alliances in the Middle East in defiance of the pressures of our

allies, the preferences of the Soviets, and the rhetoric of

Arab radicals.

—Henry Kissinger 1

The American alert was for home consumption. That doesn’t

mean that it wasn’t dangerous, even if the alert was over a

false issue. If you use it frivolously several times, nobody

takes it seriously afterward. This is very typical of Americans.

—Georgi Arbatov 2

THE CRISIS in 1973 had many of the classic hallmarks of an escalatory
spiral. Israel had refused to stop the advance of its armies when they were
on the verge of defeating Egypt. The Soviet Union threatened to consider
unilateral action to enforce the cease-fire and, in response, the United States
alerted its forces worldwide. These actions provoked a crisis between the
superpowers. The crisis was resolved, however, without further escalation.
The Soviet Union decided on the morning of 25 October not to respond with
military measures to the American alert and thereby stopped the process of
escalation. Officials of the Nixon administration insisted that the crisis did
not escalate because the Soviet Union backed down in the face of the world-
wide alert. We contend that American deterrence was irrelevant. We exam-
ine first why the crisis did not escalate further.

The crisis was resolved very quickly when Egypt and Israel observed the
cease-fire and Egypt, the United States, and the Soviet Union agreed that a
United Nations’ peacekeeping force would police the cease-fire. The United
States ended its alert at midnight on 25 October. One plausible explanation
of why the crisis was resolved is Soviet compellence; the threat to consider
unilateral action may have resolved the crisis by convincing the United States
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to restrain Israel. We argue that Soviet compellence was counterproductive.
The crisis was resolved despite the threats and actions of both sides. In the
second part of the chapter, we examine why the crisis was resolved.

Although the crisis ended without further escalation, the way it was re-
solved had damaging consequences for Soviet-American relations in the dec-
ade that followed. In many ways, it marked the beginning of the end of
détente and the renewal of superpower tensions that reached a crescendo in
the next decade. The conclusion to the chapter examines the lessons leaders
did and did not learn from the crisis and their long-term impact on the rela-
tionship between the United States and the Soviet Union.

THE MILITARY CONTEXT

The worldwide alert of American forces in 1973 took place in a strategic
environment that was very different from that of 1962. The force structures
and military deployments of the United States and the Soviet Union in 1973
were far more evenly balanced. At the time of the Cuban missile crisis, the
United States had overwhelming nuclear superiority. By 1973, the strategic
balance was nearly symmetrical; Moscow had deployed its large and much
more accurate third generation of ICBMs and its pronounced inferiority had
disappeared. In all probability, enough Soviet nuclear submarines would
have survived an American first strike to retaliate with a devastating attack.

During the Cuban missile crisis, strategic systems on both sides were also
less tightly coupled and less potent. Strategic delivery systems, mostly bomb-
ers, were slow and recallable. Eleven years later, the nuclear missiles of both
superpowers were capable of reaching their targets within minutes rather
than hours. They were also less tolerant of error, because missiles, unlike
bombers, could not be recalled. The command and control systems of both
superpowers had become more complex, but they were vulnerable to quick
decapitation by more sophisticated and accurate attacking forces.3 In other
ways, the strategic environment was safer than it had been in 1962. All
American nuclear weapons, except those on submarines, were equipped
with permissive action links to prevent unauthorized use and, most impor-
tant, the second-strike capability of Soviet strategic forces significantly re-
duced the incentive for either side to preempt.

Escalation through technical loss of control of complex and tightly cou-
pled strategic systems was more likely than in 1962. Military escalation
could provoke counterescalation, and even minor steps up the ladder could
trigger an escalatory spiral that could culminate in a war that neither side
intended, wanted, or could win.4 Escalation could also occur because lead-
ers felt freer to make threats in the context of strategic parity. The relatively
even strategic balance could encourage either government to believe that it
was reasonably safe to use military alerts for political purposes because su-
perpower war was unthinkable. Had the Soviet Union chosen to alert its
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strategic forces in response to the American alert, there was the possibility of
further escalation up the nuclear ladder between tightly coupled forces.

The local military balance was also far more symmetrical in 1973 than it
had been in 1962. During the Cuban missile crisis, the United States had
overwhelming conventional superiority in the Caribbean. In 1973, both
sides had impressive military capabilities in the Middle East. Moscow had
developed its force projection capabilities in the aftermath of the Cuban
missile crisis. In October 1973, using its air- and sealift capabilities, it could
have sent at least five-thousand troops a day to Egypt. The Soviet Union also
had impressive naval forces in the eastern Mediterranean that, although not
the equal of the United States, could have inflicted substantial damage in any
naval encounter.5

In October 1973, the United States was capable of extensive conventional
operations in the Middle East. For the first time in almost a decade, its forces
were no longer heavily committed in Vietnam. It could have transferred a
substantial number of troops from Western Europe and the United States to
the Middle East without stretching its forces too thin. A battalion of the
Eighty-Second Airborne Division, placed on ready-to-move status on the
night of 24 October, could have been airlifted to the Middle East within
twenty-four hours, and the whole division could have been brought over
within three weeks.

Confrontation among conventional forces on the ground was a possibil-
ity. If the Soviet Union had moved forces to Egypt, it is conceivable that
Israel could have chosen to harass or interdict the transport aircraft, which
would have had to fly beyond the range of fighter cover. An engagement was
also possible between the Israel Defense Forces and Soviet troops; Brezhnev
worried about precisely such a confrontation.6 If Soviet troops had been
deployed, Kissinger, despite his recognition of the danger of escalation, was
prepared to order the deployment of units of the Eighty-Second Airborne
Division.7 Had American troops been introduced anywhere close to the the-
ater of combat, Soviet-American incidents could have occurred and in-
creased the pressure for further escalation.8

Particularly dangerous was the situation at sea, where the two navies
were trailing each other closely in the Mediterranean. The possibility of an
accidental or preemptive encounter at sea was real. In recognition of this
danger, Moscow and Washington had signed the Incidents at Sea Agreement
in 1972 to reduce the likelihood of confrontation between their naval
forces.9

Until 24 October, the United States attempted to avoid provocative de-
ployments that could be misread in Moscow. For this purpose, the position-
ing and movements of the Sixth Fleet were closely controlled from Washing-
ton. Throughout the war, Washington kept the Sixth Fleet clear of the war
zones in the Mediterranean declared by Egypt and Syria.10 The Soviet Union
conducted significant naval operations in the war zones in conjunction with
its air- and sealifts to Egypt and Syria.
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During the course of the war, the navies of the two superpowers became
very tightly coupled. Soviet “tattletales” closely shadowed American ships.
They provided near real-time targeting information for Soviet ships, aircraft,
and submarines equipped with conventional and nuclear antiship cruise
missiles. American commanders knew that their ships were subject to a
preemptive attack with virtually no warning time for self-defense.11 In re-
sponse, American destroyers and cruisers armed with antiship missiles were
authorized to trail Soviet warships. Each navy maneuvered for tactical ad-
vantage and tried to be in position to strike first if necessary.

This tight coupling created strong incentives for preemption. Chief of
Naval Operations Adm. Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr. described the dangerous mil-
itary environment in the Mediterranean:

All this trailing is an effort to compensate for tactical asymmetries. A carrier
outside the range of the cruise missiles on Soviet ships can clearly sink them
easily with her aircraft. Therefore, the Russians trail us closely in order to be
able to destroy most of a carrier’s planes or disable the carrier herself before
aircraft can take off. We adopted the retaliatory technique of trailing the trailer
so as to prevent them from preventing us from launching our planes by knock-
ing out most of their cruise missiles before many of them took off.12

When the United States went to DEFCON III, Roosevelt and Kennedy
were ordered to join Independence in the eastern Mediterranean. The three
U.S. carriers were positioned directly astride Soviet air- and sea-lanes to
Egypt, in position to interdict a deployment of Soviet troops to Egypt. Navy
support for the airlift to Israel was suspended, and all but two of the escorts
were returned to Independence and Roosevelt groups.13 To avoid provoca-
tive action, the U.S. carriers were placed in small, fixed operating areas and
were consequently extraordinarily vulnerable to a preemptive attack by the
Soviet fleet.14 At the same time, U.S. warships and aircraft constantly tar-
geted the Soviet fleet at point-blank range.15 In response to the alert and the
concentration of the Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean, Soviet coverage of
U.S. carrier and amphibious groups was increased, and on 26 October, the
Soviet Navy began intensive anticarrier exercises which lasted through 3
November.16

The deployment of the two navies heightened tension among U.S. com-
manders. Adm. Zumwalt doubted “that major units of the U.S. Navy were
ever in a tenser situation since World War II ended than the Sixth Fleet in the
Mediterranean was for the week after the alert was declared.”17 The com-
mander of the Sixth Fleet, Vice Adm. Daniel Murphy, echoed his concern.
“The U.S. Sixth Fleet and the Soviet Mediterranean Fleet were, in effect,
sitting in a pond in close proximity and the stage for the hitherto unlikely
‘war at sea’ scenario was set.”18

Soviet commanders were also worried about the consequences of the tight
coupling of the two navies and the consequent risk of an incident at sea.19

Even before the alert, Brezhnev had been concerned about the prospect of an
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accidental encounter between the two navies and had worried about its esca-
latory consequences.20 Especially in the context of the alert of American
forces, Soviet admirals feared that an inadvertent or accidental confronta-
tion at sea could provoke a wider confrontation.21

High-value targets, powerful incentives to shoot first to avoid being de-
stroyed, and tension at the command level are the conditions most condu-
cive to preemption and loss of control. If a Soviet or American ship had fired
a missile at the other in the mistaken belief that it was about to be attacked,
there would have been no time for commanders to request permission to
retaliate.22 American rules of engagement did not require commanders to
consult under these conditions. The Soviet rules of engagement are not
known, but it is unlikely that Soviet captains would have required approval
from above to retaliate when their ships were targeted at point-blank range
by U.S. warships and aircraft.23 The most authoritative analysis of the two
navies in the crisis concludes that a single misjudgment could have produced
a Soviet-American battle in the Mediterranean.24

There are inescapable trade-offs between increasing the credibility of
threat-based strategies of crisis management and increasing the risk of war.
To make their strategies credible, Minister of Defense Grechko increased the
readiness of Soviet paratroopers and Washington alerted its forces world-
wide. Yet neither compellence nor deterrence succeeded in accomplishing
their objectives. We look first at the impact of these two strategies and then
explain why further escalation was avoided and why the crisis was resolved.

THE IRRELEVANCE OF DETERRENCE

“The Soviets subsided,” Kissinger claimed, “as soon as we showed our
teeth.”25 His argument suggests that despite strategic and conventional par-
ity and an acute domestic crisis in Washington, the alert persuaded Soviet
leaders that President Nixon was willing to risk war to block unilateral in-
tervention by Moscow.26 Soviet leaders, according to this argument, reeval-
uated the likely costs of intervention, changed their minds, and decided not
to send troops to Egypt.

This explanation is similar in its essentials to the standard interpretation
of the resolution of the Cuban missile crisis. The manipulation of the risk of
war through a nuclear alert and preparations to invade Cuba allegedly con-
vinced Soviet leaders that they had to withdraw their missiles from Cuba to
avoid war. In 1973, there is no evidence to support the efficacy claimed for
threat-based strategies.

If deterrence is to work, leaders who are considering military action must
change their minds because they reconsider their estimate of its likely costs
and consequences in the face of the threat from the deterrer. Even before
the United States alerted its forces, Brezhnev had no intention of sending
Soviet forces to Egypt. As early as 8 October, he instructed Ambassador



266 • C H A P T E R E L E V E N •

Vinogradov to emphasize Soviet determination not to become involved in
the fighting.27 Again on 15 October, during the Politburo meeting, Brezh-
nev warned Kosygin against misleading Sadat. Although the Soviet govern-
ment was willing to continue military support to Egypt on a large scale, it
would “under no circumstances participate directly in the war.”28

Brezhnev’s threat to consider unilateral action was a bluff, issued in frustra-
tion at the failure of diplomacy to stop the fighting, and in anger at what
Brezhnev considered Kissinger’s duplicity. Since Brezhnev had no intention
of sending forces, deterrence could not have changed his mind. At best, it
was irrelevant.

The consequences of the American attempt to deter were not irrelevant.
American leaders expected the alert to signal clearly and unequivocally their
opposition to a unilateral Soviet deployment of forces in the Middle East
and their willingness to risk war to prevent such a deployment. Soviet lead-
ers were genuinely bewildered by the alert; to them, the American “signal”
was not clear and unequivocal. They were also provoked and deeply an-
gered by an action that they could not understand.

Shortly after Soviet intelligence picked up signs of the alert, Brezhnev con-
vened the Politburo early on the morning of 25 October. The meeting was
attended by almost all its members and discussion continued for more than
eight hours. Gen. Kulikov began with a briefing on the alert of American
forces, including strategic nuclear forces.

Members of the Politburo had a great deal of difficulty interpreting the
political intent of the alert. “They could not understand it,” Israelian ex-
plained. “They asked: ‘Are they [the Americans] crazy? The Americans say
we threaten them, but how did they get this idea?’”29 Gromyko was advised
by Kornienko, Sytenko, and Israelian that the American reaction was pro-
voked by the last sentence of Brezhnev’s letter to Nixon.30 Brezhnev was
incredulous when this explanation was suggested at the Politburo meeting.
“Could this be the reason?” he asked. “Could Nixon choose an alert based
on this one sentence? But this man Nixon knows that I stopped the airlift as
a demonstration of my willingness to cooperate.”31

Soviet officials were divided in their assessments of the causes and pur-
poses of the alert. Brezhnev thought that Nixon had ordered the alert to
demonstrate that he was Kennedy, the strong man in a domestic crisis.32

This interpretation was widely shared by Politburo members. “It seemed to
the Politburo,” Ambassador Israelian recalled, “that Nixon’s decision was
determined mainly by domestic politics. In a situation of growing emotions
surrounding Watergate, Nixon had to demonstrate that he was a ‘strong
president’ and that the United States needed him. He wanted to imitate
Kennedy’s behavior in the Caribbean crisis.”33 Many Soviet officials saw
the alert as so inconsistent with the ongoing negotiations and the frequent
communication between the two capitals that they could find no explana-
tion other than Watergate. The preeminent Soviet expert on American poli-
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tics, Georgi Arbatov, put it bluntly. “The American alert was for home
consumption.”34

Not all senior officials agreed that the alert was largely a response to
Watergate. Georgiy Kornienko, who was present as an aide to Gromyko at
the Politburo meeting, thought that the alert was designed to intimidate the
Soviet leadership: “The DEFCON III alert was taken seriously in Moscow.
Some of us saw it as an attempt to intimidate us from sending forces to the
Middle East. The alert was not dismissed as a response to Watergate. We
took it seriously.”35 Anatoliy Dobrynin thought that the alert was intended
both to intimidate the Soviet Union and to demonstrate resolve to American
public opinion.36

Some Soviet officials also misunderstood the character of the alert and
therefore downgraded its significance.37 Like some of their civilian counter-
parts in Washington, they had little understanding of what a DEFCON III
alert entailed.38 Anatoliy Dobrynin, then the Soviet ambassador in Washing-
ton, insisted that it was only a partial alert, and rather low-level. He was
surprised and not quite convinced when he was told years later that it was
the highest-level alert since the Cuban missile crisis in 1962.39

Irrespective of their estimate of the purposes of the alert, Brezhnev and
other members of the Politburo were “very emotional, very angry,” remem-
bered Israelian. “There was no feeling of fear, but of great disappointment
and anger.”40 According to Dobrynin, Brezhnev was so emotional because
he “felt deceived by Nixon and Kissinger.” Dobrynin worried that
Brezhnev’s anger would lead him to do something irresponsible.41

Politburo members debated the appropriate response to the American
alert in a highly charged emotional context. A significant minority sup-
ported a military response to the American “provocation.” Marshal Grech-
ko acknowledged that a large-scale mobilization of force would be very
expensive but still recommended the mobilization of fifty- to seventy-five
thousand troops in the Ukraine and the Northern Caucasus.42 Ustinov,
Kirilenko, Katushev, Andropov, and Kosygin all supported the mobilization
of some Soviet forces in response to the alert. “We should respond to mobi-
lization,” Andropov argued, “by mobilization.”43 Ustinov thought that So-
viet forces should be mobilized, but without public announcement.

Grechko also urged the Politburo to order the fifteen-hundred Soviet sol-
diers in Syria to occupy the Golan Heights. “In the past,” he exclaimed, “we
have never asked anybody if we could send our troops and we can do the
same now.”44 His proposal clearly was not a response to the desperate plight
of the Egyptian Third Army, but a reaction to what he considered an Amer-
ican attempt at intimidation.

Gromyko, Kirilenko, and Kosygin spoke vigorously against the proposal
to involve Soviet troops in the fighting. “We shall send two divisions to the
Near East,” Kosygin argued, “and in response the Americans will send two
divisions as well. If we send five divisions, the Americans will send their
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five. . . . Today nobody can be frightened by anybody. The United States
will not start a war and we have no reason to start a war.”45 Kosygin dis-
missed the American threat as incredible. He did not oppose Soviet involve-
ment in the Middle East because he was intimidated by the United States, but
rather because of the futility of Soviet intervention.

The discussion grew more heated until the usually silent Brezhnev put
the question: “Comrades, if we do not react at all, if we do not respond to
the American mobilization, what will happen?”46 Podgorny, Gromyko,
Ponomarev, and Mazurov agreed that Soviet interests would not suffer from
a decision not to respond to the American alert with military measures of
their own. They agreed with the general secretary that the crisis in Soviet-
American relations should be resolved by political rather than military
measures.

The Politburo then discussed the possibility of sending Gromyko immedi-
ately to Washington to confer personally with Nixon. Kosygin recom-
mended that Gromyko express Moscow’s bewilderment at the American
alert and discuss the possibility of sending Soviet and American observers to
monitor observance of the cease-fire. Kosygin’s proposal received no sup-
port in the Politburo. Brezhnev argued that to send a representative to
Washington after the United States had alerted its forces would be inter-
preted as “weakness.”47 He rejected any attempt at reassurance in the face of
the American attempt at deterrence.

In an emotional speech, Brezhnev summarized the appropriate response
to the American alert. “The Americans say we threaten them,” he said, “but
they are lying to us.”48 He insisted again that the Soviet Union had given the
United States no grounds to alert its forces and that a Soviet mobilization in
response would accomplish nothing. “If we mobilize,” he argued, “the peo-
ple would start to worry and the Soviet Union would step aside from its
policies of peace.”49 In strong language, Brezhnev emphasized again his op-
position to any preparatory military measures.

WHY DETERRENCE WAS IRRELEVANT

Nixon and Kissinger are incorrect in their claim that the Soviet Union
backed down because the United States bared its teeth. Deterrence was ir-
relevant because Brezhnev had no intention, before the alert, of sending
forces. At the Politburo meeting on 15 October, Brezhnev had told his col-
leagues that “Soviet involvement in the fighting on behalf of Egypt would
mean a world war.”50 “The alert,” Aleksandr Kislov explained, “was im-
portant, of course it was noticed, but it did not change our policy.”51 Had
Soviet leaders seriously considered a deployment to Egypt, the evidence sug-
gests that the alert would not have deterred them. The implicit threat of the
United States to go to war to prevent a Soviet deployment was not credible
in Moscow. Politburo members considered the American alert irresponsible
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and worried only that Nixon, pressed by Watergate, might engage in further
irrational action.

The American attempt at deterrence provoked anger, disappointment,
and bitterness among Soviet leaders. What American officials regarded as
deterrence, Soviet officials interpreted as intimidation or a response to do-
mestic political weakness. Bewildered and angered, a significant group
within the Politburo proposed the mobilization of Soviet forces in response
to the alert. Although Brezhnev opposed a military response, he too could
not understand the intent of the alert. Angered by the alert, he rejected a
proposal that Gromyko attempt to reassure Nixon personally of Soviet in-
tentions. He did so even though Soviet intentions were benign; deterrence
only made the confrontation more difficult to resolve. Following the Polit-
buro meeting, Brezhnev wrote to President Nixon that although the Soviet
Union had chosen not to respond with military measures, the American ac-
tion was unprovoked and not conducive to the relaxation of international
tensions.52 Under a different leader, the Politburo might well have chosen
differently.

Deterrence did not prevent the escalation of the crisis. For reasons we
will examine when we consider the resolution of the crisis, Brezhnev
strongly preferred a political solution. He and others opposed a limited
mobilization of Soviet forces, arguing that it was futile. It would not advance
the Soviet interest in détente, and it would alarm the public at home. Once
Brezhnev opted for a political solution to the crisis, the process of escalation
stopped.

THE FAILURE OF SOVIET COMPELLENCE

The Soviet threat to intervene unilaterally if the fighting did not stop in the
Middle East could have resolved the crisis. Brezhnev was attempting to com-
pel the United States to press Israel to stop the fighting. Once the cease-fire
was stabilized and the safety of the Egyptian Third Army assured, the crisis
would end. We have already demonstrated that the Soviet threat provoked
escalation; it led to the American alert. The evidence also suggests that the
Soviet threat did not resolve the crisis. Like its American counterpart, it was
both irrelevant and provocative.

By the time Brezhnev’s letter arrived in Washington, the fighting had al-
ready stopped. Ironically, Brezhnev’s threat interrupted the efforts of the
United States to compel Israel to allow food and medical supplies to reach
the trapped Third Army. Kissinger, who had been actively trying to prevent
the destruction of the Third Army, stopped pressing Israel immediately after
he received Brezhnev’s letter on the evening of 24 October. He did not re-
sume his attempt until after it was apparent the following morning that the
crisis between the United States and the Soviet Union would be resolved.
Then Kissinger pressed Israel to permit nonmilitary supplies to reach the
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Third Army despite the fact that Brezhnev had made no such demand in his
letter. By the time the United States finally extracted a commitment on 26
October from Israel to permit a one-time convoy to reach the Third Army,
the crisis was over.

To assess the effectiveness of Soviet compellence, we look at reports by
American and Israeli officials of their discussions during the critical hours
immediately after the receipt of Brezhnev’s letter. We also draw on memoirs
and interviews of participants in the Cabinet meetings in Jerusalem. Al-
though the evidence is not wholly consistent, the most directly relevant in-
formation about these discussions comes from Henry Kissinger, from
Simcha Dinitz, Israel’s ambassador in Washington, and from members
of Israel’s Cabinet. The Cabinet met three times, during the day on 24 Octo-
ber, throughout the night of 25 October, and again on the evening of 26
October.

The critical period was the thirteen hours from 7:00 P.M. on 24 October,
when Dobrynin first informed Kissinger of Brezhnev’s letter, until 8:00 A.M.
the next morning when President Sadat withdrew his request for Soviet and
American forces. It seemed unlikely to Kissinger that Moscow would send
forces without Egyptian consent. During this period, Kissinger describes
several conversations with Israel’s ambassador to Washington. He first
briefed Dinitz about the possibility of a Soviet deployment of troops at 7:35
P.M. on 24 October.53 At 10:00 P.M., shortly after Brezhnev’s message ar-
rived, he met with Dinitz and assured him that the United States would reject
“out of hand” the Soviet proposal for the joint dispatch of forces to the
Middle East.54 He also asked Dinitz for Israel’s views on the appropriate
response to the threat of Soviet action. At 11:00 P.M., Kissinger interrupted
his meeting in the Situation Room at the White House to meet Dinitz in
the deserted lobby of the West Wing. He repeated that the United States
would reject the Soviet proposal and again requested Israel’s view on the
appropriate response.

At 11:25 P.M. Washington time, Dinitz presented Kissinger with Israel’s
plan for a proposed disengagement of forces.55 Israel’s leaders, who had
been meeting throughout the night, had been discussing a plan to disengage
forces between Egypt and Israel.56 Kissinger immediately rejected the plan as
far too complex given the short time available. When Golda Meir learned of
Kissinger’s rejection, she asked Dinitz to urge Kissinger not to press Israel to
withdraw to the lines of 22 October. Dinitz met with Kissinger again at 1:35
A.M. on 25 October to relay the prime minister’s request. For the third time,
the secretary assured Dinitz that the United States “had no intention of co-
ercing Israel in response to a Soviet threat.”57

At their final meeting, at 2:09 A.M., Kissinger reassured Dinitz yet again
that the United States would unequivocally reject joint military action. He
went further and told him that Washington “would resist unilateral inter-
vention by force, if necessary.” By then, Kissinger was considering the de-
ployment of the Eighty-Second Airborne if the Soviet Union sent forces. In a
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follow-up question which sent a strong signal to Israel, Kissinger asked Din-
itz “for my information, how long it would take Israel to destroy the Third
Army if a showdown became unavoidable.”58 Chief of Staff David Elazar
subsequently testified that Kissinger had told Israel that it should prepare to
attack the Third Army immediately if the Soviet Union intervened.59 Kissin-
ger was tacitly encouraging Israel to join the United States in action against
any Soviet troop deployment.

Since Brezhnev’s letter had been received in Washington seven hours ear-
lier, Israel had as yet received no request to permit supplies to go through
their lines to the Third Army. If Soviet compellence were effective, Kissinger
should by then have asked Israel to lift the siege of the Third Army. Instead,
Israel’s leaders received a request for a contingency plan to destroy the Third
Army. In the face of the Soviet threat, Kissinger subtly encouraged Israel to
consider escalating military action.

Kissinger was strongly motivated to avoid the appearance of acquiescing
to a Soviet threat. If the United States had tried to compel Israel to lift the
siege of the Third Army, it is conceivable that he would omit any mention in
his memoirs of such an attempt. When asked directly long after the crisis was
over, however, Kissinger confirmed his refusal to be coerced: “The Soviet
threat backfired. Only after the Russians caved in, did I turn on the Israelis.
After the Soviets threatened, I asked the Israelis to develop an option to
defeat the Third Army. Only after I knew that the Russians were caving in,
did I press the Israelis really hard on Friday [25 October].”60

American officials who were in the White House that night uniformly
confirm that the United States did not press Israel during this critical period.
Peter Rodman, special assistant to Kissinger, was very specific. “We tried
hard before Brezhnev’s letter. We said ‘enough.’ When the crisis with the
Soviets was over, then we got tough with the Israelis. The really tough nego-
tiations took place after the crisis was over.”61 William Quandt, then on the
staff of the National Security Council, is also explicit: “Kissinger did not try
to compel Israel from the time he received Brezhnev’s ultimatum until late
the next morning. During that night, he met with Dinitz several times, but in
none of these meetings did he try to coerce Israel to agree to the resupply of
the Egyptian Third Army. Paradoxically, he did so intensively the day before
and immediately after.”62 Joseph Sisco provides the most detailed summary
of American attempts to compel Israel:

We put enormous pressure on Israel on October twenty-third and twenty-
fourth. We pressed first on the cease-fire, then on the siege of Suez City, and
then on the encirclement of the Third Army. We pressed hardest on the cease-
fire, because that was the first priority; we wanted to stop the fighting. But the
distinction is not that sharp among the three issues.

The letter from Brezhnev transformed the whole issue into a Soviet-American
confrontation. We would not press Israel under those circumstances. We were
not going to be blackmailed.63
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Israel’s leaders had every reason to publicize and even exaggerate what-
ever pressure the United States exerted to justify their enormously unpopular
decision to permit the resupply of the Third Army. Yet Ambassador Dinitz
confirmed that Kissinger made no effort during these thirteen hours to com-
pel Israel to agree to withdraw or to lift their siege of the encircled Third
Army.64 It was only after the Soviet-American crisis was over that the pres-
sure from the United States became “brutal.”65

Moshe Dayan, then the minister of defense, who participated in the
critical Cabinet meetings, was explicit in his published memoirs and in a
private interview that Washington made no effort to coerce Israel to resup-
ply the Third Army until after the crisis between Washington and Moscow
was over:

The Soviet-American friction had occurred when it appeared to the United
States—so we were told—that the Soviet Union intended to send an expedition-
ary force to liberate the Third Army. I understood that the Russian troops
planned to reach Cairo and move on from there to attack our forces west of the
Canal. . . . (The episode cropped up again later [on 26 October], when we were
asked angrily whether we wanted to precipitate a Soviet-American confronta-
tion over the issue of food for the Third Army!) The next day, October 26, the
ball was back in our court.66

Dayan was unequivocal that serious pressure came only late on 25 October,
after the crisis between Moscow and Washington had “fizzled out.”67

Kissinger slept from 3:30 to 6:30 A.M. on 25 October and returned to his
office at 8:00 A.M. There he found a message waiting for him from President
Sadat. The Egyptian president agreed to withdraw his request for a joint
Soviet-American force and accept instead an international peacekeeping
force without superpower participation. “We realized,” Alexander Haig ob-
served, “that the situation was coming under control.”68 Without Sadat’s
assent, it would be very difficult if not impossible for the Soviet Union to
deploy forces unilaterally.69 Kissinger was convinced that “We were on the
verge of winning the diplomatic game.”70

Additional evidence that Soviet compellence delayed rather than stimu-
lated American attempts to restrain Israel is the strenuous effort Nixon and
Kissinger made, after the threat of Soviet intervention had receded, to com-
pel Israel to permit a convoy of food and medical supplies to reach the
trapped Third Army. On Kissinger’s instructions, U.S. Ambassador Kenneth
Keating and Nicholas Veliotis, counselor at the American Embassy in Tel
Aviv, met with Golda Meir and Yigal Allon on 25 October in Tel Aviv to
impress upon them the urgency of the plight of the Third Army. Kissinger
also spoke by telephone with Defense Minister Dayan and with Foreign
Minister Eban and urged them to allow a convoy through their lines.71 He
pressed Israel to grant a one-time permit allowing an Egyptian convoy of
nonmilitary supplies to reach the Third Army, after it became apparent to
him that the crisis with Moscow was beginning to abate.
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Early on the morning of 26 October, President Sadat sent an urgent mes-
sage to President Nixon, charging that Israel was attempting to force the
surrender of the Third Army. He threatened to break the cease-fire and start
military action to reopen the supply lines to the Third Army. Kissinger rec-
ognized the seriousness of the situation: “We had dealt with the threat of
Soviet intervention. But the problem that had given rise to it remained. The
Egyptian Third army was still trapped; it was not under assault but was
slowly being starved into submission.”72 For Kissinger, the problem in the
Middle East had now taken a different shape: the issue was to forestall Egyp-
tian military action and compel Israel to permit medical and food supplies
through to the beleaguered Third Army. Kissinger’s hopes for a dominant
American role in the postwar Middle East depended on demonstrating to
Sadat that the United States could protect Egyptian interests when the Soviet
Union could not.

Kissinger now moved forcefully to press Israel to agree to permit water,
food, and medical supplies to reach the increasingly desperate Third Army.
He requested an immediate positive reply from Dinitz. He also threatened to
allow the Soviet Union to resupply the Egyptians on their own, or if neces-
sary, to have American forces resupply the trapped army.73 Dayan remem-
bered that “the Americans occasionally resorted to a tone that could not be
described as the acme of civility.”74 Four hours later, by 2:00 P.M., an angry
Kissinger had received no answer from Israel. He called Israel’s ambassador
and warned him explicitly that Israel would not be permitted to capture or
destroy the Third Army. “I frankly think you will make a mistake,” he
added, “if you push into a total confrontation.”75 At the time, the Pentagon
was proposing to resupply the Third Army using American C-130 aircraft
and to terminate the airlift to Israel.76

At 4:15 that afternoon, after receiving another urgent message from
Sadat, Kissinger again contacted Dinitz and warned that Israel would not be
allowed to push the United States into another confrontation with the Soviet
Union.77 He proposed immediate discussions between Egypt and Israel and
requested a reply before the next meeting of the Security Council. Called at
Egypt’s request, the meeting was scheduled for 9:00 P.M. on 26 October. At
7:10 that evening, Prime Minister Meir replied, agreeing to direct discus-
sions with Egyptian representatives, but still offering no relief for the Third
Army. In the interim, Kissinger learned that a message was on the way from
Brezhnev. He called Dinitz at 8:45 P.M. and in blunt language told him that
“I had the impression . . . that Israel preferred to be raped than to make a
decision of its own accord.” He informed Dinitz that “You will be forced [to
permit supplies to reach the Third Army] if it reaches that point.”78

Brezhnev’s message arrived at 9:00 P.M. The Soviet leader warned that if
within the next few hours the necessary measures were not taken to resolve
the issues raised by President Sadat, “We will have the most serious doubts
regarding the intentions of the American side.”79 The letter included no
threat or ultimatum, only a request for a positive reply within hours. Kissin-
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ger considered the message “strange”: it asked for an American response,
but threatened no consequences; still, he argued, Soviet leaders could not
tolerate forever their demonstrable “impotence.”80

Kissinger moved forcefully. A few minutes before 11:00 P.M., he called
Dinitz on behalf of Nixon. This time, Kissinger threatened Israel with seri-
ous consequences and imposed a deadline.

Let me give you the President’s reaction in separate parts. First, he wanted me
to make it absolutely clear that we cannot permit the destruction of the Egyp-
tian army under conditions achieved after a cease-fire was reached in part by
negotiations in which we participated. Therefore it is an option that does not
exist. . . . Secondly, he would like from you no later than 8:00 A.M. tomorrow
an answer to the questions of nonmilitary supplies permitted to reach the army.
If you cannot agree to that, we will have to support in the UN a resolution that
will deal with the enforcement of [Resolutions] 338 and 339. We have been
driven to this reluctantly by your inability to reach a decision. . . . I have to say
again your course is suicidal. You will not be permitted to destroy this army.
You are destroying the possibility for negotiation.81

Simultaneously, Kissinger tried to reassure Moscow on behalf of the pres-
ident. He wrote to Brezhnev that Nixon would press Israel to permit nonmil-
itary supplies through to the Third Army. The president remained commit-
ted to the cease-fire.82 Kissinger also transmitted to Hafiz Isma’il, Sadat’s
national security advisor, the proposal from Israel for direct talks to resolve
the problem.

Golda Meir replied quickly to Kissinger’s ultimatum. She railed against
collaboration between Moscow and Washington to impose unacceptable
terms on Israel.83 Kissinger recognized that Meir’s response was heavily in-
fluenced by domestic politics. It was easier for the prime minister to tell
Israel’s Cabinet and public that the United States had forced the government
to permit supplies to reach the Third Army.84

The impasse was resolved by President Sadat. At 3:07 on the morning of
27 October, Isma’il informed Kissinger that Egypt would agree to direct
talks between Egyptian and Israeli officers at the rank of major general to
discuss implementation of the cease-fire resolutions. The talks could be held
at Kilometer 101 on the Cairo-Suez road. The only conditions were com-
plete observance of the cease-fire two hours before the meeting, and the pas-
sage of one convoy carrying nonmilitary supplies to the Third Army, under
the supervision of the United Nations and the Red Cross.85

By 6:20 A.M., Kissinger learned that Israel had accepted the Egyptian
proposal and immediately informed Sadat. Three hours later, Nixon wrote
to Brezhnev, telling him of Israel’s agreement to the convoy of supplies
and of the agreement on talks at Kilometer 101. Early on 28 October, Egyp-
tian and Israeli officers met, and the next day, hours after the United
States began its efforts in earnest, the first convoy of supplies reached the
Third Army.
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WHY COMPELLENCE FAILED

The record of the discussions between the United States and Israel first
shows a strong effort by Washington to compel Israel to observe the cease-
fire in the hours before Brezhnev’s letter arrived on the evening of 24 Octo-
ber. A sharp break then occurs from the time Kissinger first learned of the
Soviet threat. A concerted and serious effort to force Israel to permit nonmil-
itary supplies to reach the Third Army began again only after President
Sadat withdrew his request for Soviet and American forces. This pattern
suggests several important conclusions.

Soviet compellence backfired. The United States responded to the Soviet
threat by redefining the problem as a test of American resolve and ceased its
attempts to compel its ally.86 It might be argued nevertheless that Soviet
compellence increased American incentives to coerce Israel once the crisis
between Moscow and Washington passed. The evidence does not sustain
this argument.

The United States had tried to compel Israel to observe the cease-fire be-
fore the Soviet Union issued its threat. As early as 19 October, Alexander
Haig discussed the situation in the Middle East with Elliot Richardson, the
attorney general:

HAIG: The Soviets have sent us a desperate message. The Arabs are unravel-
ing, there’s a massive buildup of [the Soviet] fleet in the Med. Henry will be on
his way to Moscow by midnight.

RICHARDSON: Jesus!
HAIG: Very serious. This puts Cuba to shame. If [the Soviets] intervene, that’s

all she wrote.
RICHARDSON: Won’t Israel hold back in light of that prospect [possible

Soviet military action]?
HAIG: Hard to say. We’ll have to put . . . pressure on the Israelis or we are

going to risk Soviet intervention.87

Nixon and Kissinger had also decided, again before the Soviet ultimatum,
that they would not permit the destruction of the Egyptian Third Army.88

Although Kissinger acquiesced in its encirclement, he was determined to pre-
vent its surrender because of his desire to exclude the Soviet Union and mo-
nopolize the postwar peace process. Kissinger began his attempt to coerce
Israel to permit the resupply of the Third Army before the Soviet Union
raised the issue with the United States. Nixon and Kissinger also worried
about a confrontation with Moscow before Brezhnev sent his letter. The
evidence suggests strongly that the United States would have compelled Is-
rael to accept a cease-fire and allow resupply of the Third Army in the ab-
sence of a Soviet threat.

The Soviet attempt at compellence was not only unnecessary but also ir-
relevant, poorly constructed, and counterproductive. Soviet leaders did not
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have real-time battlefield intelligence and did not know that the fighting had
stopped by the time Brezhnev’s letter arrived in Washington. Brezhnev’s
threat was poorly constructed, in that it did not raise the critical issue of the
supply of the trapped Third Army. It was counterproductive because it inter-
rupted the American attempt to coerce Israel.

Brezhnev and his advisors had no control over the time lag between events
on the battlefield and the reports that reached the Politburo. However, when
they issued their threat, they did know about the desperate plight of the
Third Army. It is surprising and puzzling that they did not raise the issue
of the destruction of the encircled army through attrition or starvation until
26 October, two days after Brezhnev’s attempt at compellence. It seems
that Soviet leaders were so preoccupied by their fear that Israel’s forces
would advance on Cairo that they concentrated their efforts on ending the
fighting.89

It was also unrealistic of Moscow to expect that Washington could com-
pel its ally to halt its offensive in a matter of hours. Brezhnev and Kosygin
had repeatedly tried and failed to restrain Egypt and compel Sadat to agree
to a cease-fire. When Washington tried seriously to force Israel to permit
supplies to reach the Third Army, the process was time-consuming and
difficult.

Kissinger empathized with the perspective of an ally that had just fought
a difficult and costly war: “Maddened by the fact that they had been sur-
prised, beside themselves with grief over the high casualties, deeply distrust-
ful of Sadat, who had engineered their discomfiture, Israel’s leaders wanted
to end the war with his destruction. Their emotion was understandable.”90

Kissinger believed nevertheless that it was overwhelmingly in the interests of
both the United States and Israel to create incentives for Arab leaders to
enter into negotiation. Israel’s leaders, in the throes of war, defined their
interests differently. Nixon and Kissinger pushed Israel repeatedly and hard,
yet the process was agonizingly slow. They threatened Israel with “brutal”
consequences, but they did not succeed in convincing Israel to permit sup-
plies to reach the trapped Third Army until Egypt offered a critical diplo-
matic concession.

Soviet compellence failed because it was based on faulty and unrealistic
assumptions. Leaders in Moscow seriously underestimated the time, energy,
and resources the United States needed to control its ally, just as they had
consistently underestimated the difficulty of controlling their own allies.
“What could we do?” Georgi Arbatov ruefully observed years later. “We
had to deal with an Egyptian leadership that played its own game. Israel
played its own game.”91 As a result of their miscalculation, Soviet leaders
provoked precisely the responses they had wanted to prevent: a halt in
American efforts to save the Egyptian Third Army and a worldwide alert of
American forces that threatened the confrontation that Brezhnev wanted
above all to avoid.
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THE CRISIS RESOLVED

When the Soviet Union decided not to respond to the American alert with
military measures, the process of escalation stopped. A halt in escalation was
necessary but insufficient to resolve the crisis. To settle the crisis, the Soviet
Union had to withdraw its threat to consider unilateral military interven-
tion. Brezhnev did so implicitly on 25 October when he accepted Nixon’s
offer to send American and Soviet observers to monitor the cease-fire. Later
that day, Ambassador Malik supported a resolution in the Security Council
(Resolution 340) to dispatch a United Nations’ Emergency Force which, by
convention, excluded the forces of all permanent members of the Security
Council, including those of the United States and the Soviet Union.

“It was not the military threat,” Anatoliy Gromyko argued, “but diplo-
macy that finally found a solution.”92 As Brezhnev was concluding his
emotional summary at the Politburo meeting on 25 October, Konstantin
Chernenko, acting informally as secretary to the Politburo, passed him the
text of Nixon’s letter—drafted by Henry Kissinger. Brezhnev read the long
letter aloud to the Politburo, emphasizing what he considered two particu-
larly conciliatory phrases: “I agree with you that our understanding to act
jointly for peace is one of the highest value and that we should implement
that understanding in this complex situation,” and “In the spirit of our
agreements this is the time not for acting unilaterally, but in harmony and
with cool heads.”93

Brezhnev reported Nixon’s assurance that the fighting had stopped in the
Middle East.94 He also read to his colleagues Nixon’s offer to participate
jointly with the Soviet Union in an expanded United Nations truce supervi-
sory force composed of noncombat personnel.95 Kosygin had made a virtu-
ally identical proposal a few hours earlier when he had suggested sending
Gromyko to Washington. Nixon’s proposal provided the Politburo with the
opportunity to end the crisis without confrontation. It was accepted “with
relief” and the Politburo ended its meeting.96

Nixon’s offer provided the pretext to end the crisis. A face-saving offer
was necessary to resolve the crisis, but it does not explain why the Soviet
leadership was so anxious to find a political solution to the confrontation.
Several competing explanations have been suggested for Brezhnev’s deci-
sion. We have already argued that the American attempt at deterrence was
irrelevant. We now examine and dismiss two other possibilities. Drawing on
evidence from Soviet participants, we then explain why Soviet leaders
quickly embraced a political solution to the crisis.

Kissinger speculated that Soviet leaders changed their minds because Pres-
ident Sadat withdrew his request for joint Soviet and American forces.97 On
the morning of 25 October, he agreed to the dispatch of a United Nations’
peacekeeping force that would exclude the forces of the great powers.
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Brezhnev would be very reluctant, Kissinger surmised, to send Soviet forces
without Egyptian consent. The change in Sadat’s position, the secretary felt,
was the key to the diplomatic solution of the crisis.

Kissinger had compelled Sadat to withdraw his request for superpower
forces. Before he received Brezhnev’s letter on the evening of 24 October, but
after Dobrynin had warned him of the Soviet threat, Kissinger sent an urgent
message to Sadat on behalf of President Nixon. The message warned that the
United States would veto any resolution in the Security Council that re-
quested Moscow and Washington to send forces to the Middle East. If Egypt
persisted in putting forward such a resolution, Kissinger would cancel his
planned trip to Cairo. Kissinger made a stronger threat later that night. At
11:55 P.M., he sent a second message to Sadat in Nixon’s name rejecting
joint American-Soviet intervention. The operative paragraph, Kissinger
notes, warned that if Soviet forces appeared, the United States would have to
confront them on Egyptian territory. The message asked Sadat “to consider
the consequences for your country if the two great nuclear countries were
thus to confront each other on your soil.”98 Kissinger’s objective was to
close off Moscow’s diplomatic options by compelling Cairo to withdraw its
invitation to the Soviet Union to send troops.

Egyptian compliance came quickly. By 8:00 A.M. Washington time, on 25
October, Kissinger had two replies from Egypt. Hafiz Isma’il responded that
he considered a combined American-Soviet force the best guarantee, but
“since the U.S. refuses to take such a measure, Egypt is asking the Security
Council to provide an international force.”99 The message from Sadat to
Nixon subtly linked Egyptian compliance to American involvement in the
postwar negotiations. The Egyptian president expressed the hope that his
agreement to an international force would “pave the way” toward the im-
plementation of a just peace in the area.100

Egyptian officials subsequently explained that the overriding considera-
tion in their change of mind was not the threat of a confrontation between
Soviet and American forces on Egyptian territory, although that was a risk,
but rather President Sadat’s strong incentive to assure American involve-
ment in postwar diplomacy. It was the threat of the cancellation of Kissin-
ger’s scheduled visit to Cairo that was telling. Compliance was also made
easier because Sadat had never really wanted Soviet forces.101

Politburo members, however, did not know of the change in the Egyptian
position when they accepted Nixon’s offer to send observers jointly with the
United States. Victor Israelian summarized the very different information
that the Politburo received from the Soviet ambassador in Cairo:

On the morning of 25 October we received a telegram that Vinogradov sent
from Cairo. He wrote of Sadat’s “great and sincere gratitude” for everything
that the Soviet Union did. He was greatly impressed by Brezhnev’s letter to
Nixon and the message that seventy Soviet observers would come to Cairo.
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Though Nixon had informed Sadat that the United States would veto the reso-
lution to send military observers, Sadat said that Egypt would continue to insist
that the Security Council make its decision to send a military contingent.102

The Politburo therefore decided to accept a political solution even though
they thought that Sadat would continue to press for a joint Soviet-American
force. The announcement of the change in Egypt’s request came after the
Politburo meeting had ended. Egyptian compliance with the American re-
quest for an international force that excluded Soviet and American contin-
gents cannot explain the Politburo decision.

A second possibility is that Soviet intelligence caught up with battlefield
events and that Politburo members learned that the fighting had stopped in
the Middle East. However, at their meeting on 25 October, no change
in battlefield conditions was reported to the Politburo. On the contrary,
Marshal Grechko asked his colleagues: “How can one save Egypt and
Syria?”103 The assessments of the military situation that were presented at
the meeting were “far from favorable.”104 A change in estimates of bat-
tlefield conditions does not provide a convincing explanation of the Soviet
decisions to agree to send observers jointly with the United States and to
accept an international peacekeeping force.

Several important considerations help to explain Soviet acceptance of a
political solution to the crisis. First and foremost, Soviet leaders did not
consider the stakes in the Middle East worth the risk of confrontation and
war. When Politburo members began their meeting after they learned of the
American alert, the first issue that they discussed was whether the Soviet
Union was prepared to confront the United States and fight a large-scale
war. Despite the differences within the Politburo, the unanimous answer
was “no.” Kosygin put it bluntly: “It is not reasonable to become involved
in a war with the United States because of Egypt and Syria.”105 Andropov,
Kirilenko, Ponomarev, Gromyko, Kosygin, and Grechko all made essen-
tially the same point.106

The belief that their relationship with Egypt and Syria was not worth a
war was widespread. “Nobody shared Arab war aims,” Israelian said.
“Sadat was not Castro. Our relationship with him was not the same.”107

Castro was the first communist leader to come to power without the help of
the Soviet army. Khrushchev and his colleagues were gratified and excited
by the promise of the Cuban revolution. They regarded Castro both as a test
case of the capacity of a communist leader to survive far from the borders of
the Soviet Union and as an example to revolutionary forces throughout the
Third World.

Brezhnev and his colleagues did not have the same kind of admiration and
respect for Sadat. Although the reputation and the interests of the Soviet
Union were heavily engaged in Egypt, the Soviet-Egyptian relationship had
long been troubled. Leonid Zamyatin put the relationship in context:
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Egyptian-Soviet relations began to deteriorate under Nasir, who was pro-Soviet
in his foreign policy but repressive toward communists at home. We had even
lower expectations of Sadat because of our dealings with him when he was in
charge of the Aswan Dam project. He was a pain in the neck, always trying to
renegotiate contracts. We became more cautious.108

Politburo members generally were conflicted in their attitudes toward
Egypt and Syria. There was widespread anger in the Politburo that Sadat
and Assad had ignored Soviet advice and had gone to war. In a protracted
discussion of their relations with Egypt and Syria, Soviet leaders insisted that
past Soviet policy toward their Arab allies was “correct.” They agreed that
their search for a political solution to the Arab-Israel conflict that would
return Arab territories, as well as military aid to Egypt and Syria, should
continue. “Our conscience is clear,” Andropov exclaimed. “We tried to hold
the Arabs back from going to war but they did not listen. Sadat expelled
Soviet military advisors. Nevertheless, when the Arabs started the war, we
supported them.”109

The Politburo was angered by Egyptian military incompetence, by Sadat’s
expulsion of Soviet military advisors, and by his failure to heed its advice.
Soviet stakes in the region were high but tempered by ideological, military,
and personal differences between Arab and Soviet leaders. The Politburo
was therefore not prepared to risk a Soviet-American confrontation to save
Sadat. Even after he listened to a pessimistic evaluation of Egypt’s military
situation, Brezhnev said to his colleagues: “We must tell Sadat, ‘We were
right. We sympathize with you but we can’t reverse the results of your mili-
tary operations.’”110

A second consideration was the importance Brezhnev personally attached
to good relations with the United States. Brezhnev considered détente the
outstanding accomplishment of his foreign policy. Even before the alert,
Brezhnev recognized that a deployment of Soviet forces in Egypt would seri-
ously complicate the Soviet relationship with the United States. He therefore
strongly preferred a diplomatic solution within the framework that he had
negotiated with Kissinger when he came to Moscow. Arbatov speculated
that Brezhnev thought that a political solution was possible because the
superpowers had jointly agreed on a framework before the crisis.111

In large part because Brezhnev prided himself on his personal relationship
with the American president, he was deeply angered by “Nixon’s action.”
Anger can lead to ill-considered and risky action because people who are
emotionally aroused are less likely to think through the consequences of
their choice. In this case, it did not do so because of the impact of crosscut-
ting emotions. Although Brezhnev was angered and disappointed by the
American alert, he was also angry with Sadat for consistently ignoring So-
viet advice. Anger pulled in opposite directions. These crosscutting emotions
tempered Brezhnev’s reaction and reduced the impact of his anger at the
United States. He was therefore able to consider his response.
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Even before he received Nixon’s letter, Brezhnev told his colleagues at the
Politburo meeting that “No matter how complicated the situation may be,
our wish is to develop our relations with the United States.”112 Aleksandr
Kislov explained that “We did not want to make a move that could be inter-
preted as provocative. We were searching for political not military solu-
tions.”113 Brezhnev was not prepared to sacrifice his heavy personal invest-
ment in détente.

One other factor contributed significantly to the resolution of the crisis.
During the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy and Khrushchev both perceived a
high risk of war. In 1973, there was an important asymmetry in the percep-
tion of the risks of war in Moscow and Washington. Leaders in Moscow
worried about a confrontation between their military forces and those of
Israel if Soviet troops were sent to Egypt. They feared that Soviet-Israeli
combat could easily escalate into a wider engagement that could draw in the
United States. Soviet leaders worried about runaway escalation before
Washington alerted its forces.

No member of the Politburo thought that the worldwide alert of Ameri-
can forces meant that the United States was prepared to go to war over the
Middle East. Israelian observed that “not a single member of the Politburo
said, ‘This is war.’ Not even Grechko, the tough man. The feeling on Octo-
ber twenty-fifth was very different from 1962. Then there was a real threat,
a real fear of war. Nobody at the top in 1973 had any real fear of war.”114

Politburo members nevertheless did worry that actions that they might take
might lead inadvertently to war. “The steps we take,” Kirilenko urged,
“should not lead to war.”115

Those analysts who argue that the crisis was resolved because the United
States manipulated the risk of war miss the fundamental point.116 Soviet
leaders worried about the risk of war as a consequence of their military
deployment, before the American alert. Their evaluation of the risks of war
worked in favor of crisis resolution. It served as a powerful incentive to
search actively for a political solution and as a brake on a military response
to the American alert.

American leaders did not consider the risk of war and confrontation with
Soviet forces significant even after their alert. Despite the public pronounce-
ments to the contrary by Kissinger in his press conference on 25 October,
nobody in Washington worried seriously about escalation and war.117 In
1973, unlike 1962, the fear of war was not equitably shared.

Fortunately, the asymmetrical pattern of the fear of war worked in favor
of crisis resolution. Soviet leaders, who worried seriously about escalation,
had to make the critical decision about a response to the American alert.
Their concern led them to search actively for a diplomatic solution to the
crisis and to respond “with relief” to a face-saving offer from President
Nixon.

We can only speculate about whether leaders in Washington or Moscow
were right in their respective estimates of the risk of war. Certainly, the
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elements of a more serious crisis were present. The Politburo might well
have decided to mobilize a significant number of Soviet forces in response to
the American alert. The risk of an incident when the two large navies were
tailing each other in the eastern Mediterranean was already high. If there
had been a naval encounter when American forces were on worldwide alert
and if some Soviet forces had been mobilized, further escalation would have
been possible. On balance, it seems that Moscow was closer to the mark
than Washington. If Soviet leaders had been as sanguine as their counter-
parts in Washington, the outcome of the crisis could well have been differ-
ent. Fortunately, the Soviet fear of war was a self-denying prophecy.

THE LESSONS LEADERS DID AND DID NOT LEARN

Unlike the Cuban missile crisis, the crisis in 1973 was not resolved by a
negotiated accommodation that permitted each side to learn about the
other’s interests and identify their own priorities. Only the Soviet leadership
faced painful choices on 25 October and made some difficult trade-offs
among competing interests. Even then, they denied the adverse consequences
of the choice that they made. The quality of post-crisis learning was conse-
quently very different in 1973 than it had been in 1962.

Kennedy and Khrushchev came away from the Cuban missile crisis with
a new appreciation of the other’s motives and interests. This new apprecia-
tion helped them to begin to build a more constructive relationship. In 1973,
neither side learned about the other’s interests. On the contrary, during the
crisis they misread each other’s intentions. The conclusions that leaders on
both sides drew, therefore, tended to confirm some of the most deeply en-
trenched conventional wisdom of both sides. Where change did occur, lead-
ers in Washington and Moscow abandoned some of the nuanced images of
the other that they had begun to develop in the last several years and re-
turned to more primitive, stereotypical images of their adversary.

The Failure to Learn

Failure is often an important stimulus to learning. After the Soviet Union
and the United States had negotiated a joint agreement to end the fighting
among their allies, they had a strong shared interest in the termination of the
war. In the relatively benign context of their relationship at the time, the
crisis should not have occurred at all. Leaders on both sides should and
could have drawn important policy conclusions from their failure to prevent
a crisis under these conditions. Yet they did not learn some of the obvious
lessons from their failure, and the conclusions that they did draw were either
incomplete or wrong.

One obvious lesson that leaders should have learned was the danger in-
herent in pursuing relative gain through the exploitation of conflict among
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smaller allies. As we have seen in the preceding four chapters, the attempt to
achieve unilateral advantage was among the most important causes of the
failure to prevent the crisis and to manage it before it escalated to a confron-
tation. The United States sought at all times to exclude the Soviet Union
from the core of the Middle East. For many years before the crisis, Soviet
leaders struggled to make gains in the Arab world at American expense.
During the war and the crisis, Soviet leaders tried to avoid the loss of their
Arab allies and to deny Washington relative gain.

During the crisis, the United States sought relative gain while the Soviet
Union was struggling to avoid relative loss. Leaders attempting to avoid loss
are generally more willing to run risks.118 American officials were largely
insensitive to the dangers of this kind of competition. At the height of the
crisis on 24 October, when Kissinger thought that the Soviet Union was
likely to intervene, he sent a message to Sadat warning that he was likely to
cancel his planned trip to Cairo unless Sadat withdrew his request for joint
Soviet and American forces. His purpose was to remove the political pretext
for Soviet intervention, but even then he continued to seek gains at Soviet
expense. “Obviously, both we and Cairo were trying to use my trip to ma-
neuver for position,” Kissinger observed, “to drive a wedge between the
Soviet Union and Egypt.”119 Long after the crisis was over, Kissinger contin-
ued to try to exclude the Soviet Union from the Middle East. Years later, he
considered that he had triumphed and that his strategy was correct.120

Soviet leaders also did not learn that competition in the Third World
could jeopardize détente with the United States and provoke crisis. Before
the war, Moscow armed Egypt and Syria, thereby making possible the war
Moscow sought to avoid. When Egypt and Syria attacked, Soviet leaders
repeatedly expressed anger at Arab refusal to listen to their advice, but they
did not acknowledge the failure of their past strategy. Instead, Soviet leaders
accused Egypt of obstinacy and stupidity.

At the critical meeting on 25 October, Politburo members were finally
forced to face the difficult trade-off between military support of their Arab
allies and good relations with the United States. Even though they chose not
to jeopardize their relationship with the United States, all the participants
nevertheless agreed that Soviet policy toward their Arab allies had been
“correct.” “Our conscience is clear,” Andropov insisted, affirming past So-
viet policy. Even when the failure of past policy should have been apparent,
the Politburo agreed to do as they had done in the past and continue to
supply military aid to Egypt and Syria. Only years later did Georgi Arbatov
ruefully acknowledge that the Soviet experience with Egypt “was a lesson
for everyone.”121

Brezhnev also did not acknowledge that the threat to consider unilateral
action could have provoked the crisis and jeopardized détente with the
United States. When experts from the Foreign Ministry volunteered that per-
haps the alert was a response to his threat, Brezhnev was incredulous and
rejected the explanation out of hand. Rather, he and his colleagues accused
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Nixon of irresponsibility and Kissinger of perfidy. Soviet leaders appeared
to have learned little from their miscalculations.

American and Soviet leaders also learned little about the risks of war in-
herent in this kind of confrontation. The most serious risk of war was at sea
where the two navies were tightly coupled. At the time, military leaders in
the United States were sensitive to the risk of war in the Mediterranean
through loss of control or preemption. Civilian leaders were not. Years later
in his memoirs, Kissinger dismissively wrote that “the two fleets, signaling
parallel intentions, later met off Crete and started milling around there.”122

The activity Kissinger described so casually as “milling around” was the
targeting and countertargeting by the two navies that left only moments for
response if an incident had occurred. Insofar as Kissinger paid attention at
all to the risk of war at sea, he focused only on the “superiority” of the U.S.
Navy at the time.123 The critical issue, however, was not the relative balance
of naval forces in the Mediterranean but their deployment, targeting prac-
tices, and rules of engagement. After the Soviet naval exercise began in re-
sponse to the concentration of the Sixth Fleet in the eastern Mediterranean
on 26 October, both navies had their fingers on the trigger.

No incidents at sea occurred. Both sides appeared to have observed the
provisions of the Incidents at Sea agreement and no accidents or miscalcula-
tions occurred. That they did not, however, does not diminish the serious
risk of an encounter between the two navies that existed after 24 October.
Indeed, one prominent analyst has speculated that the outcome might have
been very different if the Soviet naval exercise had begun on 24 October
rather than two days later when the crisis had ended.124 The timing of the
Soviet exercise was not inadvertent, moreover, but a response to the changes
in the U.S. naval deployments as a consequence of the DEFCON III alert.
Civilian leaders in Washington, at the time and subsequently, dismissed the
risk of war at sea and learned no lesson.

Unlike their counterparts in Washington, Soviet leaders were sensitive
from the outset to the risk of escalation and war. Nevertheless, their esti-
mates of the risk of war were narrowly focused; they paid attention primar-
ily to the risk of war on the ground were they to send troops to Egypt. “It
would have been difficult to control small units of Soviet and Israeli forces
if they were in close proximity,” Aleksandr Kislov observed. “Egyptian and
Israeli forces were intermingled and if Soviet forces intervened, the chance of
their coming under fire would have been great.”125

Before the American alert, Brezhnev had been concerned about the escala-
tory consequences of a clash between the two navies. This was one of the
considerations that led him to invite Kissinger to come to Moscow. After the
alert, when two additional American carriers were positioned in the eastern
Mediterranean and Soviet coverage of U.S. naval forces increased, the situa-
tion grew more dangerous. At its critical meeting on 25 October, however,
the Politburo never discussed the risk of accidental escalation at sea. “Adm.
Amelko may have worried about it,” Israelian noted, “but the Politburo
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certainly didn’t.”126 The next day, the Soviet navy began its intensive naval
exercises. In analyses and commentaries published subsequently, there is no
evidence to suggest that Soviet civilian leaders came away with a greater
appreciation of the risk of a war at sea. In this, they resembled their counter-
parts in Washington.

Learning the Wrong Lessons

In the United States, the outcome of the crisis confirmed the lessons earlier
leaders had mistakenly drawn from the Cuban missile crisis. It reinforced
American confidence in deterrence and the political value of strategic alerts
as an effective demonstration of resolve. Nixon and Kissinger were con-
vinced that the Soviet Union backed away from the use of force because
the United States “bared its teeth” and because its president had a reputation
for using force.

Some scholars argued that it was the manipulation of the risk of war that
deterred the Soviet Union and went so far as to claim that Israel’s observance
of the cease-fire was irrelevant to the consequences of the confrontation be-
tween the superpowers.127 They considered the alert a model of successful
crisis management. “Our traditional crisis management approach to the So-
viets on the nuclear level,” Lt. Gen. William Odom observed, “has been to
escalate our threats very early to the highest level and then negotiate our way
back down.”128 The resolution of the crisis at the end of the October War
confirmed the correctness of that strategy in the minds of many in the policy-
making community in Washington.

The Cuban missile crisis engendered a broad body of critical analysis and
revisionist history. With a few important exceptions, there has been little
critical evaluation of the crisis in 1973.129 Only a few analysts considered the
worldwide alert an overreaction and questioned the efficacy and appropri-
ateness of a worldwide alert of forces as an instrument of crisis manage-
ment.130 One cogent critique argues that the restricted and low-key response
of the American military apparatus was in part responsible for holding the
seriousness of the crisis well below its potential.131 It is possible that a more
concerted organizational response would have been more likely to risk esca-
lation. As we have seen, however, Soviet officials did not respond to these
kind of nuances, but to broad political considerations.

The capacity of the alert to deter was irrelevant because Soviet leaders had
no intention of sending forces. The political implications of the alert were
not irrelevant, however, insofar as it disappointed and angered Brezhnev
and his colleagues. From this perspective, deterrence was not part of the
solution; it was part of the problem.

There was also some reassessment by American officials of the impact of
the changing military balance on the use of strategic alerts in the future.
Henry Kissinger, for example, subsequently asserted that he would not have
dared to order a DEFCON III alert at the end of the decade, given the shift
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in the strategic balance in favor of the Soviet Union.132 This reassessment by
American officials is almost a complete reversal of the process of learning by
participants in the Cuban missile crisis. Some members of the Ex Comm
gave considerable weight to strategic superiority at the time but subse-
quently discounted its importance. In 1973, officials correctly gave little
weight to the strategic balance, but years later inflated its importance.133 In
so doing, they learned the wrong lesson. Our evidence shows that Soviet
leaders paid no attention whatsoever to relative strategic advantage in con-
sidering how to respond to the American alert.

In Moscow, officials and analysts emphasized two quite different lessons.
They spoke of the importance of a more favorable “correlation of forces”
that they believed restrained the United States. In private interviews, Soviet
officials acknowledged that they had perhaps been overly optimistic in ex-
pecting that strategic parity would be sufficient to prevent Washington from
engaging in what they termed “nuclear blackmail.”134 Most believed, how-
ever, that the United States would have acted even more irresponsibly if the
United States had had the kind of strategic and local military advantage that
it enjoyed in 1962. Soviet officials came away from the crisis convinced that
the “correlation of forces” was a critical determinant of crisis behavior. In
this too, they resembled their American counterparts.

At the same time, Soviet leaders referred again and again to the impor-
tance of “good relations” and communication in preventing a serious crisis
between the United States and the Soviet Union. After the crisis was over,
Brezhnev and Kosygin emphasized the importance that détente and super-
power cooperation had played in preventing a world catastrophe. In a
speech to the Indian parliament after the war, Brezhnev argued that:

Matters would look quite different were it not for this factor of détente in the
world, which emerged in the last two or three years. If the current conflict had
flared up in a situation of universal, international tension and aggravation of
relations, say between the United States and the Soviet Union, the clash in the
Middle East might have become more dangerous, it might have assumed a scope
endangering world peace.135

Kosygin made a similar argument.136

The speeches by Brezhnev and Kosygin might be dismissed as an attempt
to defend and promote a policy that was by then under sustained attack.
However, Soviet officials and analysts made the same basic point even more
vigorously in private discussions of the crisis years later. They placed pri-
mary emphasis on the importance of the political context. In discussing the
crisis in retrospect, Aleksandr Kislov drew an explicit link between the gen-
eral context of relations and the capacity to prevent escalation and confron-
tation: “We had a real concern about escalation. Thank God, there were
good relations in 1973: imagine what would have happened during the
height of the Cold War.”137 Georgi Arbatov made the same point. “Fortu-
nately the crisis was localized. The crisis underlines the importance of prior
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understandings and communication. Kissinger could come to Moscow. It
was difficult to bluff. Everybody knew the limits. Our general relations make
all the difference in the world. It is terribly important to have good general
relations if peripheral crises are to be contained.”138

A close look at the record reveals that from the time Brezhnev sent his
letter until he made his decision not to respond to the American alert with a
mobilization of forces, no negotiation took place between Moscow and
Washington. There was no use of the hot line and no direct communication
other than Nixon’s formal reply to Brezhnev. Kissinger deliberately delayed
the transmission of that reply for several hours so that Soviet intelligence
could pick up signs of the alert before the message was received. In the con-
text of that alert, Brezhnev was unwilling to send Gromyko to Washington
to discuss the resolution of the crisis personally with Nixon because he
feared that it would demonstrate weakness. The evidence suggests that just
as American leaders overestimated the impact of deterrence, so Soviet lead-
ers overestimated the importance of communication and the positive context
of Soviet-American relations.

In 1962, Kennedy and Khrushchev provoked a crisis in large part because
each misjudged the other’s motives and intentions. During the crisis, each
learned about the other’s interests and modified his estimates of his adver-
sary. In 1973, Brezhnev, Nixon, and Kissinger began with more complex
images of their adversary but, during the crisis, misread signals and mis-
judged intentions. These misjudgments were not corrected but reinforced by
the way the crisis was resolved. Kennedy and Khrushchev did face up to the
difficult trade-offs they confronted, compromised through mutual conces-
sion, and learned some of the right lessons. Brezhnev, Nixon, and Kissinger
did none of these in 1973. They did not confront the often painful trade-off
between protection of their relationship and the search for unilateral advan-
tage in indirect competition, and they did not compromise by establishing
mutually acceptable limits to this kind of competition. Neither looked at
their own objectives and behavior but only at the other’s. If they had done
so, they might have learned some of the right lessons. The crisis in October
1973 might then have served a useful educational purpose.

THE AFTERMATH OF THE OCTOBER CRISIS

Like the Cuban missile crisis, the confrontation in 1973 had important
implications for future Soviet-American relations. Unlike the missile crisis,
the crisis in 1973 had consequences that were almost uniformly negative.
In Washington and Moscow, the confrontation strengthened the position
of those opposed to détente. It triggered a self-reinforcing cycle of conflict
that led to the progressive deterioration of the relationship between the
superpowers for the rest of the decade. The crisis of October 1973 marked
the beginning of the end of détente and the start of a second Cold War
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between the United States and the Soviet Union that would last for more
than a decade.

Soviet actions before, during, and at the end of the war reverberated in the
United States and badly damaged the fragile structure of détente that had
begun to develop. Influential American political leaders and commentators
argued that Soviet policy in the Middle East indicated that the Soviet Union
was motivated by expansionist and offensive intentions. They insisted that
the United States had been deceived by the Soviet Union as it prepared
the Arabs for war and threatened military intervention on their behalf.
American proponents of détente had to fight a rearguard action that they
ultimately lost.

Soviet leaders badly miscalculated the consequences of their threat of mil-
itary intervention. Brezhnev was motivated by what he considered a legiti-
mate concern to defend a beleaguered ally, especially after he had reached an
agreement with Washington, and he could not understand that others would
see it differently. Brezhnev did not anticipate the worldwide alert of Ameri-
can forces, nor the strong political opposition to détente that would follow
in Washington.139 Soviet leaders miscalculated the Arab as well as the Amer-
ican reaction. By seeking to restrain Arab military action, they antagonized
Arab leaders. At the end of the war, the Soviet position in the Arab world as
well as in Washington had been irreparably damaged.

Mounting criticism of détente in the United States and the defection of
Egypt encouraged the growth of the opposition to détente in the Soviet
Union.140 One prominent analyst of Soviet politics dates the beginning of the
end of détente to October 1973.141 Angered and disappointed by Nixon and
Kissinger, Brezhnev made less effort to support détente at home and the
“forces of moderation” in the United States.142

American leaders also misjudged the impact of their alert. Increasingly,
the Soviet Union sought military strength and an improved “correlation of
forces” to deter the United States in the Third World and to improve its
relative bargaining position. The outcome of the crisis did not in itself create
this reaction, but rather strengthened conservative tendencies within the
Brezhnev Politburo that had long been present but had been less effective.
Unlike the Soviet buildup in the 1960s, accelerated spending on strategic
forces in the 1970s was not accompanied by a parallel attempt to moderate
objectives, reduce the risk of war, and strengthen and institutionalize the
relationship.

Reciprocal processes reinforced one another in Moscow and Washington.
The Soviet military buildup prompted a vast increase in military spending in
the latter years of Carter’s presidency and throughout the Reagan adminis-
tration that followed. The political influence of those who favored accom-
modation and restraint in both countries was weakened. The effects of inap-
propriate and limited learning in 1973 rippled through the Soviet-American
relationship for the rest of the decade.
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How Crises Are Resolved

With more farsighted and better informed governments, more

able to communicate with each other openly and honestly,

the Cuban missile crisis need never have happened.

—McGeorge Bundy 1

FOR ALMOST a quarter-century, Kennedy’s handling of the Cuban missile
crisis has been hailed as a textbook case of compellence.2 His success in
getting the Soviet Union to withdraw its missiles from Cuba encouraged the
belief that nuclear crises could be “won” by using military threats to convey
resolve. Henry Kissinger and his colleagues shared this belief in 1973 when
they ordered a worldwide alert of American forces. Our evidence suggests
that threats are less effective than American leaders suppose. In 1962, they
were only one component of crisis resolution. In 1973, threats failed to in-
timidate the leaders of either superpower or to resolve the crisis.

The misplaced American belief in the efficacy of threats has been encour-
aged by lack of information. Until recently, we had no direct evidence about
the calculations that guided Soviet policy during the crises. Because the So-
viet Union was generally regarded as an opportunistic aggressor, American
leaders credited deterrence and compellence when Soviet leaders exercised
restraint. In the absence of evidence, American analysts interpreted Soviet
behavior in terms of their preconceptions. Incomplete information also mis-
led analysts about American behavior and motives.

MILITARY CAPABILITY VERSUS FEAR OF WAR

The literature on crisis management contends that the military balance is
an important determinant of the outcome of a crisis. Some analysts main-
tain that military superiority at every possible level of conflict, “escalation
dominance” in the national security lexicon, confers a decisive bargaining
advantage.3 This approach to crisis management assumes that the effective
demonstration of resolve is largely a function of military capability and that
leaders on both sides recognize and respond appropriately to this elemental
strategic truth.

For the Pentagon and many academic experts, the Cuban missile crisis
confirmed the political value of military power. Khrushchev had backed
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down because he was outgunned.4 For Henry Kissinger, the nuclear balance
was decisive. “The crisis could not have ended so quickly and decisively,”
he wrote in November 1962, “but for the fact that the United States can
win a general war if it strikes first and can inflict intolerable damage on the
Soviet Union even if it is the victim of a surprise attack.”5 More recent anal-
yses have emphasized the importance of conventional superiority. In his
prize-winning book, Danger and Survival, McGeorge Bundy argued that
the ability and readiness of American forces to invade Cuba was “a most
compelling force on the Soviet chairman” and “determined the eventual
outcome.”6

Similar claims have been made for the role of the military balance in
1973. Henry Kissinger confessed that he would not have dared to order a
DEFCON III alert in the late 1970s because of the unfavorable shift that had
occurred in the strategic balance.7 Lt. Gen. William Odom, former head of
the National Security Agency, made a similar judgment.8 Both men accept
the conventional wisdom that the effective use of threats requires a favorable
military balance.

No one questions the military superiority of the United States in 1962.
Recently declassified documents indicate that the American nuclear advan-
tage was even greater than imagined by the intelligence community at the
time.9 Soviet officials calculated that the Pentagon had something on the
order of a 17-to-1 advantage in deliverable nuclear weapons.10 According to
Gen. Dimitri Volkogonov, the Soviet Union had only twenty operational
ICBMs, not the hundred credited to it by American intelligence.11 The Sovi-
ets worried about the imbalance. They need not have. The Kennedy adminis-
tration could find no way to profit politically from its nuclear superiority.
“Weapons that can never be used,” Dean Rusk insisted, “don’t translate
into political influence.”12

The standard interpretation holds that the Soviet Union capitulated be-
cause it had no prospect of successful military action. Had they attempted
to run the blockade, Soviet merchantmen and submarines would have
confronted a vastly superior naval force operating in its home waters and
supported by an impressive aerial surveillance and attack capability. The
alternative, horizontal escalation in Berlin or some other place where the
Soviet Union had a conventional military advantage, would have provoked
a wider war and could have led to a devastating American nuclear strike.

Soviet sources indicate that Khrushchev was impressed by American con-
ventional superiority in the Caribbean. Marshal Rodion Malinovsky, the
defense minister, had advised him that Cuba could be overrun in a few
days.13 Khrushchev was anxious to avoid giving Kennedy any pretext to
attack the island. He was equally intent on avoiding horizontal escalation.
Not long after he awoke on the morning of 23 October to learn of the block-
ade, Khrushchev received a telephone call from the East German leader,
Walter Ulbricht. Ulbricht pleaded with him to insist on a Western retreat
from Berlin as a condition for withdrawal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba.
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Khrushchev was furious. In blunt language, he explained to Ulbricht that he
faced a war-threatening crisis and the last thing he wanted to do was to
make it more acute.14

To what extent was Khrushchev’s caution a response to the unfavorable
military balance? Soviet accounts indicate that it contributed to Khru-
shchev’s restraint, but not in the way Western students of the crisis have
surmised. Khrushchev worried that militants in the American government
would exploit the crisis as an opportunity to attack Cuba and overthrow its
communist government. His letters and memoirs bespeak this concern. To
deprive Washington of any pretext for invasion, Khrushchev had Marshal
Malinovsky give strict orders to Soviet forces in Cuba not to fire at American
ships and planes unless they attacked Cuba.15 From Moscow, Castro and
Cuba looked very vulnerable; Cuban and Soviet forces were no match for
the ground, air, and naval forces the Americans had assembled in the region
and were steadily augmenting.

Khrushchev was concerned that American military superiority would
make it very difficult for Kennedy, whose susceptibility to pressure by mili-
tants he exaggerated, to resist the clamor for an invasion. If Kennedy acqui-
esced, Khrushchev would be under enormous pressure to respond with mili-
tary action of his own. If he ordered an attack against the American missiles
in Turkey, Kennedy might strike directly at the Soviet Union. One reason
Khrushchev withdrew his missiles was to prevent such tit-for-tat escalation.
Khrushchev’s fear of war was widely shared within the Presidium; by Sun-
day, all of its members agreed that the missiles had to be withdrawn to
prevent war.

American conventional superiority in the Caribbean was instrumental in
Kennedy’s choice of the blockade. That superiority in the Caribbean also
made an air strike against the missiles and an invasion of Cuba feasible. The
forty-two thousand Soviet military personnel in Cuba were no more capable
of protecting the island from an all-out American assault than the Western
garrison in Berlin would have been able to defend that city from a deter-
mined Soviet attack. Soviet and Cuban forces were greatly outnumbered by
the Americans, and possessed only a rudimentary air and naval capability.
Their antiaircraft and surface-to-air missile (SAM) batteries could not have
seriously impeded an air attack or an invasion.

For Kennedy, the decisive consideration was not military feasibility, but
the political consequences of the use of force. He rejected an air strike and an
invasion because of their risk of escalation. The joint chiefs insisted that an
air strike would have to be followed within days by an invasion of Cuba.
This would have almost certainly have led to engagements between Ameri-
can and Soviet forces as the latter had orders to resist any invasion and,
Soviet officials insist, “were ready to fight to the death.”16

Washington greatly underestimated the size and nature of the Soviet force
in Cuba. There were forty-two thousand troops—not the ten-thousand
“technicians” and military personnel estimated by American intelligence—
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and they were organized in combat brigades.17 Hundreds, perhaps thou-
sands, of Soviet soldiers and technicians would have been killed in the
course of an invasion. Misled by the CIA into believing that there were only
eight-to ten thousand Soviet troops in Cuba, Kennedy was still concerned
that an air strike or invasion could kill upward of a thousand Soviets and
provoke military retaliation against the American presence in Berlin or Tur-
key. Robert McNamara thought there was “at least a fifty-fifty probability
of a Soviet military response outside Cuba to a U.S. attack on Cuba.”18 The
president was deterred from attacking Cuba for precisely the reason that the
Americans expected their militarily insignificant garrison in Berlin to dis-
courage any Soviet attempt to occupy the city.

For Kennedy and McNamara, the benefits of conventional superiority
were counterbalanced and in part negated by their belief that even limited
military action involved a significant risk of escalation. American nuclear
superiority was meaningless because of the terrible consequences to the
United States of any nuclear exchange. The air force would not rule out the
possibility that some of the Soviet missiles in Cuba would survive an Ameri-
can air strike and be launched against targets in the southeastern United
States.19 The destruction of even one American city by a Soviet nuclear
weapon would have been a horrendous loss, and could have compelled the
president to order nuclear retaliation against the Soviet Union. This con-
cern—reasonable given the intelligence available to the administration at the
time—turns out to have been misplaced. On 22 October, the day Kennedy
announced the blockade, none of the Soviet missiles capable of reaching the
United States were combat ready. Gen. Anatoliy Gribkov revealed that they
had not been fueled or supplied with oxidizing agents. Their warheads were
some 250 or 300 kilometers from the launch sites and had not yet been
released for use.20

There was greater danger of a direct nuclear confrontation in Cuba.
Among the forty-two thousand Soviet military personnel on the island were
four motorized rifle regiments, reinforced by three tactical nuclear missile
batteries with six launchers for Luna missiles with a 60-kilometer range.21

These weapons were tightly guarded by Soviet forces; they were not shared
with the Cubans, who knew about their presence.22 Gen. Gribkov insisted
that the Soviet military was prepared to use the missiles against an American
invasion force when “the American ships were 10 to 12 miles from Cuban
shores, that is, when their concentration was high.”23

Gen. Gribkov was ordered by Defense Minister Malinovsky to instruct
Army Gen. Issa A. Pliyev, commander of the Soviet forces in Cuba that
“‘The missile forces will fire only if authorized by Nikita Sergeevich
Khrushchev’—it was repeated—‘only if instructed by the Supreme Com-
mander-in-Chief himself.’” Gribkov was sent to Cuba with the express mis-
sion of assessing the circumstances in which the missiles should be used. He
understood that Khrushchev would have given his authorization only in the
case of a “direct invasion” by the United States.24
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Control over the Luna missiles was not as secure as Gen. Gribkov’s com-
ments would indicate. The Soviet General Staff was not at all confident of
their ability to maintain wartime communications between Havana and
Moscow. They assumed that the Soviet communications ship off the Cuban
coast would be attacked and sunk at the outset of an invasion. To guarantee
that tactical nuclear weapons could be used against an invasion force, they
gave advance authorization to the Soviet command in Cuba to use the Lunas
“if there is no possibility to receive directives from the Ministry of Defense
of the USSR.” However, after the crisis began, Malinovsky, on Khru-
shchev’s orders, rescinded that authorization. Khrushchev was more com-
mitted to preventing the unauthorized use of nuclear weapons than he was
to guaranteeing the availability of these weapons for possible use.25

The administration seriously underestimated the number of Soviet con-
ventional forces and did not discover the Luna launchers until 29 October.26

Even then, the absolute, not the relative, cost of war was the decisive consid-
eration for the president and his secretary of defense. To avoid this cost,
Kennedy was willing to make concessions late in the crisis.

There was a significant division of opinion about the risks of war among
Kennedy’s advisors. Dean Acheson, Paul Nitze, John McCone, Douglas
Dillon, and Maxwell Taylor were all convinced that Khrushchev would
not dare respond militarily to an attack against the Soviet missiles in Cuba.
The case for the air strike was repeatedly aired in the Ex Comm, and for
much of the time it represented the majority position. Robert Kennedy re-
ported that at least one high-ranking military official urged the president to
order air strikes against Cuba after the Soviet Union had agreed to remove
its missiles.27

Advocates of an air strike invoked the one-sided strategic balance to jus-
tify their confidence that the Soviets would not retaliate. Four months after
the crisis, Curtis LeMay, then head of the Air Staff, explained to a group of
officers that “The Soviets are rational people.” American nuclear superiority
and conventional superiority in the Caribbean meant that there had been
“no real risk” of war during the crisis. “The problem,” LeMay declared,
“had been the flap at the White House. The thing to do next time was to
head these people off.”28

Such self-assurance was not limited to LeMay. Dean Acheson felt so
strongly that the administration should have gone ahead with the air strike
that he subsequently claimed that Kennedy had triumphed only because of
“plain dumb luck.”29 Acheson’s judgement was echoed in the official post-
mortem of the crisis prepared in February l963 by Walt Rostow and Paul
Nitze. The principal error of the president and his advisors, they concluded,
had been to worry too much about the danger of nuclear war.30

The passage of more than a quarter-century has not altered the conviction
of many former officials that the president and secretary of defense greatly
exaggerated the likelihood of a Soviet military reaction to an air strike.
Douglas Dillon still contends that American nuclear preponderance would
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have deterred Khrushchev. “That’s what made the Russians back off, plus
the fact of our total conventional superiority in the region.” Why were Ken-
nedy and McNamara so timid? Dillon thinks that “simple inexperience led
to an inordinate fear of nuclear damage, the fear of what might happen.”31

Maxwell Taylor was much less charitable. In a 1983 interview, he voiced his
opinion with frightening certainty.

INTERVIEWER: Was [the final] outcome [of the crisis] unexpected to you?
TAYLOR: I was so sure we had ’em over a barrel, I never worried much about

the final outcome, but what things might happen in between.
INTERVIEWER: The outcome to which I’m referring is Khrushchev’s accep-

tance of our—
TAYLOR: Well, at some time, he had to accept. I never expected it on that

particular day.
INTERVIEWER: Okay, you thought it was going to go a while longer—
TAYLOR: Unless he was crazy and full of vodka. But I assumed his colleagues

in Moscow would take care of him.
INTERVIEWER: Now some of the civilians do recall worries about the time of

that second Saturday; worries that really run to two or three steps up the ladder
of escalation. The Soviets don’t accept our demand; there follows an air strike;
the Soviets then feel impelled to strike the missiles in Turkey; the Turks call on
NATO for support; we feel we have to do something in Europe; the Soviets then
launch a nuclear exchange—something like that was in some of their minds. I
take it not in yours?

TAYLOR: They never expressed it to a military ear, I’ll say that.
INTERVIEWER: That’s interesting.
TAYLOR: Not at all. It’s the nature of some people [that] they can’t have a

legitimate worry, they create them. Apparently they had some of that in the
group you’re speaking of.

INTERVIEWER: In your mind, there was no legitimacy in this worry?
TAYLOR: Not the slightest.
INTERVIEWER: Because Khrushchev could look up that ladder—
TAYLOR: If he was rational. If he was irrational, I still expected his colleagues

to look after him.
INTERVIEWER: And at the top of the ladder, if I understand what you saw

correctly, the imbalance between the damage we could do to the Soviets and
they could do to us in a nuclear exchange was so—

TAYLOR: Oh, of course.32

Taylor, Dillon, Acheson, and Nitze viewed the risks of escalation very
differently than did Kennedy and McNamara. What mattered in Washing-
ton—and in Moscow—was not the military balance, about which there was
little disagreement, but the political meaning of that balance. Taylor and the
hawks believed that the air strike and invasion were realistic and compelling
options because of the military balance. Kennedy and McNamara drew little
comfort from American military superiority because they thought military
action likely to provoke uncontrollable escalation.
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Militants focused on relative cost and gain and assumed their adversaries
did the same. The Soviet Union was outgunned and its leaders would back
down. For Kennedy and Khrushchev, the determining consideration was
absolute cost. That cost would be unacceptably high in a conventional war
and unthinkable in nuclear war. The two leaders were sensitive to nonmili-
tary considerations that could push them toward war regardless of the bal-
ance. What distinguished Kennedy and Khrushchev from militants on both
sides was not their understanding of the military balance, but their apprecia-
tion of the risks associated with the use of force.

The relationship between the military balance and crisis strategy has its
ironies. In the United States, which had a wide margin of military advantage,
the doves were probably right and the hawks wrong. Many Soviet officials
believe that Khrushchev would have had no choice but to respond to an
American attack against Cuba with military action of his own. Anastas
Mikoyan told Castro after the crisis: “We would have been unable to refrain
from responding to an aggression from the United States. That attack would
have amounted to an attack on both you and us because we had Soviet
troops and strategic missiles stationed in Cuba. A collision would inevitably
have triggered a nuclear war.”33 Sergei Khrushchev was equally emphatic.
“An American air strike would have compelled a Soviet response,” not
against Turkey, but against Berlin. “Berlin was an easier target because of its
isolation. A strike against Turkey was more difficult, and we had no argu-
ment with the Turks.”34 Sergo Mikoyan thinks, “It would have been more
dangerous to move against Berlin because it was more important to NATO
than Turkey.” In Turkey, “We had a pretext: the existence of the missiles.
It would have been a direct pretext. Missiles for missiles would have been
understandable.”35 Oleg Troyanovsky does not know what target Khru-
shchev would have selected but is convinced that he would have had to take
some military action to save face. Even with the concessions he extracted
from Kennedy, “Khrushchev was blamed, if not in public then behind the
scenes, for his ‘surrender to the imperialists.’”36 Soviet military action
would likely have provoked American counterretaliation, and possibly,
further escalation.

In the militarily inferior Soviet Union, there were no hawks among the
inner leadership. Even the most ideological recognized the need to withdraw
the missiles if escalation were to be avoided. Some Soviet generals who re-
portedly opposed Khrushchev’s cautious policy, were almost certainly right
in their expectation that a hard line would have prompted American conces-
sions. The testimony of Dean Rusk and other Americans makes it apparent
that Kennedy probably would have agreed to a public exchange of Soviet
and American missiles had Khrushchev stood fast for a few more days.

For the purposes of our argument, it is irrelevant whether the hawks or
doves were right. What is important is their disagreement. It indicates that
the military balance is a poor predictor of crisis behavior. Kennedy’s choice
of the blockade over the air strike, Khrushchev’s decision to pull the missiles
out, and Kennedy’s seeming preference for a public missile exchange over an
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air strike, were dictated by their political values and instrumental under-
standing of the meaning of the military balance. Leaders with different val-
ues and different expectations might well have made different choices.

Some scholars have suggested that the military balance would be a better
predictor of behavior if one could control for leaders’ propensity to take
risks.37 The evidence from our cases does not support this proposition. Sovi-
ets and Americans have both described Khrushchev as a risk taker. His
speech to the Twentieth Party Congress, commitment to the Virgin Lands
program, and deployment of missiles in Cuba all lend substance to this
characterization. However, during the crisis, Khrushchev was demonstrably
risk-averse.

The military balance is no more useful in explaining the policies of any of
the major participants in the crisis in 1973. The military asymmetries be-
tween Egypt and Israel were striking. The Egyptian General Staff acknowl-
edged that Israel had unquestioned superiority in the air that Cairo could
not hope to equal. Egyptian generals worried about their capacity to move
troops quickly across the Suez Canal and to storm the formidable defensive
fortifications Israel had built along its east bank. President Sadat, although
strongly committed to an attack, estimated that the Egyptian army would
suffer massive casualties when it crossed the canal. Even after accelerated
deliveries of Soviet equipment in the spring and summer of 1973, he still
considered Egyptian military capability inferior to that of Israel.38 If his pes-
simistic reading of the military balance had weighed heavily, President Sadat
should not have decided to go to war. Israel and the United States were
convinced that Egypt would not attack because they shared Egypt’s estimate
of its military inferiority and gave it great weight.

President Sadat looked beyond the military balance to the trend in that
balance, and to the intolerable political, economic, and international costs
of Israel’s continued occupation of the Sinai. He judged that Egypt had
reached the zenith of its military capability and that it was unlikely to receive
significant military aid in the future. Sadat concluded that although Egypt
was still inferior to Israel, this was his best chance to break the diplomatic
impasse and recover the Sinai for years to come. The military balance was a
poor predictor of the far more complicated Egyptian decision to go to war.

Military capabilities were more instrumental in influencing wartime
decisions, but not in ways anticipated by conventional analyses. On the
brink of defeat and military catastrophe, Egypt requested joint Soviet-Amer-
ican intervention. It was this request that precipitated the crisis between the
superpowers. The Soviet Union was Egypt’s exclusive supplier of sophisti-
cated military equipment and was then engaged in a massive air and sealift
to Egypt of matériel lost or expended in battle. However, at Kissinger’s
prompting, Sadat quickly withdrew his request for superpower forces. His
behavior could not have been predicted by an analysis of his military needs.

The military balance between the United States and the Soviet Union in
1973 was far more symmetrical than it had been during the Cuban missile
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crisis eleven years earlier. Moscow’s pronounced strategic inferiority had
given way to a situation of rough strategic parity. The Soviet Union also had
the capability to project military forces into the Middle East, and its naval
forces in the eastern Mediterranean could have inflicted substantial damage
on those of the United States.

From the symmetrical military balance, one could infer two quite contra-
dictory consequences for crisis behavior. As neither superpower possessed
“escalation dominance,” steps up the military ladder by one government
were likely to be reciprocated by the other and bring both closer to a war
that neither could win. Fear of escalation could therefore prompt both su-
perpowers to exercise restraint. Alternatively, military parity could also en-
courage escalation on the assumption that neither government wanted war
and would not resort to force except in the face of the most extreme provo-
cation. Escalation could then become the means both to signal commitment
and to probe the other side’s resolve.39 Insofar as the effects of the military
balance were indeterminate, it was a poor guide to behavior in l973.40

The empirical evidence indicates that both Soviet and American leaders
had acknowledged parity. There was no dispute about the strategic military
balance. It was not the strategic balance, however, but once again its politi-
cal meaning that was important. Several years after the crisis in 1973,
Kissinger asserted that he would not dare to go to a DEFCON III alert in a
future crisis, given the unfavorable shift in the strategic balance.41 By impli-
cation, he suggests that he would have been constrained by strategic inferior-
ity; if the Soviet Union had had the advantage, he would have hesitated to
use an alert to signal American resolve. Kissinger’s behavior is consistent
with the interpretation of strategic parity as permissive of escalation.
Brezhnev’s behavior, on the other hand, is consistent with the interpretation
of strategic parity as restraining through fear of escalation. From the mo-
ment the war began in the Middle East, he worried about any escalation in
the context of strategic balance. The two men understood the political
meaning of strategic parity very differently.

Kissinger also revealed that he and other top officials considered the bal-
ance of naval forces in the Mediterranean to be favorable to the United
States in 1973. “We all suffered from the illusion that our navy was far
superior to the Soviet navy, and we conducted ourselves accordingly.”42

Again, this was not the decisive criterion for senior naval officers who ac-
knowledged that the Soviet navy could inflict substantial damage on Ameri-
can forces at sea. They considered the outcome of a contest between the two
navies in the Mediterranean unpredictable; it would depend on the way the
battle began.43

In October 1973, when the military balance was asymmetrical, as it was
between Egypt and Israel, it was a misleading guide to the initiation of war.
When it was symmetrical, as it was between the United States and the Soviet
Union, leaders understood the political meaning of the balance differently.
Moreover, our evidence suggests that Kissinger misread the meaning of the
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relative naval balance and behaved as if the United States were superior. In
the Cuban missile crisis, and eleven years later in October 1973, the military
balance was an unreliable guide to crisis resolution.

Soviet and American leaders in l962 believed that war between them was
unacceptable. By 1973, each was confident that the other shared the horror
of war. However, the fear of war had somewhat different consequences in
the two crises. In 1962, fear of war fueled the search for accommodation.
Successful resolution of the crisis taught Kennedy and Khrushchev that their
adversary was also committed to avoiding war. In l973, the Soviet fear of
war also halted the process of escalation. However, Kissinger and the other
participants in the meeting in the White House on 24 October chose a
DEFCON III alert to signal resolve because they did not take the risk of war
seriously. The American expectation that Soviet leaders feared war compli-
cated the resolution of the crisis.

THE MANIPULATION OF RISK

Deterrence and compellence are threat-based strategies that attempt to ma-
nipulate the risk of war by demonstrating resolve. Resolve can be signaled
implicitly through the buildup and deployment of military forces, or explic-
itly through credible threats to use force or to court war through loss of
control. The objective in all cases is to convince an adversary that force will
be used unless its leaders accede to one’s demands.44

In both crises, Soviet and American leaders sought to demonstrate resolve
and, by doing so, to manipulate their adversary’s estimate of the risk of war.
In neither crisis were these efforts particularly successful. In Cuba, attempts
by Kennedy and Khrushchev to ratchet up tension by threats and military
preparations influenced the timing more than the substance of concessions.
In 1973, the American nuclear alert was irrelevant, and Brezhnev’s threat
that he might send forces to Egypt was counterproductive. A closer look at
how threat-based strategies played out in both crises indicates why they
were much less successful than is generally supposed.

On Saturday morning, 27 October, Kennedy wrote to Khrushchev to
express his willingness to issue a noninvasion pledge in return for the with-
drawal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba. He made another important conces-
sion to the Soviets on the night of 27 October, when he authorized his
brother to tell Ambassador Dobrynin that the United States was prepared to
remove its Jupiter missiles in Turkey. That evening he considered a further
concession, a public missile exchange, but it proved unnecessary.

Kennedy’s concessions were prompted by several considerations. Most
important was his recognition of the political costs to Khrushchev of retreat-
ing in response to American threats. From the outset of the crisis, the presi-
dent expected that he would have to offer Khrushchev some kind of quid pro
quo. He hoped that his offer on Saturday night to dismantle the Jupiters
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quietly after the crisis would make it easier for Khrushchev to remove the
Soviet missiles in Cuba.

Kennedy’s willingness to make a concession was independent of any So-
viet attempt to manipulate the risk of war. Before announcing the blockade,
he had confided to his brother that he would have to make a concession to
Khrushchev.45 The president felt strongly that a superpower crisis could not
be resolved in a one-sided and humiliating way. Regardless of the relative
interests at stake, the military balance, or any other asymmetry, there were
clear limits to how unequal an agreement either superpower could expect to
impose on the other.

The timing of Kennedy’s offer to withdraw the Jupiters—as distinct from
his general willingness to do so—was influenced by his perception of Khru-
shchev’s resolve. The Soviet leader had publicly condemned the blockade as
piracy and announced that Soviet sea captains had been ordered to use force
to protect themselves. The pace of construction at the missile sites had also
increased. Kennedy also had evidence of Khrushchev’s caution. The navy
had informed him that all Soviet ships en route to Cuba had stopped dead in
the water before the blockade went into effect and that those vessels likely to
be carrying military cargoes had changed course and were returning to the
Soviet Union. On Wednesday, the first Soviet ship stopped by the navy had
not offered any resistance. Kennedy reasoned that Khrushchev was unlikely
to escalate the confrontation, but he was not likely to withdraw his missiles
without further pressure. A concession might break this deadlock and obvi-
ate the need for additional threats or military action, both of which could
lead to runaway escalation.

Thomas Schelling developed an influential theory of compellence largely
on the basis of the missile crisis. He saw the crisis as a competition in risk
taking, a nuclear variant of the teenage game of chicken. Kennedy “won”
because he maneuvered Khrushchev into a position where he had to choose
between unacceptable escalation and capitulation. Through threats and a
massive military buildup, Schelling argued, Kennedy manipulated Khru-
shchev’s estimate of risk. The Soviet leader agreed to remove the missiles
from Cuba because he believed that failure to do so would result in a humil-
iating military defeat.46

Schelling’s analysis needs to be turned on its head to capture Kennedy’s
behavior on Friday. It was Khrushchev who tried and largely succeeded in
manipulating Kennedy’s estimate of risk. By condemning the blockade, he
forced the president to choose between concession and escalation. Kennedy
chose to offer a concession because he viewed escalation as too risky. At this
stage of the crisis, risk manipulation was largely independent of the military
balance and the perceived balance of interests. Kennedy regarded both as
extremely favorable to the United States. This did not prevent Khrushchev
from successfully exploiting the risk of war.

Kennedy’s consideration of a further concession on Saturday night, 27
October, was based on a different calculus. That morning, the Ex Comm
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received one piece of disturbing news after another. First came a report from
the Federal Bureau of Investigation that, the previous evening, Soviet diplo-
mats in New York had prepared to destroy sensitive documents in the expec-
tation that war was imminent.47 The latest CIA and military intelligence
indicated that a Soviet ship was approaching the blockade line and that
Soviet construction crews were still working round-the-clock at the missile
sites in Cuba.48 At 10:17 A.M., the news ticker began to print out a message
from Khrushchev demanding withdrawal of the American missiles in Tur-
key as a precondition for the removal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba.49 A few
minutes later, the Ex Comm learned that an American U-2 had been shot
down over Cuba, probably by a Soviet SAM. The Soviet air-defense network
in Cuba was apparently operational, and Moscow seemed to have no com-
punction about shooting down unarmed American aircraft.50

These developments led to speculation that the Soviet Union and Cuba
were preparing for battle. Robert Kennedy had “the feeling that the noose
was tightening on all of us, on Americans, on mankind, and that the bridges
to escape were crumbling.”51 Theodore Sorensen offered a similar account.

Our little group seated around the Cabinet table in continuous session that
Saturday felt nuclear war to be closer on that day than at any other time in the
nuclear age. If the Soviet ship continued coming, if the SAMs continued firing,
if the missile crews continued working and if Khrushchev continued insisting on
concessions with a gun at our head, then—we all believed—the Soviets must
want a war and war would be unavoidable.52

Most Ex Comm participants thought that if war broke out it would be the
result of a high-level decision in Moscow. “By the second Saturday,”
McGeorge Bundy recalled, “we were worrying more and more about the
possibility of an intense confrontation at a non-nuclear level as a result of a
deliberate Soviet decision.”53 Dean Rusk remembered a rising concern about
nuclear war. “We wondered about Khrushchev’s situation, even whether
some Soviet general or member of the Politburo would put a pistol to Khru-
shchev’s head and say, ‘Mr. Chairman, launch those missiles or we’ll blow
your head off!’”54

Kennedy and McNamara worried most about war arising from tit-for-tat
escalation. Khrushchev had warned of this danger in his letter on Friday.
“We and you ought not now to pull on the ends of the rope in which you
have tied the knots of war,” he wrote, “because the more the two of us pull,
the tighter the knot will be tied.”55 McNamara maintains that this was the
threat that he took seriously. “I never feared that nuclear war was imminent
in the sense that someone would start it as opposed to momentum which
could lead to a conventional and even possibly a nuclear war.” “I didn’t
know,” he confessed, “how we would stop the chain of military escalation
once it began.”56

Kennedy’s and McNamara’s fear of escalation was well-placed and all the
more remarkable because it was based on a false understanding of the events
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that they found so troubling. By Saturday, Khrushchev was as anxious as
they were to forestall escalation and had done what he could to prevent
military incidents. Aside from the confusion about his morning message, he
was not responsible for any of the day’s incidents that alarmed the president
and the Ex Comm. He was either unaware of them or equally misinformed
about their causes.

The FBI report that Soviet diplomats had prepared to destroy sensitive
documents evoked memories of Pearl Harbor. Japanese diplomats in Wash-
ington had burned documents the night before the attack.57 “Some of us
wondered,” Dean Rusk recalled, “if history was about to repeat itself.”58

Ambassador Dobrynin insists that no papers were burned.59 It is possible
that the FBI was misinformed, or that the “precautionary measures” that
Dobrynin admits were taken by Soviet diplomats included readying vital
documents for destruction. Whatever the explanation, nobody in the
Kremlin had ordered or likely even knew about any preparations to burn
documents.60

The second disturbing piece of news was that Grozny, a Kazbeck-class oil
tanker, was preparing to challenge the blockade. The ship’s intentions re-
main a mystery. On Friday, it had set a course toward Cuba. On Saturday
morning, as it entered the quarantine zone, it was buzzed by an RB 47-K
reconnaissance aircraft and approached by an American destroyer.
Grozny’s captain radioed Moscow for instructions and afterwards reversed
his ship’s course and came to a halt outside the quarantine zone. A confron-
tation was narrowly averted.61 By all accounts, Khrushchev was ignorant of
this incident.62

The most serious incident of the day—and of the crisis—was the destruc-
tion of Major Anderson’s U-2 by a Soviet SAM. Khrushchev at first assumed
that the Cubans had shot down the plane because the Soviet rules of engage-
ment prohibited firing at any American aircraft unless Cuba was attacked.63

Khrushchev subsequently gave two different accounts of how the U-2 had
been destroyed. In his 1970 memoir, he contends that it was brought down
by Cuban artillery. His cable to Castro on 28 October also blames Cuban
forces.64 In The Glasnost Tapes, he acknowledges that Soviet forces shot
down the plane but claims they did so on Castro’s orders. Khrushchev says
that the incident prompted him to command Gen. Pliyev “to obey only or-
ders from Moscow.”65

Aleksandr Alekseev also thought that Cuban forces had shot down the
plane; he was told this by Soviet generals in Havana. “Only fifteen years
later did I learn [the truth]—the ambassador of the USSR in Cuba!”66 It
appears that Soviet radar operators detected the plane at an altitude of
twenty-two thousand meters and reported up the chain of command that in
two minutes it would be in range of a SAM-2 battery. The information was
relayed to Lt. Gen. Stepan N. Grechko, who tried and failed to reach air-
defense commander, Col. Gen. Pavel B. Davidkov and Gen. Issa Pliyev, the
overall commander of Soviet forces in Cuba. At 10:21 A.M. Grechko and
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Gen. Leonid S. Garbuz, acting on their own authority, gave the order to fire.
Two missiles brought the plane down.67

Marshal Malinovsky’s standing orders specifically prohibited Soviet
forces from using their weapons unless Cuba was attacked. The Soviet gen-
erals in Cuba, Fidel Castro explained, had a strong sense of “solidarity”
with their Cuban comrades and regarded the United States as their “com-
mon enemy.”68 Gen. Pliyev had received requests from his commanders to
fire on American reconnaissance aircraft and had asked and been denied
permission by the Ministry of Defense to do so. Pliyev and Grechko subse-
quently argued that aerial reconnaissance was a form of attack. Malinovsky
was furious when he heard about the incident.69

The events of Saturday morning, especially the downing of Major Ander-
son’s U-2, led the president and many members of the Ex Comm to worry
that Khrushchev—or whoever was in charge in the Kremlin—had decided to
fight. Destruction of the U-2 put great pressure on Kennedy to order a retal-
iatory air strike against one or more Soviet SAM batteries in Cuba. He re-
fused because he feared that military escalation would become increasingly
difficult to contain. McGeorge Bundy remembers that there “was the feeling
on Saturday that the situation was becoming so tense, so full of unpredict-
able encounters, so near to spinning out of control, that only an immediate
conclusion could protect us from unacceptable risk of escalation even to
nuclear exchange.”70

The president and his advisors assumed incorrectly that all of these ac-
tions were part of a coherent strategy formulated in Moscow and reflected
the emergence of a harder line. “We worried,” Dean Rusk remembered,
“about the possibility that Khrushchev might respond with a full nuclear
strike; that he might be in such a situation the he could not control his own
Politburo [sic], whatever his own personal views were, because he had a
major problem on his hands in dealing with his Politburo [sic].”71

These erroneous attributions promoted a greatly exaggerated estimate of
Soviet resolve. Khrushchev was firmly in control in the Kremlin and at least
as anxious as Kennedy to end the confrontation. He intended his signals—
continued Soviet restraint in the face of the blockade, and his messages of
Friday and Saturday—to be conciliatory and to provide a mutually accept-
able basis for resolution of the crisis. Khrushchev made no attempt on Satur-
day to frighten the United States into believing that war was imminent or
more likely.

Khrushchev’s concessions were influenced by his estimate of risk. How-
ever, his estimate bore only an indirect relationship to attempts by Kennedy
to manipulate risk. Khrushchev’s major concession, his offer to withdraw
the missiles from Cuba in return for a noninvasion pledge, was communi-
cated in his letter on Friday to Kennedy. That letter was written in response
to intelligence that an American invasion of Cuba was imminent. Soviet
and Cuban intelligence agencies had monitored the American military
buildup in the Caribbean and southeastern United States and had warned



• H O W C R I S E S A R E R E S O L V E D • 305

Khrushchev that these forces were ready to go into action and were likely to
do so very soon.

Kennedy had not tried to foster an expectation of invasion. Well before
the crisis, he had ordered McNamara to develop plans for an invasion of
Cuba that could be executed at short notice; his objective was to assist an
indigenous rebellion against Castro. Some force deployments had taken
place before 16 October. When the missile sites were discovered, Mc-
Namara instructed the joint chiefs to accelerate their preparations for a pos-
sible invasion. Kennedy thought it very likely that he would have to use force
to get the missiles out of Cuba. His thinking changed during the first week
of the crisis. For reasons we have made clear, he became increasingly con-
cerned about the escalatory consequences of an air strike or an invasion and
chose instead to impose a naval blockade. During the second week, he be-
came even more wary of military action, and all but ruled it out unless Soviet
provocations left him no choice. Preparations for an invasion nevertheless
continued and were expected to reach fruition on Tuesday the thirtieth.72

McNamara says that Kennedy allowed the buildup to continue largely be-
cause he recognized that any countermanding order would incur the wrath
of the military and the militants in the Ex Comm.73

Khrushchev’s haste to settle the crisis on Sunday was motivated by his
fear that the United States was about to attack Cuba and possibly the Soviet
Union. Western students of the crisis generally attributed Khrushchev’s “ca-
pitulation” to Robert Kennedy’s warning to Ambassador Dobrynin that his
brother would have no choice but to attack Cuba if the Soviet Union did not
immediately agree to withdraw its missiles. This is not entirely correct.

When Robert Kennedy met Anatoliy Dobrynin on Saturday night, he
warned him of the heightened risk of escalation caused by the destruction
of an American U-2. Kennedy told Dobrynin that the pressures for an inva-
sion were mounting. This was an undeniable attempt to manipulate Soviet
perceptions of the risk of war. But Khrushchev had already decided to with-
draw the Soviet missiles from Cuba. Dobrynin’s cable reporting his con-
versation with Kennedy influenced primarily the timing of Khrushchev’s
decision.

By Saturday night-Sunday morning, all the elements of a settlement were
in place. Khrushchev had learned (or so he thought) from Walter Lippmann
that Kennedy would dismantle the Jupiters, and Kennedy knew from Khru-
shchev’s messages that he was prepared to pull the missiles out of Cuba.
There was very little last-minute bargaining. The official and back-channel
communications between the two leaders on Saturday were used by Ken-
nedy to clear up the confusion created by Khrushchev’s two different mes-
sages, and by Khrushchev to try to get written confirmation of Kennedy’s
apparent willingness to dismantle the Jupiters. The threat of invasion did
not determine the terms of the settlement, although it created a great sense
of urgency in Moscow and prompted Khrushchev’s extraordinary radio
message on Sunday. The substance of that message would have been the
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same in any case. Perhaps the most important consequence of Kennedy’s
warning was to provide Khrushchev with a strong argument to justify his
concessions to the Presidium. Kennedy’s warning was used by Khrushchev
to influence other Soviet officials’ estimate of the risk of war.

Khrushchev’s fear of invasion derived from the visible and impressive mil-
itary preparations made by the United States. He did not believe that Ken-
nedy could prevent American military and civilian militants from carrying
out an invasion once all the preparations were in place. Khrushchev did not
fear Kennedy’s intentions but his inability to restrain his hawks. His concern
was as misplaced as was Kennedy’s suspicion on Saturday that Khrushchev
had become the captive of Kremlin militants.

The faulty estimates of both leaders can be traced in part to their stereo-
typed understanding of each other’s political system. Khrushchev and his
colleagues used Marxist-Leninist concepts to analyze the workings of the
American government. They viewed the president and other public officials
as agents of capitalism, and greatly underestimated their autonomy from
Wall Street.74 The capitalist class seemed implacably hostile to Castro be-
cause of the threat he posed to American hegemony in Latin America; their
most influential organs of opinion like Time and the Wall Street Journal
repeatedly called for his overthrow. Khrushchev doubted that Kennedy
could prevent the CIA and the military from using the opportunity provided
by the crisis to invade Cuba and eliminate Castro.75

The American understanding of the Soviet political system was equally
flawed. Although scholars and policymakers alike recognized that Khru-
shchev did not exercise as much dictatorial power as his ruthless predeces-
sor, they nevertheless exaggerated his ability to control Soviet foreign policy
at every level. The president and his advisors were correspondingly insensi-
tive to the possibility that any Soviet action could be unauthorized or reflect
poor coordination and inadequate guidance from above. In a “totalitarian”
dictatorship, all political and military actions were carefully orchestrated
components of a policy formulated and directed by the central leadership.
Undersecretary of State U. Alexis Johnson expressed the consensus of the Ex
Comm when he exclaimed: “You could have an undisciplined . . . Cuban
anti-aircraft fire, but to have a SAM-site and a Russian crew fire is not any
accident.”76 In Washington as well as Moscow, leaders made estimates of
risk that were largely wrong and quite independent of attempts by the other
side to manipulate their perception of risk.

There are interesting similarities and important differences between risk
assessment in the two crises. Threats were misunderstood in both. In 1962,
the misunderstanding facilitated crisis resolution by encouraging compro-
mise. In 1973, faulty threat assessment had a pernicious effect; it was irrele-
vant to the resolution of the crisis, but damaged the long-term relationship
between the superpowers.

As in the missile crisis, leaders tried to signal resolve through threats,
military alerts, and increased military preparedness. Once again, leaders es-
timated the risk of confrontation and war independently of the attempts by
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their adversary to manipulate their assessment. The crisis in 1973 was also
different in that risk assessment was asymmetrical and one-sided. Moscow
worried seriously about the risk of escalation; the United States did not.

Kissinger, unlike some other senior officials, took Brezhnev’s threat that
he might send forces to Egypt seriously, but the threat did not significantly
alter his estimate of the likelihood of a serious confrontation with the Soviet
Union. Once Israel’s forces crossed the Suez Canal, Nixon and Kissinger
worried about a crisis with Moscow. They actively tried to restrain Israel
because of their interest in developing a relationship with Egypt in the post-
war period, but also because they recognized the overwhelming Soviet inter-
est in preventing a humiliating Egyptian military defeat. Alexander Haig
worried about the risk of Soviet intervention even before Kissinger went to
Moscow to negotiate the cease-fire and urged that Israel be pressed to stop
its armies.77 When Kissinger learned of renewed fighting in the Middle East
early on the morning of 24 October, he protested in strong language. “It was
clear that if we let this go on,” Kissinger told Israel’s ambassador in Wash-
ington, “a confrontation with the Soviets was inevitable. . . . There were
limits beyond which we could not go.”78 Kissinger complained to Israel
about the consequences of its military action before Brezhnev issued his
threat. His assessment of the risk of war was formed independently of the
subsequent Soviet attempt to manipulate his estimate.

The Soviet attempt to compel the United States to restrain Israel had pre-
cisely the opposite impact. Instead of convincing Kissinger to intensify
American pressure on Israel, it prompted him to halt his attempts to compel
Israel to stop the fighting and to order a worldwide alert. Kissinger inter-
preted the Soviet threat as a direct challenge to the United States, not as a
desperate attempt to end the war in the Middle East before Egypt was over-
whelmed. The Soviet threat intensified the crisis.

Even after Brezhnev issued his threat and American forces were put on
DEFCON III, most officials in Washington did not worry very much about
escalation. Their estimates of the risk of war were not high. Peter Rodman,
Kissinger’s assistant, was confident that “The Soviets had the fear of war in
their bones. We were sure that it [the alert] would work.”79 Kissinger shared
this low estimate of the risk of war. He was nevertheless concerned about the
risk if the United States sent troops to the Middle East in response to a Soviet
deployment. Kissinger discussed his plan and its attendant risks only with
Nixon. Although Kissinger recognized that Soviet and American troops in
close proximity had considerable potential for escalation, he nevertheless
insisted that the president would have gone ahead with the deployment if
necessary.80 The Soviet attempt to manipulate the risk of war did not compel
Washington to take the action Brezhnev wanted, nor did it raise the risk of
war sufficiently to constrain American responses.

American threats were no more successful. Many senior American offi-
cials believed that the worldwide alert of American forces persuaded Soviet
leaders that unilateral military intervention on their part would provoke a
serious confrontation with the United States.81 Soviet leaders did not con-
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sider the alert a credible threat. They did not believe that the United States
would go to war to prevent a limited deployment of Soviet troops in Egypt.
“Not a single member of the Politburo said, ‘This is war,’” Victor Israelian
observed. “The feeling on October twenty-fifth was very different from
1962. Then there was a real threat, a real fear of war. Nobody at the top in
1973 had any real fear of war.”82 The alert did not directly raise Soviet
estimates of the risk.

Brezhnev could not understand why American leaders had ordered a
worldwide alert, in large part because he underestimated the impact of the
last threatening sentence in his letter to Nixon. It made no sense, he told his
colleagues. Groping for an explanation, Soviet leaders interpreted the alert
as primarily a response to the Watergate crisis.83 They saw it as evidence of
political weakness and irresponsibility, not as testimony to American re-
solve. Their interpretation of the alert raised their estimate of risk, but not in
the way American leaders intended. Some Soviet leaders worried that Nixon
would act irresponsibly in the Middle East to save his presidency.84 A belea-
guered president, in the midst of a grave domestic crisis, was unpredictable.

Unlike their American counterparts, Soviet officials worried about the
escalatory potential of their own actions. As soon as the war began, Brezh-
nev expressed concern that Soviet forces would be drawn into the fighting if
they were sent to Egypt and that any local engagement could rapidly escalate
into a wider conflict. Other Politburo members also opposed any action that
would risk escalation. “The steps we take,” Kirilenko insisted, “should not
lead to war.”85 The Politburo worried about the risk of war as a conse-
quence of military action that they might take, quite independently of the
American alert.

Fortunately, the skewed pattern of risk assessment worked in favor of
crisis resolution. It was Soviet leaders who had to make the critical decisions
in response to the failure of the cease-fire and to the subsequent American
alert. They acknowledge that their estimate of the risks of a deployment,
formed long before the American demonstration of resolve, led them to
search actively for a diplomatic solution. The demonstration of resolve did
not increase their estimates of the risk of war, but it angered and disap-
pointed them.

Resolve is widely considered a critical determinant of the outcome of in-
ternational crises. The conventional wisdom holds that outcomes are gener-
ally one-sided compromises by the party that was weaker in “bargaining
power.” Bargaining power is a function of resolve, which in turn is estab-
lished by relative military strength and the balance of interests.86 In these
two cases, the causal links among demonstrations of resolve through threats
and military action, adversarial perceptions of resolve and the risk of war,
and the outcomes of the crises are neither as strong nor as straightforward
as commonly supposed.

Leaders in both crises exaggerated and underestimated the gravity of
adversarial threats. In 1962, they saw themselves as the targets of threats
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that were never made or intended. At critical junctures of the missile crisis,
Kennedy and Khrushchev judged each other’s resolve largely on the basis
of misleading evidence. Khrushchev’s assessment of the probability of an
American attack against Cuba was inversely proportional to the real threat.
The risk of an air strike or invasion was greatest in the week before Kennedy
announced the quarantine. For much of that week, the air strike was the
preferred option of most of the Ex Comm. The president was also initially
attracted to a surgical strike. While the debate raged between advocates
of an air strike and a blockade, Khrushchev lived in a world of illusion; he
was sublimely confident that American intelligence would not discover
the missiles before he revealed their presence to the world in the middle of
November.

After the announcement of the quarantine, Khrushchev became increas-
ingly fearful that the United States would attack Cuba. To prevent an attack,
he sent a conciliatory message to Kennedy on Friday and, on Sunday after-
noon, broadcast his acceptance of Kennedy’s Saturday proposal. Khru-
shchev did not realize that Kennedy had become increasingly opposed to
either an air strike or invasion during the course of the week because of his
concern that they would provoke further, perhaps unstoppable, escalation.
One of the ironies of the crisis is that Khrushchev rushed to make an agree-
ment at the same time that Kennedy contemplated a further concession.

In l973, Kissinger inferred Brezhnev’s resolve largely from the interests he
believed the Soviet Union had at stake in the crisis. Brezhnev and his col-
leagues ruled out Soviet military intervention from the moment the war
began in the Middle East and paid more attention to Nixon’s domestic polit-
ical crisis than they did to the American strategic alert.

In both cases, there was at best a weak relationship between demonstra-
tions of resolve and adversarial estimates of resolve and risk. These estimates
were significantly shaped by unintended “signals,” perceptions of interests,
and stereotyped views of the other’s political system. These factors, as well
as other strategies, were more important than demonstrations of resolve in
promoting concessions and determining the outcome of the two crises.

THE BALANCE OF INTERESTS AND LEARNING ABOUT INTERESTS

Some students of international conflict maintain that interest is at least as
important as the military balance in determining a state’s resolve.87 The
“balance of interests” has also been invoked to explain the outcome of cri-
ses.88 Robert Jervis, a highly regarded specialist in international security,
maintains that the United States prevailed in the Cuban missile crisis because
it had vital interests at stake and the Soviet Union did not.89

For the concept of balance of interests to be a useful analytical tool, two
conditions must be met: leaders and scholars must be able to calculate the
interests that both sides have at stake, and the resulting balance must be
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interpreted roughly the same way by the protagonists. Evidence from the
two crises indicates that interests are subjective and were understood very
differently by the protagonists. It also suggests that calculations of interest,
even when asymmetrical, can play a critical role in crisis resolution.

Neither Soviet nor American leaders calculated their relative interests in a
political vacuum. Their assessments were significantly influenced by their
estimates of the intentions of their adversary. Each set of leaders regarded
the other as inherently aggressive and committed to making gains at its ex-
pense. Each saw itself as the champion of a superior social system that had
to be defended against subversion, intimidation, or direct challenge. Each
discounted the other’s protestations of good will—“peaceful coexistence” in
the jargon of the day—as mendacious propaganda.

American and Soviet leaders alike saw themselves as the defender and
their adversary as the challenger. Their conceptions of their defensive role
made it very difficult for them to consider the possibility that the other
superpower could feel threatened and act for similar defensive reasons. Each
recognized that they shared an overriding interest in the avoidance of nu-
clear war. In 1962, neither was sure that the other recognized this shared
interest. But even this imperative was insufficient to break through the cog-
nitive barrier of mistrust that forty years of ideological division and fifteen
years of cold war had erected.

Khrushchev had tried and failed to make the mutual interest in avoiding
war the basis for détente. Soviet critics had ridiculed the “spirit of Camp
David” and Khrushchev as naive. They treated Eisenhower’s acceptance of
responsibility for the U-2 incident as convincing evidence that capitalism
had not changed. Khrushchev’s fiery denunciation of the United States at the
abortive Paris summit and his subsequent challenge to the Western position
in Berlin strengthened the hands of those in the United States and Europe
who insisted that Khrushchev was no different from Stalin.

Neither Washington nor Moscow could see any legitimate need for the
other to strengthen its military arsenal, deploy forces beyond its borders,
or use force to aid regional allies. Critics who saw parallels in the behavior
of the superpowers were accused of ignoring the all-important moral dis-
tinction between them. In May 1961, during an in camera session of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Senator J. William Fulbright (D-Ark),
tried to get Secretary of State Dean Rusk to admit the essential similarity
between American and Soviet military bases in Europe. Rusk rejected the
comparison. “There is a difference in what the Sino-Soviet bloc is up to
and what the United States and its allies are up to,” he told the Committee.
“This is a fundamental difference for the future of the human race. I think
the notion that a NATO base is the equivalent of a Sino-Soviet base will
not stand up in terms of the purposes of the powers that are involved . . .
[W]e are right on our side in this battle.”90 Such a Manichaean view of the
Cold War, by no means unique to the secretary of state, made it all but
impossible for the Kennedy administration to empathize with Khrushchev
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and understand the likely impact of their threats. Soviet leaders suffered
from the same myopia.

The self-righteous role conceptions of the superpowers were reinforced by
self-serving conceptions of the status quo. In opposing the deployment of
missiles in Cuba, the Kennedy administration never doubted that it was de-
fending the status quo, a Western hemisphere free of foreign military bases
and subversion. Soviet leaders defined the status quo as the successful revo-
lution in Cuba. Ambassador Alekseev explained that the Soviet military
buildup in Cuba was intended to protect Castro against an attack by the
United States.91 Beyond the protection of Cuba, Khrushchev told his col-
leagues, the missiles would repay the Americans in kind, for the deployment
of missiles in Cuba would restore the strategic status quo that the American
deployment of Jupiter missiles in Turkey had altered.92

These very different conceptions of the context of the missile deployment
encouraged different estimates of the balance of interests.93 Khrushchev and
his advisors never doubted that the Soviet Union had more at stake because
it was defending itself from American intimidation and Cuba from Ameri-
can aggression. Many Soviet officials still adhere to this assessment. “It is
undeniable,” Sergo Mikoyan insists, “that the Soviet Union and the entire
socialist camp would have lost much more from the overthrow of Castro
than the United States could possibly have gained.”94

For Kennedy and his advisors, the balance of interests was just the re-
verse. The missiles in Cuba were a gratuitous and grave challenge to vital
domestic and foreign-policy interests. In the indignant words of Theodore
Sorensen, they “represented a sudden, immediate and more dangerous and
secretive change in the balance of power, in clear contradiction of all U.S.
commitments and Soviet pledges. It was a move which required a response
from the United States, not for reasons of prestige or image but for reasons
of national security in the broadest sense.”95

These differing conceptions of the status quo and the relative balance of
interests had important consequences at every stage of the confrontation.
They were an underlying cause of the crisis insofar as they made members of
the Kennedy administration insensitive to the ways in which Moscow would
feel threatened by their deployment of missiles in Turkey, claims of strategic
superiority, and efforts to isolate and topple Castro. Subjective judgments of
relative interest also blinded the CIA and the administration to the possibil-
ity that Khrushchev would seek to deploy missiles in Cuba. “We knew,”
McGeorge Bundy explained, “that we were not about to invade Cuba and
we saw no reason for the Russians to take a clearly risky step because of a
fear that we ourselves understood to be baseless.”96 With no compelling
Soviet interests perceived to be at stake, American leaders all but discounted
the possibility, as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. put it, “that Khrushchev would be
so stupid as to do something which as much as invited an invasion.”97

Khrushchev in turn did not understand how threatening a secret deploy-
ment of missiles would be to Washington. Because he did not consider any
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vital American interests to be at stake, he expected Kennedy to do nothing
more than complain. An attack against Cuba or the missile sites could trig-
ger a Soviet-American war, and this, Khrushchev insisted, would be “irra-
tional” and completely out of proportion to the level of provocation repre-
sented by the missiles. He regarded the American missiles in Turkey and
Italy as more threatening to the Soviet Union, but he had refrained from
taking any military action against them because of the likely consequences.
“The sober-minded politicians in America,” he told Ambassador Alekseev,
“should reason just as we do today.”98

The final misunderstanding was the Soviet assessment of the American
naval “quarantine” of Cuba. Moscow saw the blockade as yet another of-
fensive American move.99 Khrushchev worried about the cost to the Soviet
Union of withdrawing its missiles; Cuba would be open to invasion, and the
Soviet Union more vulnerable to intimidation. Senior Soviet officials and
military officers also worried that the Chinese and Albanians would accuse
them of appeasement or weakness.100 Khrushchev’s estimate of the costs of
retreat was very much greater than the Americans supposed.

Such diametrically opposed assessments of the balance of interests did
not bode well for crisis resolution. They encouraged each side to expect
that the other could be coerced into backing down because of its relatively
lower costs of retreat. From the American perspective, the only significant
cost to Khrushchev appeared to be the loss of face that he would suffer by
withdrawing his missiles in the face of public American pressure. In Mos-
cow, Khrushchev had no inkling of the domestic and foreign costs the Ken-
nedy administration thought it would pay if the missiles were not removed
from Cuba.

The balance of interests did not determine the resolution of the crisis.
Interests were important but not in the way the conventional wisdom ex-
pects. Khrushchev’s decision to withdraw the missiles from Cuba was a quid
pro quo for Kennedy’s pledge not to invade Cuba and to withdraw the
Jupiter missiles from Turkey. Fear of war was a major catalyst for these
concessions. Equally important was the intensive diplomacy that led to a
clarification of the interests of both sides. Clarification of interests provided
the basis for mutual attempts at reassurance that reshaped the context of the
confrontation for both leaders and significantly reduced their perceived
costs of concession.

The blockade is almost always characterized as compellence. It also
served to communicate American interests to Moscow. Once Kennedy over-
came his initial anger about the deployment, he speculated that when Khru-
shchev made his decision to send missiles to Cuba, he might have been un-
aware of the domestic and foreign-policy interests that made the deployment
so unacceptable to the administration. If Khrushchev did not want to bring
the superpowers to the brink of war, he might be persuaded to withdraw the
missiles once he appreciated American interests and understood the extent
of his miscalculation.
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Kennedy chose the blockade because it combined many of the advantages
of the air strike and secret diplomacy without their drawbacks. It conveyed
resolve without precluding diplomacy and gave Kennedy the opportunity to
explain American interests to Khrushchev without appearing to plead for his
assistance. Ex Comm critics objected, and the president agreed, that the
blockade did nothing to remove the missiles or stop construction at the mis-
sile sites. However, this drawback was not critical if an important purpose
of the blockade was to create a context in which Khrushchev could learn
that his own interests as well as those of the United States required removal
of the missiles.

Kennedy was right to try to educate Khrushchev about American interests
and intentions. In the process, Kennedy also learned about Soviet interests.
The blockade dramatized American interests and convinced Khrushchev
that the missiles would have to be withdrawn. The Kennedy-Dobrynin meet-
ings and the Kennedy-Khrushchev exchange of letters helped to make each
side aware of what the other thought was at stake. They allowed the two
leaders to work out an accommodation that safeguarded the interests of
both and permitted Khrushchev to retreat with minimal loss of face.

The first of these meetings took place at the Soviet embassy on Tuesday
night, 23 October, the day after the president announced the blockade.
Dobrynin reports that this encounter with Robert Kennedy was very emo-
tional, with both men heatedly expressing their views about Castro’s Cuba,
American military bases overseas, and the legitimacy and motives behind the
Soviet missile deployment.101

As Robert Kennedy sought out Dobrynin at his brother’s request, it can
safely be assumed that he reported the substance of their meetings to him in
detail. The exchanges with Dobrynin were an education for the attorney
general who, like most of the other members of the Ex Comm, had viewed
the missile deployment as gratuitously aggressive. Dobrynin seems to have
convinced him, and through him, the president, that Khrushchev took seri-
ously the threat of an American invasion and conceived of the missiles as an
appropriate and justified response to the American military bases ringing the
Soviet Union.

Dobrynin provided the Kennedy brothers with a different perspective on
the crisis. To the extent that they gave any credence to Dobrynin’s defensive
explanation of the deployment of the missiles, and there is reason to believe
that they did, the missiles became less threatening although no more accept-
able. In his letters, Khrushchev also wrote about his reasons for the deploy-
ment and his anger with the United States for threatening Cuba with inva-
sion and the Soviet Union with nuclear destruction. Without the personal
exchanges that occurred during the Kennedy-Dobrynin talks, it is possible
that the president would have dismissed Khrushchev’s explanation of his
motives as an ex post facto rationalization for a deployment that was carried
out for basically offensive reasons.

Kennedy’s expectation that withdrawal of the Jupiter missiles would have
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beneficial consequences for Soviet-American relations may have been the
result of his new understanding, through Dobrynin, of the linkage Khru-
shchev made between the missiles in Cuba and Turkey. Dobrynin had as-
sured Robert Kennedy that a commitment to remove the Jupiters would be
regarded in Moscow as a very important gesture. The meetings with
Dobrynin lent the same salience to Khrushchev’s plea for a pledge not to
invade Cuba.

Learning was a two-way process. Robert Kennedy explained to Dobrynin
just why the administration found the deployment of missiles in Cuba intol-
erable. We do not know if he talked about the terrible domestic dilemma the
missiles had created for the administration. He did convincingly portray the
president’s anger at having been betrayed by Khrushchev, who had repeat-
edly assured him that he would not put missiles into Cuba and would take
no action in Cuba that would embarrass Kennedy before the congressional
elections in November. The attorney general explained the administration’s
concern that allowing the missiles to remain in Cuba would only encourage
further Soviet challenges and seriously weaken the confidence of European
allies in the United States.

Dobrynin says that he “conveyed all of Robert Kennedy’s statements to
Moscow word for word, including those that were not particularly flattering
to Khrushchev and Gromyko, to give Moscow a real idea of the state of
agitation close to the president’s own.”102 Dobrynin’s cables reporting on
his conversations with the attorney general appear to have influenced Khru-
shchev’s thinking about the United States. Like the president, the chairman
had a one-sided understanding of the interests at stake and had been grossly
insensitive to the administration’s domestic and foreign-policy interests.
Kennedy’s letters to Khrushchev read against the background of Dobrynin’s
cables led him to understand the blockade and Kennedy’s objectives differ-
ently. Long after the crisis, Khrushchev confirmed that Robert Kennedy had
played a critical role in explaining the American position. “I have to say that
he showed a great deal of fortitude and he sincerely helped to prevent a
conflict.”103

In 1973, overlapping role conceptions and misunderstanding of the inter-
ests at stake were not an important cause of the crisis. Soviet leaders saw
their role as largely defensive. American officials at times saw their role as
defensive but also openly acknowledged important offensive goals as they
used détente to try to make gains at Soviet expense.

The Soviet Union did not regard Israel’s occupation of the Sinai as legiti-
mate or acceptable. Soviet leaders considered the relevant status quo to be
the armistice line that existed before the war in 1967. Although they op-
posed military action by Egypt to recapture the Sinai, they did so because
they thought Egypt would be defeated once again. Soviet leaders understood
Egyptian and Syrian military action as a legitimate but foolhardy response
to the occupation of their territory. By extension, they considered their
support of their Arab allies, both before the war and after the fighting began,
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as defensive rather than offensive. Late in the war, Brezhnev resorted to
compellence to prevent a total military defeat of Egypt. Once again, So-
viet leaders viewed their behavior as defensive and legitimate; it was a
response to Israel’s violation of the cease-fire negotiated jointly by both
superpowers.

As the prospect of a catastrophic Egyptian defeat grew, Brezhnev tried
actively to signal Soviet interests to Washington. Just as Kennedy used the
blockade to signal interest as well as to communicate resolve, so too did
Brezhnev’s threat to consider unilateral military action have this double pur-
pose. There are striking parallels between the two leaders’ strategies. Almost
as soon as the first cease-fire resolution was passed, Brezhnev appealed to
Washington to stop the fighting. As early as 23 October, he resorted to the
hot line to signal the Soviet sense of urgency that Israel’s offensive be halted.
The next day, the general secretary again appealed to President Nixon to
honor the terms of their joint agreement: “We would like to hope that we
both will be true to our word and to the understanding we have reached.”104

Only after these appeals failed did Brezhnev resort to compellence to
educate American leaders about the urgency of Soviet interests. The letter
from Brezhnev that provoked the American alert was an attempt to signal
the intensity of Soviet interests as much as it was an attempt to compel an
end to the fighting. It openly acknowledged the threat to Soviet interests,
then seriously proposed joint Soviet-American action, and, only as a last
resort, threatened possible unilateral action.105 As incredible as it may have
seemed in Washington, Soviet officials insist that their offer of joint action
was genuine.106

The United States also viewed its role as partly defensive. The Nixon ad-
ministration did not support Israel’s retention of the Sinai or the Golan
Heights, but it did not regard the status quo before the war in 1967 as ac-
ceptable. It insisted strongly on negotiation and recognition of Israel by
Arab states as a necessary condition for the return of these territories. In
extensive discussions in the early years of the Nixon administration, Secre-
tary of State William P. Rogers had repeatedly explained Washington’s posi-
tion to Moscow. After the surprise attack by Egypt and Syria, the United
States viewed its airlift to Israel as a defensive response to the Soviet air- and
sealift. “Our commitment was to help Israel,” William Colby explained.
“They were in a tough situation. The balance of forces was overwhelmingly
against them.”107 The Americans also saw the alert of their forces as a defen-
sive response to an aggressive Soviet challenge.

At the same time, Kissinger openly acknowledged offensive goals in the
Middle East. Again and again he expressed his determination to separate
Cairo from Moscow. “Our policy,” he later admitted, was “to reduce and
where possible to eliminate Soviet influence in the Middle East.”108 For this
reason, he was determined to prevent the deployment of Soviet forces in
Egypt. “If Soviet forces appeared dramatically in Cairo, . . . Egypt would be
drawn back into the Soviet orbit [and] the Soviet Union and its radical allies
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would emerge as the dominant factor in the Middle East.”109 Soviet influ-
ence in the region could not be eliminated if Moscow were permitted to
rescue Egypt from a military defeat.

In Cuba, competing notions of the status quo blinded each side to the
interests the other believed it had at stake. This was less true in 1973. During
the crisis, there was considerable American empathy with the symbolic inter-
ests of the Soviet Union. Kissinger acknowledged Brezhnev’s interest in pre-
venting an Egyptian military defeat, all the more so after he and Brezhnev
had jointly agreed to a cease-fire. He repeatedly warned Israel about the
dangers of humiliating the Soviet Union and, until Brezhnev threatened that
he might send forces to Egypt, struggled to compel Israel to observe the
cease-fire.

Only after the Soviet Union threatened possible military action did the
United States attempt to educate Soviet leaders about American interests.
William Quandt explained that even those who thought that the probability
of Soviet intervention was low supported the alert: “Kissinger had repeat-
edly explained to Dobrynin that we would not tolerate a joint Soviet-Ameri-
can intervention. We did not want that kind of precedent. Brezhnev did not
seem to understand. We felt that Brezhnev was being pig-headed and we
wanted to teach him a lesson.”110 The educational instrument was the
worldwide alert of American forces.

In the final phase of the crisis, leaders on both sides badly misread each
other’s signals. The crisis was not resolved because the two sides learned
about each other’s interests and reconsidered the balance of interests, as
Kennedy and Khrushchev had. American and Soviet misreading of the sig-
nals momentarily made the crisis more difficult to resolve. Far more serious
was the long-lasting damage it did to their relationship.

Although role conceptions and the balance of interests were more accu-
rately perceived by the two sets of leaders in l973 than they were in l962,
even then they were not a good predictor of the outcome of the crisis.
Brezhnev saw the Soviet Union exclusively as the “defender” and the United
States as the “challenger,” whereas Kissinger saw both the Soviet Union and
the United States as simultaneously challenger and defender. Other things
being equal, analysts of bargaining expect that this configuration of role
conceptions should confer an advantage on the defender, who is more
strongly motivated to defend its interests than is the challenger.111 As we
have seen, the other important determinant of resolve, the balance of mili-
tary capability, was relatively symmetrical. The outcome of the crisis does
not reflect this alleged advantage of the Soviet Union.

The way Brezhnev ordered Soviet interests provides a far better explana-
tion of the outcome of the crisis. Long before the climactic meeting of the
Politburo on 25 October, Brezhnev had set limits on what the Soviet Union
would do to preserve its relationship with Egypt and Syria. Brezhnev gave
priority to the Soviet relationship with the United States. When he finally
had to make a choice on 25 October between preserving the Soviet relation-
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ship with the United States and promoting Moscow’s reputation as a reliable
ally in the Middle East, Brezhnev did not compare the Soviet-American bal-
ance of interests. He focused on the Soviet interest and investment in good
relations with the United States and decided not to respond to what he con-
sidered the provocative American alert. Even then, he and his colleagues
denied the contradictions in the strategies they had followed in the past and
reaffirmed the correctness of their policy toward their Arab allies.

In the Cuban missile crisis, mutual learning about the other’s interests
contributed to the resolution of the crisis. Both sides reconsidered their as-
sessments of the costs of concessions as they developed a better understand-
ing of the other’s definitions of their interests. In l973, neither side changed
its estimate of the other’s interests. The misjudgments both sides made of the
other’s interests and intentions in the final phase were reinforced by the way
the crisis was resolved.

REASSURANCE

Like deterrence, reassurance presumes ongoing hostility but roots the source
of that hostility in adversarial vulnerabilities. Whereas deterrence attempts
to discourage resorts to force by persuading the leaders contemplating such
action that it would be too costly, reassurance seeks to reduce the incentives
leaders have to use force. In the broadest sense, strategies of reassurance try
to ameliorate adversarial hostility by reducing the fear, misunderstanding,
and insecurity that are so often responsible for crises and wars.

The “hidden” history of the missile crisis indicates that reassurance
played an important role in facilitating the mutual concessions that resolved
the crisis. It did so by changing each leader’s estimate of the other’s in-
tentions. As a result, Kennedy and Khrushchev came to believe that conces-
sions might be more effective in achieving their goals than continued con-
frontation.

Khrushchev’s most immediate concern was to prevent an invasion of
Cuba. It was also the concern that Kennedy found the easiest to assuage. He
had no intention of invading Cuba, unless it became necessary to remove the
Soviet missiles and SAM sites. In his Saturday letter, Kennedy expressed his
readiness to issue the pledge not to invade that Khrushchev had requested on
Friday. Khrushchev also hoped to compel the Americans to recognize that
the Soviet Union had the same right to security that the United States
claimed for itself. Kennedy’s willingness to remove the Jupiters was greeted
by Khrushchev as an important concession. It provided a strong incentive
for him to reciprocate.

From Khrushchev’s perspective, the most significant form of reassurance
that Kennedy practiced was self-restraint. Khrushchev was surprised that
Kennedy did not exploit the early American discovery of the missiles in
Cuba to overthrow Castro and humiliate the Soviet Union. Kennedy’s for-
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bearance reduced Khrushchev’s fear that the president would use his coun-
try’s nuclear superiority to try to extract political concessions.112 “Kennedy
was a clever and flexible man,” Khrushchev observed. “America’s enormous
power could have gone to his head, particularly if you take into account how
close Cuba is to the United States and the advantage the United States had in
the number of nuclear weapons by comparison to the Soviet Union.”113

The president’s unexpected ability to restrain the American military en-
couraged Khrushchev to hope that American militants would not succeed in
sabotaging détente with Kennedy the way they had with Eisenhower. Ken-
nedy’s behavior altered Khrushchev’s estimate of the future possibilities for
Soviet-American relations. From Khrushchev’s new perspective, the ex-
pected costs of withdrawing Soviet missiles were greatly reduced and the
possible rewards enhanced.

The crisis also redefined the context of Soviet-American relations for Ken-
nedy. Khrushchev’s restraint along the blockade line, his revealing messages,
and the Kennedy-Dobrynin meetings convinced the president that the Soviet
leader had bungled his way into a crisis he had not wanted and was desper-
ately searching for a face-saving way to retreat. By Saturday night, when
Kennedy considered a public missile exchange, he was less fearful that Khru-
shchev would interpret American concessions as a sign of weakness and
respond by becoming more aggressive. He thought that there was a good
chance that the Soviet leader would see concessions as evidence of his com-
mitment to avoid war and to reciprocate with tension-reducing measures
of his own.114

It is possible, even likely, that Khrushchev would have withdrawn the
missiles in the absence of clarification of interests and reassurance. He was
desperately anxious to avoid war and convinced that the Americans would
use force against the missile sites and Cuba if they were not withdrawn.
Clarification of interests and reassurance made it that much easier for Khru-
shchev to back down. However, their most important consequence was for
postcrisis relations. If Khrushchev had been compelled to withdraw the mis-
siles solely by American threats, he and other Soviet leaders would have been
qualitatively more resentful in the aftermath of the crisis. Mutual clarifica-
tion of interests and reassurance provided the basis for the superpowers to
move away from confrontation and toward détente.

The conventional wisdom holds that the missile crisis was worth the risk
because it taught Khrushchev and the Soviet Union that aggression did not
pay because the United States would resist. Today, this most enduring lesson
of the crisis seems questionable. Khrushchev did not send missiles to Cuba
because he doubted American resolve, and he did not remove them because
of newfound respect for that resolve. They were deployed to overcome vul-
nerabilities and fears and were removed in part because American reassur-
ance reduced those vulnerabilities and fears. Kennedy and Khrushchev came
away from the crisis convinced that war could be avoided and their security
enhanced by mutual cooperation. The crisis, in the words of McGeorge
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Bundy, “was a tremendously sobering event with a largely constructive
long-term result.”115

The crisis in l973 did not have the same benign consequences. Neither the
United States nor the Soviet Union seriously attempted to reassure the other
about their intentions. During the Politburo meeting on 25 October, when
Kosygin suggested that Gromyko go to Washington to discuss the crisis with
Nixon, Brezhnev rejected the proposal out of hand. In the context of the
American alert, he felt that an attempt at reassurance would be interpreted
as “a sign of weakness.”116 Nixon’s offer in his letter to Brezhnev on 25
October, of joint participation in a truce supervisory force, was intended to
allow Moscow to save face. Drafted by Kissinger, the letter referred to the
need to act together to preserve the peace, but offered no reassurance about
American intentions in the Middle East.117

Soviet and American leaders did not attempt to reassure because their
interests were competitive and their intentions were not benign. Unlike Ken-
nedy and Khrushchev, neither Brezhnev nor Nixon and Kissinger changed
their estimate of the others’ intentions; on the contrary, negative images
were reinforced by behavior during the crisis. Nor did they redefine their
competitive goals. Brezhnev and his colleagues in the Politburo reaffirmed
the correctness of their past support of Arab allies and Kissinger remained
committed to the elimination of Soviet influence from the Middle East.
Insofar as no learning took place, Brezhnev, Nixon, and their advisors saw
no need to reassure. Unlike the Cuban missile crisis, which led to an im-
provement in Soviet-American relations, the crisis in October 1973 marked
the beginning of the end of the nascent détente between Moscow and
Washington.

DETERRENCE, COMPELLENCE, AND CRISIS RESOLUTION

Our analysis suggests a set of lessons strikingly at odds with the accepted
wisdom. We find that the conventional faith in the efficacy of threat-based
strategies is misplaced. In Cuba, compellence was important, but only one of
the factors that contributed to Khrushchev’s decision to remove the missiles.
In 1973, Soviet compellence and American deterrence were irrelevant and
counterproductive.

Strategies of deterrence and compellence depend in part on credible
threats. It is very difficult to make threats credible, especially nuclear threats,
when the cost of using force to the threatener is so high. Analyses of deter-
rence and compellence accordingly focus on the tactics leaders can use to try
to make their threats believable. We think these efforts misplaced: in both
crises, judgments of adversarial resolve bore little relationship to the deliber-
ate attempts by leaders to make their threats credible. In 1962, Kennedy and
Khrushchev exaggerated the likelihood that their adversary would resort to
force because of their faulty understanding of its political system. In 1973,
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Soviet leaders did not consider the American nuclear alert a credible threat
and worried about American irresponsibility. Kissinger overestimated So-
viet resolve and attached a high probability to Soviet intervention.

The credibility of threats also depends on the balance of interests. Theo-
rists of deterrence, like other bargaining theorists, assume that the side with
more at stake can make more believable threats to use force. It is generally
assumed that interests are obvious and easily communicated. At the outset
of the missile crisis, however, neither superpower understood what the other
side thought it had at stake and had very different estimates of the balance
of interests. Discussions before the crisis involving the American president,
attorney general, and secretary of state, and the Soviet foreign minister,
ambassador, and the chairman’s special emissary did little to break down
the cognitive barriers that made each side’s interests and fears opaque to
the other.

The relationship between credibility and interests was the reverse of what
is generally expected by theorists of deterrence. The credibility of threats
was not established because of leaders’ recognition of their adversary’s inter-
ests. Rather, threats succeeded in communicating interests. It took the mis-
sile deployment and the blockade, and the increased threat of war that these
reciprocal escalations raised, to create an environment in which learning
became possible. Even then, leaders on both sides at first interpreted the
other’s behavior as opportunity-driven and offensively motivated. Frank
and blunt written exchanges between Kennedy and Khrushchev and heated
personal encounters between Robert Kennedy and Anatoliy Dobrynin were
necessary to clarify national interests and objectives.

In the crisis in 1973, the superpowers began with a far better understand-
ing of each other’s interests but chose to ignore these interests to avoid rela-
tive losses or make relative gains. Brezhnev, like Kennedy, resorted to a
threat not only to compel but also to communicate Soviet interests. The
threat backfired in part because Nixon and Kissinger were already aware of
Soviet interests. The crisis could not be resolved by clarifying interests and
objectives, because they were fundamentally incompatible. When Brezhnev
tried to signal Soviet interests through a veiled threat, Kissinger reacted to
what he considered a Soviet challenge. In 1973, deterrence and compellence
were part of the problem rather than the solution.

The missile crisis was resolved because of mutual concessions. These con-
cessions came after interests were clarified and Kennedy and Khrushchev
attempted to reassure each other that interests could best be satisfied by
accommodation. Interest was also critical in 1973 in the Middle East, but in
a different way. The United States urged restraint on Israel before any Soviet
threat was made because Nixon and Kissinger wanted to establish a new
relationship with Egypt. To do this, they had to restrain Israel and prevent
a humiliating defeat of the Egyptian army. The Soviet Union wanted to pre-
vent an Egyptian defeat and to protect its reputation as a reliable ally, but
ruled out the deployment of forces in Egypt because it wanted to protect and
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promote its relationship with Washington. Although their fundamental ob-
jectives remained incompatible, the superpowers found themselves in tem-
porary agreement on tactical objectives. Despite the misunderstandings that
arose as a result of the way the crisis was managed, this convergence of
tactical objectives allowed the crisis to be resolved without further escala-
tion. The crisis was resolved because tactical interests converged, not be-
cause leaders learned and compromised.

The crises of 1962 and 1973 were fundamentally different. The missile
crisis grew out of mutual misunderstanding about interests, motives, and
intentions. The crisis of 1973 arose because the superpowers pursued in-
compatible objectives and failed to make painful trade-offs in their respec-
tive foreign policies. The critical first step in resolving the missile crisis was
the elimination of some of the most serious misunderstandings. Leaders of
both sides then had to be persuaded that their respective interests could be
better served through accommodation. Mutual reassurance was very help-
ful; it gave Kennedy and Khrushchev confidence that the concessions they
made would not be exploited by their adversary but instead would help to
structure a more secure and promising international environment. Soviet
and American leaders in 1973 emerged from the crisis with no such confi-
dent and optimistic expectations. On the contrary, they recommitted them-
selves to the pursuit of relative advantage.

Analysis of these cases suggests that the type of crisis should dictate the
strategy of crisis management. Clarification of interests and reassurance
were critical in the missile crisis, but inappropriate in 1973 because each
superpower was consciously seeking advantage at the other’s expense. Had
their tactical interests not converged, the crisis could have escalated and
become much more difficult to resolve. We can only speculate that the over-
riding mutual interest in avoiding war would eventually have created a suffi-
ciently compelling incentive for Soviet and American leaders to moderate
their objectives and reach an accommodation before the crisis escalated to
the flash point.

Crises arise when leaders pursue competing objectives. Clashing objec-
tives may be largely the result of misunderstanding, as they were in the mis-
sile crisis, or of genuine incompatibility of goals, as they were in l973. Crises
of misunderstanding arise because leaders misinterpret their adversary’s in-
tentions and misjudge their interests. This is especially likely to occur when
strategic vulnerabilities and domestic political pressures generate compelling
incentives to challenge adversaries through threatening rhetoric, force de-
ployments, or direct military action. When leaders become desperate, they
behave aggressively even though the military balance is unfavorable and
they have no grounds to doubt their adversary’s resolve.118 When leaders are
motivated by need, deterrence and compellence can exacerbate rather than
resolve crises. These strategies can intensify the pressures on leaders to act,
make the costs of inaction unbearable, and inadvertently provoke the kind
of behavior they are designed to prevent.
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In crises of misunderstanding, especially where one or both leaders are
driven by need, the incompatibility of interests is more apparent than real.
Leaders must explain to their adversary why they feel threatened, discover
why their adversary feels threatened, and, to the extent possible, reduce
these fears through reassurance. Better crisis management can do much to
prevent war and safeguard important interests.

Crises also occur when leaders understand each other’s interests but pur-
sue incompatible goals and relative advantage. In these kinds of crises, deter-
rence and compellence may be appropriate. They are most likely to work
against an opportunity-driven opponent whose motivation to challenge is
not great because the value of the interests at stake is not high. The opposing
leader should also be relatively free of domestic political constraints. Deter-
rence and compellence are more likely to succeed when they are attempted
early, before an adversary becomes fully committed to action. Once leaders
are committed, the political and psychological costs of backing down in-
crease significantly.

Even in crises of incompatibility between politically secure opponents,
threat-based strategies can fail for two quite different reasons. Preferences
may make deterrence or compellence impossible. Leaders may prefer war to
concession when the interests at stake are central. Threat-based strategies
obviously cannot succeed against an adversary who strongly prefers war to
compromise. Despite the firm demonstration of resolve to use the over-
whelming force assembled in the Gulf in 1990, compellence did not succeed
against Saddam Hussein. He preferred war to withdrawal of his forces from
Kuwait.119 The great historical example is Adolf Hitler. Western leaders and
scholars have made the counterfactual argument that had deterrence been
tried against Hitler, it would have succeeded. There are good grounds to
believe that here, too, deterrence would have failed, given Hitler’s preference
for war rather than compromise.120 The mistake was to make a dubious
counterfactual speculation into the universal truth of the nuclear age. Evi-
dence from the missile crisis suggests, moreover, that for nuclear powers, the
fear of war dominates even when the most basic interests are at stake.

Threat-based strategies may fail for a second reason. It is difficult, as de-
terrence theorists have long acknowledged, to make credible threats to use
force when nuclear war is a possible outcome of confrontation. In l962,
threats were credible largely because of the stereotyped images Kennedy and
Khrushchev had of the other’s political system; each worried that the other
might be driven to use force by militants at home. By 1973, Soviet and
American leaders had developed a more nuanced understanding of the
other’s political system as their relationship improved. The shared horror of
nuclear war had encouraged both sides to try to reduce the risk of inadver-
tent war and to manage their incompatibilities among their interests through
diplomacy. The improvement in their relationship in turn limited the credi-
bility of nuclear threats. The reality of nuclear deterrence compromised the
strategies of deterrence and compellence.
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Crises that grow out of the pursuit of incompatible objectives by nuclear
powers are difficult to resolve. The outcome of the crisis will depend in large
part on the importance of the issues at stake to the parties and how incom-
patible their objectives are. If the value of the interests at stake is not great,
one side may prefer to concede rather than risk escalation, or tactical inter-
ests may converge, as they did in 1973.

There is a cost to this kind of crisis resolution. The resolution of a crisis
through temporary convergence of tactical interests or capitulation is likely
to damage the relationship between the parties long after the crisis is over.
The fundamental problem of nuclear crisis management is not strategies and
tactics but goals. Leaders can try to educate each other about the conse-
quences of their continuing pursuit of incompatible goals, so that one or
both sides reconsider their interests and moderate their goals. Crisis resolu-
tion is most effective when leaders “learn” about other’s interests as well as
their own, when they reorder or modify their objectives in light of the risk of
war, and then engage in fundamental trade-offs. In large part because learn-
ing was so limited, the crisis in 1973 was the beginning of the end of the
second détente between the United States and the Soviet Union.
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Deterrence and Crisis Management

What is of concern is the fact that both governments were so

far out of contact really. I don’t think that we expected that he

[Khrushchev] would put missiles in Cuba. . . . Now, he obvi-

ously must have thought that he could do it in secret and that

the United States would accept it. So that he did not judge our

intentions. . . .

When you look at all those misjudgments which brought

on war [in 1914 and 1939], and then you see the Soviet Union

and the United States, so far separated in their beliefs . . . and

you put the nuclear equation into that struggle, that is what

makes this . . . such a dangerous time. . . . One mistake can

make this whole thing blow up.

—John F. Kennedy 1

THE CUBAN missile crisis spawned a large literature on crisis management.2

Much of it stressed the importance of deterrence and compellence and
analyzed the tactics that could give credibility to the threats that are at the
core of those strategies.3 More recent studies have identified technical, or-
ganizational, and political constraints that make it very difficult, and some-
times impossible, for leaders to manipulate the risk of war with precision.
Critics of deterrence and compellence also maintain that political leaders
have been insufficiently sensitive to the risk of inadvertent war inherent in
these strategies.4

The evidence from our cases supports these criticisms of deterrence. The
previous chapter demonstrated how perceptions of the risk of war were
largely independent of adversarial attempts to manipulate those risks. The
unpredictable relationship between threats and their consequences made it
difficult to derive bargaining advantages from putative asymmetries in the
balance of interests or military capability. This chapter develops a different
critique of deterrence. It hypothesizes a strong relationship between precrisis
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reliance on deterrence to prevent challenges and difficulty in coping with
those challenges when deterrence fails. Deterrence can impede early warn-
ing, lead to exaggerated threat assessments, contribute to stress, increase the
domestic and allied pressures on leaders to stand firm, and exacerbate the
problem of loss of control.

DETERRENCE AND INTELLIGENCE

Deterrence conceives of aggression as opportunity-driven. Challenges occur
when defenders lack the military capability or political will to defend their
commitments. Deterrence further assumes that adversaries assess the risks
and likely consequences of their challenge before proceeding. Leaders who
put their faith in deterrence are likely to rely on the military balance as a
good predictor of challenges; they will expect their adversary to behave cau-
tiously when the military balance is unfavorable. They are also likely to be
insensitive to challenges driven by need and to the possibility of serious mis-
calculations by their adversary.

In the missile crisis, Kennedy and his principal advisors, operating within
the assumptions of deterrence, did not consider that the missile deployment
might have been driven by defensive concerns. Their confidence in deter-
rence also led them to discount the likelihood of a deployment, given the
overwhelming military advantage the United States possessed in the Carib-
bean. Almost nobody in the upper levels of the government believed that
Khrushchev would violate his private assurances about the missiles.5 The
only important exception was CIA Director John A. McCone, who did not
assume that Khrushchev would behave prudently or rationally.6

During the summer and early fall of 1962, the CIA actively monitored
the Soviet military buildup in Cuba but missed its significance because
analysts put too much credence in the efficacy of deterrence and the rational-
ity of their adversary.7 Two Special National Intelligence Estimates consid-
ered and rejected the possibility of a Soviet missile deployment on the
grounds that it would be too risky.8 In discounting a serious Soviet chal-
lenge in Cuba, the CIA was further misled by its high regard for Soviet intel-
ligence. The Soviet embassy was known to have extraordinarily competent
intelligence officers who “were constantly plumbing both White House
and congressional feelings” and presumably transmitting their findings
back to Moscow. Sherman Kent, director of the Office of National Esti-
mates, assumed that Ambassador Dobrynin, who “was no dummy to the
West” would “certainly . . . have been warning Khrushchev on the dangers
of a U.S. riposte if the Soviets placed offensive missiles in Cuba.”9 It never
occurred to CIA analysts that Ambassador Dobrynin could be as unin-
formed about Khrushchev’s intentions as they were and reluctant to offer
assessments at odds with the expectations of the foreign ministry or the
Kremlin.
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The administration’s discovery of the missiles was facilitated by its belief
that they were not there. There were no U-2 flights over the western part of
Cuba between 5 September and the flight that discovered the missile sites on
14 October. Aerial surveillance was restricted after the loss of a U-2 over
China on 9 September and the suspected operational readiness of SAM-2
antiaircraft batteries in western Cuba. The decision to authorize the fateful
14 October U-2 mission was made on 4 October by the Committee on Over-
head Reconnaissance in response to disturbing but confusing reports from
anti-Castro Cubans that Soviet missiles were being deployed in the San
Cristóbal area. The flight was delayed almost ten days because of State De-
partment resistance and bickering between the air force and the CIA over
who would fly the mission.10

The 14 October U-2 mission was also a response to charges by Senator
Kenneth Keating of New York and other Republicans that the Soviet Union
was secretly deploying missiles in Cuba. The administration was angered by
Keating’s charges, given great prominence by the press, and by his rejection
of the president’s request to share with him whatever information he might
have about Soviet missiles in Cuba. National Security Advisor McGeorge
Bundy ordered stepped-up intelligence operations because of disturbing
information from Cuba, but the president also wanted to make a more con-
vincing case to the American public that Keating’s allegations were base-
less.11 It is one of the ironies of the crisis that the U-2 overflight that discov-
ered the San Cristóbal missile base was ordered at least in part by Bundy to
refute Republican charges that there were Soviet missiles in Cuba.

In 1973, belief in deterrence prevented Tel Aviv and Washington from
receiving timely warning of war. Once again, the problem was not the lack
of information but the misleading set of assumptions that guided intelligence
assessment in both capitals. Israeli military intelligence assumed that mili-
tary superiority would be sufficient to deter an attack. Egypt would remain
resentful but quiescent until its air force could strike at Israel’s airfields, and
Syria would only attack in conjunction with Egypt. The Egyptian General
Staff had made the same argument throughout much of 1972 and their op-
position to war was known to Israeli intelligence. Using the Egyptian esti-
mate of Israeli air superiority, and fully confident themselves of their advan-
tage in the air, Israel’s military analysts were persuaded that President Sadat
would not be so irrational as to start a war.12

The United States was warned by Leonid Brezhnev and Andrei Gromyko
in April 1973, by Brezhnev again in May, and by King Hussein of Jordan in
June, that war was likely. A staff report of the National Security Council
prepared at Henry Kissinger’s request nevertheless concluded that “There is
a low probability that Sadat will renew fighting to break the deadlock, not
because Sadat would not want to go to war, but because he is conscious of
the severe results of such a step in view of the balance of power in the area,
the relative weakness of Egypt and the current international circum-
stances.”13 The CIA and a mid-May interagency report concurred with this



• D E T E R R E N C E A N D C R I S I S M A N A G E M E N T • 327

estimate. The only dissenting voice was the State Department’s Bureau of
Intelligence and Research (INR). On 31 May, INR submitted a memoran-
dum to Secretary of State William Rogers warning that if the diplomatic
stalemate were not broken, “the resumption of hostilities by autumn will
become a better than even bet.”14

American intelligence erred because it operated with the same assump-
tions as Israel: every estimate that considered war unlikely argued that Egypt
and Syria would not attack because they lacked the military capability
to regain the territory captured by Israel in 1967. After the fact, Henry
Kissinger ruefully observed that “The premises were correct. The conclu-
sions were not.”15

On September 30, after receiving reports that Syrian armor was massing
on the Golan Heights, Kissinger asked for another interagency estimate.
Large-scale Egyptian military movements in the vicinity of the Suez Canal,
described as an exercise by Cairo, were also under way. Even the State De-
partment’s intelligence unit did not think these deployments signified war.
“In our view,” INR advised, “the political climate in the Arab states argues
against a major Syrian military move against Israel at this time. The possibil-
ity of a more limited Syrian strike, perhaps one designed to retaliate for the
pounding the Syrian Air Force took from the Israelis on September 13, can-
not of course be excluded.”16 On 3 October, only three days before the at-
tack, the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) concluded that “The movement
of Syrian troops and Egyptian military readiness are considered to be coinci-
dental and not designed to lead to major hostilities.”17 On 4–5 October, the
CIA informed the White House that “the military preparations that have
occurred do not indicate that any party intends to initiate hostilities.”18

Washington was also reassured by Israel’s confidence that there would be
no war. Israeli officials had been sharing their estimates of Egyptian intentions
with CIA analysts and administration officials. In a meeting with Kissinger in
New York on 4 October, Foreign Minister Abba Eban advised that Egyptian
military movements were routine and that “the voice of reason” would pre-
vail in Damascus.19 Kissinger noted that “Our own reporting was a mirror
image of Israel’s.”20 In retrospect, he acknowledged the failure to anticipate
the Egyptian attack as “one of our biggest intelligence failures.”21

The partial failure of American intelligence in 1962 and the complete
American and Israeli intelligence failure in 1973 can be traced largely to
exaggerated confidence in deterrence. The assumption that deterrence,
based on superior military capability, would prevent an attack drove intelli-
gence collection and evaluation. It blinded intelligence analysts to Khru-
shchev’s and Sadat’s objectives and made them insensitive to the pressures
both leaders faced. Israel’s analysts were so much the prisoners of their as-
sumption that they discounted the tactical intelligence that indicated attack
was imminent on two fronts.

The intended victim of surprise rarely gets the kind of warning that Ken-
nedy had. Policymakers and intelligence analysts governed by the logic of
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deterrence are generally sensitive only to threats they consider rational.
Those informed by its logic assume their adversaries are capable of making
reasonably accurate assessments of the relative military balance and that
they will refrain from challenges that are extraordinarily risky or have little
chance of success. Neither Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba
nor Sadat’s choice to go to war conformed to these expectations. Khru-
shchev believed that the missiles could be deployed secretly and that Ken-
nedy would tolerate them after their presence was announced. Khrushchev’s
estimates of risk were superficially derived and seriously flawed, and his
reasons for expecting Kennedy to limit his response to verbal protests, like
his motives for deploying the missiles, were opaque to American intelli-
gence. There are many other well-documented cases of threatening military
deployments and resorts to force based on unrealistic estimates of adversar-
ial responses.22 Most of these challenges, like Khrushchev’s, were motivated
by a combination of strategic and domestic pressures, and the leaders who
initiated them were strongly motivated to believe that they would succeed.
Intelligence interpreted through the prism of deterrence is therefore likely to
fail when it is needed the most.

DETERRENCE AND THREAT ASSESSMENT

When defenders believe that deterrence has failed, they rarely question the
appropriateness of the strategy. Instead, they use its assumptions to explain
their adversary’s behavior. Analyses informed by the logic of deterrence fre-
quently result in exaggerated estimates of threat.

Working within the framework of deterrence, one explanation of failure
posits adversarial goals commensurate with the risk or cost of war. Because
leaders know that they are unprepared to tolerate a provocation, they as-
sume their adversary also knew this and acted in full knowledge of the likely
consequences of its behavior. A challenge under these conditions reveals
the willingness of adversarial leaders to risk war in pursuit of far-reaching
aggressive designs. Only the prospect of large gain could justify the risk or
cost of war.

Deterrence sometimes fails for this reason. Hitler invaded Poland in Sep-
tember 1939 in full recognition that Poland would resist and France and
Britain would declare war, but that war was the only way of achieving the
goals he sought.23 However, when challengers miscalculate their adversary’s
response to their actions, this kind of explanation encourages an exagger-
ated estimate of threat. The missile crisis is a case in point.

The president and the Ex Comm were shocked by the missile deployment
because it appeared to indicate Khrushchev’s willingness to risk war with
the United States. Americans knew that they could not accept Soviet missiles
in Cuba for domestic and foreign-policy reasons and assumed that these
reasons were apparent to Khrushchev. To take such a risk, the president and
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the Ex Comm reasoned, Khrushchev must have expected to reap great gains.
They accordingly attributed aggressive objectives to Khrushchev: he had
sent missiles to Cuba to weaken NATO, spread communism in Latin Amer-
ica, and provide the security umbrella he needed to take decisive action
against the Western presence in Berlin.24

An alternative explanation for Khrushchev’s risk taking would have in-
voked pressing domestic or foreign needs. The president and Ex Comm con-
sidered and rejected defensive motives for the deployment. They rejected a
defensive interpretation of Khrushchev’s action in part because they could
not empathize; they did not understand the perception of threat their strate-
gic and Caribbean policies engendered in Moscow. With no understanding
of the magnitude of the threat Khrushchev perceived, nor of the domestic
problems the missile deployment was intended to address, they also rejected
the defensive explanation because the risks of confrontation inherent in a
secret missile deployment appeared wholly disproportionate to any threat it
might be intended to address.

In this explanation of deterrence failure, the assumptions of deterrence
are reinforced by two common cognitive biases: the fundamental attribution
error and the proportionality bias. The fundamental attribution error not
only leads people to exaggerate the importance of dispositional over situa-
tional factors in explaining the undesirable behavior of others but also to
expect that others will understand their undesirable behavior in terms of
situational constraints.25

As the fundamental attribution error would predict, Kennedy and the Ex
Comm explained their behavior in terms of their situational constraints.
They considered the president’s warnings before the crisis and the imposi-
tion of the quarantine once the missiles were discovered as policies dictated
by domestic and foreign-policy needs. They interpreted the Soviet military
buildup in Cuba and the attempt to deploy the missiles secretly as reflective
of the aggressive disposition of Soviet communism. Khrushchev made simi-
lar kinds of attributions; he considered the missile deployment as a response
to pressing domestic and foreign needs and attributed Kennedy’s hostility to
Castro, and later the quarantine, as consistent with the aggressive nature of
capitalism.26

The proportionality bias assumes that people will make an effort propor-
tional to the ends they seek.27 We make inferences about the nature and
importance of others’ goals from the costs they are willing to pay to attain
their objectives.28 The Soviet Union’s seeming willingness to court war in
Cuba accordingly reflected its leaders’ expectation of the possibility of enor-
mous rewards. A similar logic dictated the assessment by the Carter adminis-
tration of Soviet motives for invading Afghanistan.29

A second explanation for deterrence failure, consistent with the strategy’s
assumptions, is that the defender did not implement the strategy properly.
Deterrence predicts that challenges will occur when defenders have failed
to develop adequate military capability or demonstrate resolve. Because
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leaders estimate the costs of confrontation to be extremely high and con-
sider their adversary to be instrumentally rational, they reason that they
have failed to convince their adversary of their military capability or re-
solve. When leaders believe that their adversary has underestimated their
resolve, they will see any retreat as fraught with symbolic as well as sub-
stantive costs.

Kennedy and his advisors made this assessment in 1962. They were con-
vinced, falsely we now know, that Khrushchev had gone ahead with the
missile deployment because he did not believe that Kennedy had the courage
to provoke a confrontation. There was a consensus, Robert McNamara re-
ported, that “if we did not respond forcefully in Cuba, the Soviets would
continue to poke and prod us elsewhere.”30 The president worried particu-
larly about Berlin, where he expected the costs of confrontation to be much
higher and his ability to resist Soviet action to be correspondingly less, given
the unfavorable military balance. The need to prevent a confrontation in
Berlin was probably the principal foreign-policy concern driving the block-
ade decision.

In 1973, Kissinger and his colleagues also worried that Soviet leaders
would underestimate American resolve if they did not respond to Breznev’s
threat that he might act unilaterally. Unlike Kennedy and the Ex Comm,
they did empathize with the objectives of Soviet leaders and did consider a
defensive interpretation of Soviet objectives. They nevertheless considered
Brezhnev’s letter a challenge to the United States. Kissinger speculated that
the Soviet Union had threatened that it might intervene because Nixon was
crippled by Watergate. Echoing the lessons of Munich, Kissinger observed
that “A leader known to yield to intimidation invites it.”31 The alert would
bank resolve and build the deterrent reputation of the United States for
the future.

These two explanations of deterrence failure are based on contrasting
premises. The first assumes reasonably accurate assessment of the defender’s
resolve by a challenger, whereas the second assumes miscalculation of the
defender’s resolve. Logically, the two explanations are mutually exclusive.
Empirical evidence indicates that they can be reinforcing. In Cuba, the same
Ex Comm officials made both arguments; they interpreted the missile de-
ployment as evidence of the Kremlin’s willingness to risk war and the result
of the administration’s failure to develop an adequate reputation for resolve.
The two interpretations together created an enormous sense of threat. Ken-
nedy was convinced that he not only had to get the missiles out of Cuba but
he had to do so in a public confrontation that would teach Khrushchev
respect for American resolve. In 1973, the sense of threat was less because
American leaders argued only that Brezhnev could not be allowed to miscal-
culate American resolve. Even then, the threat was exaggerated.

The strategy of deterrence makes unrealistic assumptions about the way
people reason. Evidence from these as well as many other cases indicates
that human beings are not always instrumentally rational and are even less
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likely to be so in acute crises when they are emotionally aroused and con-
front intense conflict among their objectives. Yet this is precisely the situa-
tion in which defenders most rely on deterrence. The policy-making environ-
ment is also far from transparent. Cultural, political and personal barriers to
assessment frequently combine to make it opaque to outsiders.

The missile crisis was resolved in part because Kennedy revised his ini-
tially high estimate of threat. The Soviet leader’s caution during the crisis,
his letters to Kennedy, and the information that reached the White House
through the Dobrynin-Robert Kennedy back channel led the president to
take seriously the possibility that Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to
Cuba may have been prompted by at least some defensive objectives. He also
recognized that Khrushchev had seriously miscalculated the consequences of
his own action.

Policymakers who have relied on deterrence are reluctant to reconsider its
validity once it fails. They more often use its assumptions to explain its fail-
ure. As we have seen in the cases of 1962 and 1973, this leads to exaggerated
estimates of threat and responses that can provoke crises and make them
more acute. Only after Kennedy reconsidered his initial interpretation of
Khrushchev’s goals that had been informed by the logic of deterrence, did
the crisis become easier to resolve.

DETERRENCE AND STRESS

When deterrence fails, it can create stress by denying leaders early warning
and the time they need to consider their options. It can also trigger shock and
anger because commitments that leaders have made have been challenged.
Stress can seriously degrade performance in the crisis that follows the failure
of deterrence.32

In his analysis of the impact of stress on crisis decision making, Alexander
George contends that no aspect of the policy-making process is immune to
its effects. Stress can impair attention and perception: important aspects of
the crisis situation may escape scrutiny, conflicting values and interests at
stake may be ignored, the range of perceived alternatives is likely to narrow
but not necessarily to the best option, and the search for relevant options
tends to be dominated by past experience. There is a tendency to fall back on
familiar solutions that have worked in the past whether or not they are ap-
propriate to the present situation.

Acute stress can also increase cognitive rigidity. It can impair the ability to
improvise and reduce creativity, diminish receptivity to information that
challenges existing beliefs, increase stereotyped thinking, and reduce toler-
ance for ambiguity leading to a premature termination of the search for
information. Stress can also shorten and narrow leaders’ perspectives. They
will pay less attention to longer-range consequences of their options and to
the side effects of the alternatives they are considering. Finally, stress can
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encourage leaders to shift the burden of decision to their opponent. Under
stress, leaders tend to believe that their options are quite limited and that
their opponent can prevent an impending disaster.33

These stress-induced decisional pathologies have been well-documented
in analyses of important crises in this century.34 Critics contend that these
cases are atypical and deny that stress poses a serious problem for crisis
management.35 The disagreement is in part a function of the failure to distin-
guish among different kinds of stress.

We identify three different kinds of stress. Stress can be induced by the
recognition that there is insufficient time to perform allotted tasks and
by insufficient rest from the demands of the task. Stress can also be trig-
gered when a threat of loss provokes internal conflict. Severe stress can be
created when situational threats exacerbate already existing internal
conflict.36 There is evidence of the first two kinds of stress in the crises of
1962 and 1973.

In the Cuban missile crisis, leaders were exhausted by their increased
work load. Dean Rusk reports that President Kennedy and his advisors got
very little sleep for two weeks:

I averaged about four hours of sleep per night during the crisis, and John Ken-
nedy could not have slept much either. In his memoirs even Nikita Khrushchev
admitted that he slept on his office couch during the crisis. Sleeplessness, suspi-
cion, ignorance about what the other fellow is going to do all take their toll. In
a future crisis how long can human beings hold up? Would there be a point at
which exhaustion might affect judgment and some leader might say, ‘the hell
with it,’ and push the button?37

In 1973, American officials also testified to the numbing effect of fatigue-
induced stress. Joseph Sisco, then assistant secretary for Near Eastern and
South Asian affairs, believes that it accounts for the otherwise inexplicable
failure of Gromyko and Kissinger at their meeting in Moscow on 20 Octo-
ber to make provision for personnel to supervise the cease-fire in the field:

Before we left for Moscow, I hadn’t slept for twenty-four hours and Henry was
very tired. I said to him: “Henry, you must insist that when we get to Moscow,
we have no meetings. We need the sleep.” Henry answered: “I promise, I prom-
ise.” Of course, when we got to Moscow, Brezhnev wanted to see us right away.
We had one of those huge Russian dinners that lasted until three in the morning.
We tried to stay away from substance, but inevitably the talk turned that way.
I couldn’t stay awake. Candidly, it was too much. The meeting was scheduled
for 11 A.M. the next morning. We barely had time to draft a document.38

Exhausted and preoccupied with larger issues, very experienced and able
officials simply forgot to build in machinery to supervise the cease-fire.

The effects of fatigue and time pressure were also evident on the night of
24 October. Kissinger and his colleagues met in the White House Situation
Room to consider their response to Brezhnev’s letter. They estimated that if
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the Soviet Union were going to send forces to Egypt, it would do so in a
matter of hours. In little more than an hour they had decided to alert Amer-
ican forces worldwide.

There was very little discussion of the likelihood that the Soviet Union
would deploy troops. The issue was quickly transformed into the search for
an immediate response to a Soviet challenge, irrespective of whether Mos-
cow intended to implement its threat. The worldwide alert of strategic forces
was chosen with little consideration of its capacity to deter Soviet military
intervention. There was virtually no discussion of alternative measures that
might have constituted an effective signal to Moscow with a reduced risk of
escalation. The failure to understand the operational and technical require-
ments of the alert decision was in part the result of inadequate time to think
it through, to familiarize participants in the meeting with its consequences,
and to consider alternatives that would have minimized the risks.

Stress induced by information overload, time constraints, and fatigue was
not crippling. However, it did degrade performance. In l973, Brezhnev,
acutely conscious of the urgency of the plight of the trapped Egyptian army,
added the last threatening sentence to his letter to Nixon, and American
leaders quickly chose a DEFCON III alert without adequate consideration of
its consequences. In the missile crisis, the evidence indicates that Kennedy
and Khrushchev actually performed better at the end of the crisis than they
did at the beginning, even though they were tired and operating under
greater time constraints. Their thinking was less stereotyped, their diplo-
macy more imaginative, and they demonstrated increased rather than dimin-
ished ability to concentrate and think through problems.

A second kind of stress occurs when a threat of severe loss provokes inter-
nal conflict. Motivational psychologists portray policymakers as emotional
beings, not rational calculators, who are beset by doubts and uncertainties
and are reluctant to make irrevocable choices. Important decisions generate
conflict, defined as simultaneous opposing tendencies to accept and reject
given courses of action. This conflict and the stress it generates become acute
when policymakers realize that any available course of action entails a risk
of serious loss.39

Policymakers who confront this kind of dilemma are likely to practice
defensive avoidance: they procrastinate, shift responsibility for the decision,
and bolster. Bolstering allows people to convince themselves that their pol-
icy will succeed. It is most likely to happen when policymakers have lost
hope of finding a satisfactory option and are unable to postpone a decision
or transfer responsibility to someone else. Instead, they commit themselves
to the least objectionable option and proceed to exaggerate its positive con-
sequences and minimize its costs. They continue to think about the problem
but ward off anxiety by selective attention and other forms of distorted in-
formation processing designed to insulate themselves from information that
points to the risks of their policy. If confronted with such information, they
alter its implications through a process of wishful thinking and rationaliza-



334 • C H A P T E R T H I R T E E N •

tion that argues against the prospect of serious loss if the current policy is
unchanged.40

Late on the night of 24 October, when a piece of misleading tactical intel-
ligence suggested that the Soviet Union might send troops to Egypt despite
the nuclear alert, Kissinger searched desperately for an appropriate conven-
tional response. A “frantic” Kissinger ordered Roy Atherton and William
Quandt to draft a plan to deploy American troops immediately to the Mid-
dle East, although not to Israel. Quandt subsequently admitted to his confu-
sion about where American forces would be sent.41 Kissinger could find no
good option, but felt pressed to respond to what he thought was an immi-
nent Soviet deployment. If Brezhnev sent forces to the Middle East, so would
the United States, even if no country would receive them. Early the next
morning, Kissinger advised the president, and Nixon agreed, to send Ameri-
can forces to the Middle East if the Soviet Union deployed forces in Egypt.42

Fortunately, the threat dissipated before Nixon and Kissinger had to imple-
ment their decision.

The American discovery of Soviet missiles in Cuba created a personal and
political crisis for President Kennedy because he had believed Khrushchev’s
assurances that he would exercise restraint and had declared publicly that
the introduction of offensive weapons into Cuba would be unacceptable. At
the first Ex Comm meeting on the morning of 16 October, President Ken-
nedy gave evidence of acute stress. Normally an exceedingly articulate man,
he found it difficult to complete a simple declarative sentence; he repeatedly
interrupted himself and spoke in poorly linked phrases, many of them seem-
ing non sequiturs. The excerpt below indicates how difficult he found it to
focus his thoughts.

I don’t think we got much time on these missiles. They may be. . . . So it may be
that we just have to, we can’t wait two weeks while we’re getting ready to, to
roll. Maybe just have to just take them out, and continue our other preparations
if we decide to do that. That may be where we end up. I think we ought to,
beginning right now, be preparing to. . . . Because that’s what we’re going to do
anyway. We’re certainly going to do number one; we’re going to take out these,
uh, missiles.43

Kennedy’s manner and bearing also betrayed stress. “He was very
clipped, very tense,” remembers Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gil-
patric. “I don’t recall a time when I saw him more preoccupied and less given
to any light touch at all.”44 The White House tapes reveal that Kennedy was
an uncompromising hawk on 16 October. He appeared committed to an air
strike against the missiles followed by an invasion, and devoted much of the
Ex Comm’s first meeting to a discussion of the military preparations these
operations would require.45

Kennedy’s stress on 16 October was attributable in the first instance to
shock and anger. Throughout the summer he had been under increasing
pressure to take a more militant stance against Castro but had wisely recog-
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nized that an invasion would be costly and had the potential of escalating
into a wider conflict with the Soviet Union. He had tried to finesse his polit-
ical problem by publicly committing the United States to oppose something
he did not expect the Soviet Union to do. He was now forced to recognize
that he had made a serious miscalculation. By practicing deterrence, he had
exacerbated his political and international difficulties.46

Kennedy was particularly vulnerable after he warned Khrushchev not to
send missiles to Cuba. If Khrushchev chose to ignore his warnings and de-
ploy the missiles, the costs would be far greater once Kennedy had publicly
warned the Soviet leader. Leaders who have been challenged after they had
made commitments have been known to engage in denial. Kaiser Wilhelm in
1914, Joseph Stalin in l941, and Jawaharlal Nehru in l962 manipulated
their country’s intelligence networks so that they reported only positive in-
formation and assessments. When confronted with discrepant and threaten-
ing information, they did their best to deny, discredit, or distort the informa-
tion to make it consistent with their needs. They then all suffered dissociative
reactions or crippling disabilities when the threatening events occurred.47

Pushed by domestic political pressure and John McCone’s persistence,
Kennedy ordered increased intelligence coverage of Cuba. Because he was
reasonably confident that no missiles would be discovered, intensive surveil-
lance of Cuba aroused little anxiety. The president was open-minded in his
search for and evaluation of new information. Ironically, the president’s
confidence in deterrence freed him to search actively for information he did
not expect to find.

Kennedy was reluctant to give credit to unsubstantiated refugee reports of
missiles, as was the CIA for legitimate professional reasons. However,
throughout the summer and fall, he periodically summoned Ray Cline of the
CIA to the White House to brief him on the latest intelligence about Cuba.
According to Cline, the president was anxious to hear the facts about the
Soviet buildup; he never encouraged the CIA to shade their reports to suit his
political needs.48

Kennedy’s open-mindedness and his insistence on a major intelligence ef-
fort had important, positive consequences for his ability to cope with the
discovery of Soviet missile bases in Cuba. It facilitated the American discov-
ery of the missile bases before Khrushchev announced their presence. This
significantly reduced the psychological shock of discovery. The discovery
provoked extreme anger—directed at himself as well as at Khrushchev—and
great stress but did not incapacitate the president or stampede him into an
emotional and poorly thought out response.

Of equal importance, the discovery of the missiles provided the adminis-
tration with a week to gather additional information and consider an appro-
priate response. When the missiles were first discovered, Kennedy’s stress
was also a function of the decisions he faced. Decisional conflict and its
associated stress become acute when people realize that any course of action
open to them entails a risk of serious loss. The choice, as Kennedy conceived
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it on 16 October, was between accepting the Soviet missiles—out of the
question because of domestic politics and reputational costs—and military
action, with all its attendant risks of a wider and possibly nuclear war. Dur-
ing the week they had to consider their options, the president and his advi-
sors were able to control their anger and frame the problem they faced in a
broader and more appropriate perspective. The Ex Comm summaries and
tapes, and the memoirs of its participants, attest to the thoughtful way in
which they weighed the relative merits and drawbacks of the blockade, air
strike, and invasion, and then planned the implementation of the blockade
once the president had made his decision. Kennedy’s choice of the blockade
can be regarded not only as an astute political strategy but also as a clever
psychological one. It was an attempt by the president to buy time and es-
cape, at least temporarily, the frightening and anxiety-ridden choice be-
tween negotiation (capitulation) and force (war). The John Kennedy who
chose the blockade on 21 October had come a long way, emotionally and
intellectually, from the frightened and stressed leader who had presided over
the 16 October Ex Comm meeting.

Kennedy subsequently recognized that his judgment had been affected by
anger and stress. Looking back on the crisis, he confessed that if it had been
necessary to act in the first two days, “I don’t think probably we would have
chosen as prudently as we finally did.”49 Former Ex Comm members have
the same impression. Robert McNamara is convinced that if the president
had been forced to make a decision early in the crisis, he would have
launched an air strike against Cuba as a prelude to an invasion.50

Unlike Kennedy, Khrushchev tried to insulate himself from threatening
information. His precrisis behavior was characterized by bolstering and
denial. He dismissed Kennedy’s September warnings out of hand and never
questioned his belief that the Soviet missile bases in Cuba would be fully
operational before they were discovered. Irrefutable evidence may be nec-
essary to overcome such defenses.51 However, for people who need to pro-
tect themselves against a threatening reality, almost any evidence is refut-
able. For at least twenty-four hours, Stalin refused to believe that the
German invasion of the Soviet Union was anything more than an unauthor-
ized large-scale border incursion. He would not allow Soviet forces to
counterattack for fear that it would trigger a real invasion.52 Khrushchev at
first also sought refuge in delusion: shortly after the quarantine was an-
nounced, he tried to convince himself and his colleagues in the Presidium
that the blockade was evidence that Kennedy was prepared to accept the
missile bases.53

Khrushchev’s precrisis behavior outwardly resembled that of other lead-
ers who subsequently resorted to extreme defense mechanisms. But Khru-
shchev’s response to the reality he had sought to deny was not as severe. His
initial attempt at denial, apparent in the Presidium meeting, gave way to
outbursts of anger and threats of war. Although severely stressed, Khru-
shchev refrained from taking any immediate action. Within a few days, he
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had mustered the inner resources to confront and cope creatively with his
political and personal dilemma.

Khrushchev’s adaptive response may have been a reflection of his greater
mental stability. For Kaiser Wilhelm, Stalin, and Nehru, evidence of their
miscalculations represented an acute threat to their political goals and per-
sonality structures. For Khrushchev, such evidence appears to have threat-
ened only his political goals. He had bolstered his difficult and risky decision
to send missiles to Cuba but was secure enough to be able to acknowledge
his miscalculation.

Khrushchev’s adaptive response was also facilitated by Kennedy’s choice
of the blockade. It gave the Soviet leader more time to react and consider his
response. Kennedy also gave Khrushchev additional time by deciding to
allow a Soviet oil tanker and an East German passenger ship to pass unchal-
lenged through the blockade line. Soviet officials report that Khrushchev
needed at least a few days to marshall his inner resources, confront the un-
pleasant reality of his miscalculation, and work out the outlines of the Soviet
response. Khrushchev’s agitated emotional state during the first forty-eight
hours of the crisis provides additional evidence for the supposition that an
unannounced American air strike against the missile bases might have had
catastrophic consequences. It would have significantly sharpened the di-
lemma that Khrushchev confronted at precisely the moment that he was
least capable of responding rationally.

Our analysis suggests that different kinds of stress can contribute to crisis
and seriously impair the quality of policy making. In 1962, stress triggered
by the threat of loss helped to create the crisis because the coping mecha-
nisms Khrushchev adopted blinded him to the likely adverse consequences
of his policies and encouraged him to brush aside Kennedy’s warnings.
Kennedy and Khrushchev were severely stressed when the crisis began for
them but had time to recover from its effects before having to make critical
decisions. Discovery of the missile sites by American intelligence and the
administration’s ability to keep that discovery a secret provided Kennedy
and his advisors with almost a week to formulate their response. Kennedy’s
experience with stress sensitized him to its dangers and led him to try to
give Khrushchev enough time to overcome his shock and consider his pre-
dicament rationally. Kennedy later told the National Security Council that
he was convinced that if Soviet leaders had to react to the blockade in only
“an hour or two, their actions would have been spasmodic and might have
resulted in nuclear war.”54 Without time, crisis management would have
been seriously impaired. In 1973, stress was triggered principally by short-
age of time and fatigue. Although this kind of stress is less severe than the
stress triggered by the threat of loss, it had significant consequences for crisis
management.55

Our analysis suggests a paradoxical relationship between deterrence and
stress. The best antidote to stress engendered either by situational factors
that provoke internal conflict or by external conditions is time. Time is often
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a function of early warning. Early warning, however, is less likely when
leaders’ analysis of information is shaped by the logic of deterrence. Crises
that grow out of the failure of deterrence are least likely to provide the time
leaders need to cope with the stress generated by the challenge to their deter-
rent commitments.

DETERRENCE AND THE POLITICAL ROOM TO MANEUVER

Deterrence and compellence depend in part on imparting credibility to com-
mitments. To make their threats credible, leaders often “burn their bridges”
by making their commitments public. A public commitment enhances credi-
bility by increasing the political price of backing down. Deterrence and do-
mestic politics accordingly stand in a complex relationship to one another.
Leaders must secure the support of important domestic groups if their
threats are to be credible, but they must avoid becoming prisoners of the
public expectations and passions they help to create. The crises in l962 and
l973 illustrate two different facets of the complex relationship between do-
mestic politics and threat-based strategies.

In 1962, even before President Kennedy warned the Soviet Union that
deployment of Soviet missiles in Cuba would be unacceptable, he faced
strong public and congressional pressure. Anti-Castro passions ran high and
were stoked by Republicans who hoped to embarrass and weaken the ad-
ministration. Kennedy exacerbated his domestic political problem by declar-
ing publicly that deployment of Soviet missiles in Cuba would be unaccept-
able to the United States. Reasonably confident that Khrushchev would not
be so “irrational” as to send missiles to Cuba, Kennedy drew the line. When
the Soviet missile sites were discovered, Kennedy was caught between a du-
plicitous adversary and an aroused public opinion.

Faced with this choice, Kennedy desperately searched for a way out of the
crisis. His solution, a public-private exchange of missiles, resolved the crisis
and largely circumvented the political constraints created by deterrence. By
withholding information about the Jupiters, Kennedy created the political
space he needed to manage the crisis, keep the support of the public and
Congress, preserve the fragile consensus of the Ex Comm, and gain the polit-
ical freedom to make the concessions necessary to resolve the crisis. His
public pledge not to invade Cuba and the secret concession on the Jupiters
convinced Khrushchev to withdraw the Soviet missiles. The president calcu-
lated that a pledge not to invade Cuba would offend the strongly anti-Castro
forces but would not significantly erode his public standing. He judged cor-
rectly. In the eyes of most Americans, Kennedy won a great victory by dem-
onstrating resolve and forcing the Soviet Union to withdraw its missiles.

In 1973, domestic political pressures pushed in the other direction and
complicated the administration’s attempt at deterrence. Nixon was in the
midst of the acute domestic political crisis of Watergate. Suspicion of the
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president’s motives and actions was widespread in the Congress, the media,
and the public at large. Public confidence in Nixon was low. At the meeting
in the White House on the night of 24 October, Kissinger and his staff
speculated about whether the Soviet Union would have challenged a “func-
tioning” president. “There was some discussion,” Kissinger wrote in his
memoirs, “about whether the United States—in response to the Soviet dis-
patch of troops to Egypt—would be [politically] able to make a countervail-
ing move by putting its own troops in the area. There was concern whether
our domestic political situation would permit such a military move. But I
was adamant that we would have to act in the national interest regardless of
media skepticism or political opposition.”56 Kissinger told his staff that
night: “If we can’t do what is right because we might get killed, then we
should do what is right. We will have to contend with the charge in the
domestic media that we provoked this. The real charge is that we provoked
this by being soft.”57

At a press conference at noon the next day, reporters peppered the secre-
tary with provocative questions. They asked if the Soviet Union had ex-
ploited the domestic crisis in Washington and if Nixon had created a crisis
with the Soviet Union to distract attention from the domestic political crisis
at home. “The queries as to our motives . . .” Kissinger observed, “showed
how narrow was our margin for policy. If we courted confrontation, follow-
ing the advice of the anti-détente zealots, we would almost surely be under-
mined by the Watergate bloodhounds who would treat every challenge to
the Soviet Union as a maneuver by which their hated quarry, Nixon, was
trying to escape them. . . . I tremble at the thought of what fate would have
been in store for us in such an environment if we had had to sustain a crisis
for very many days.”58

Kissinger was correct in believing that the margin for deterrence as a strat-
egy of crisis management was narrow. Open public skepticism undercut
whatever credibility the strategic alert had and would have made it difficult
for Nixon and Kissinger to have deployed American troops to the Middle
East had the Soviet Union sent forces to the region. In 1973, unlike in 1962,
domestic political pressures simultaneously undermined the credibility of
threats and worked against the escalation of the crisis.

Brezhnev and his advisors interpreted the alert as a response to Water-
gate. Their assessment contributed to the resolution of the crisis in two quite
unexpected ways. Insofar as Soviet leaders understood the alert as an at-
tempt to distract the American people from Nixon’s domestic problems,
they saw no need to match the American action. Soviet leaders were also
concerned about what else a politically pressed Nixon might be tempted to
do to deflect the intense criticism he faced at home. In 1962, Khrushchev and
Kennedy worried that the other would be captured by militants opposed to
concessions and committed to military confrontation. In 1973, Brezhnev
and his advisors worried that Nixon would choose to deal with Watergate
by engaging in “irresponsible” action. In both 1962 and 1973, the concern
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to forestall escalation pushed Soviet leaders to find a quick political solution
to the crisis.

In the United States, public opinion enhanced the credibility of threats in
1962 and undermined their credibility in l973. Greater recognition of the
costs of nuclear war, memories of Vietnam, and distrust of Richard Nixon
all contributed to this shift. Although any future crisis will obviously have its
idiosyncratic characteristics, the general trend of public opinion, at least
until Operation Desert Storm, has been increasing concern about war. The
trend line suggests that future domestic political pressures are more likely to
resemble the demands for restraint on Nixon in 1973 than the calls to action
that Kennedy confronted in 1962. Presidents may find themselves con-
strained in their capacity to manipulate the risk of war to achieve their objec-
tives in a crisis.

To the extent that American public opinion is willing to run the risk of
war only when it is convinced that vital national interests are at stake,
presidents will have much less leeway to manipulate public opinion at home
to signal resolve abroad. If leaders cannot persuade their own people that
vital national interests are at stake, they will find it difficult, if not impos-
sible, to convince adversaries of their interests and resolve.59 The limited
evidence currently available suggests that Saddam Hussein decided to stand
firm in part because he doubted the credibility of the American threat to
compel. He did not believe that the American people would support war or
permit the president to continue the fighting once the casualties mounted.60

Under these conditions, the use of threat-based strategies to deter or compel
the other side to back down by raising the risk of war can prove especially
dangerous. A president may draw the line, but find that an adversary, paying
attention to a president’s domestic political constraints, nevertheless decides
to cross that line. Leaders could find themselves engaged in a war that they
did not expect and that domestic public opinion did not support. More so
than in the past, successful deterrence and compellence will depend on the
capacity to communicate interests to domestic constituencies as well as to
adversaries abroad.

DETERRENCE AND LOSS OF CONTROL

Strategies of crisis management can be victimized by unintentional errors in
their execution. Loss of control is likely to be more acute when leaders prac-
tice deterrence and compellence to manage the crisis. Leaders are frequently
insensitive to these risks when they use military alerts and deployments to
signal resolve and make their threats more credible.

Analyses of crises in this century suggest that leaders sometimes worry
that their adversaries will present serious threats to their control of policy,
but almost invariably minimize the problems they are likely to face from
disaffected subordinates, unwieldy bureaucracies, and independent allies.61
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Evidence from the crises of 1962 and 1973 indicate that such optimism is
misplaced. When American and Soviet leaders alerted or deployed forces to
deter or compel, they encountered insubordination, institutional planning,
and politically autonomous allies that interfered with their ability to control
strategy and made both crises more difficult to manage.

In both countries, but especially in the Soviet Union, disgruntled military
officers attempted to take matters into their own hands during the Cuban
missile crisis. Soviet generals willfully misinterpreted their orders not to fire
at American airplanes or ships unless Cuba was attacked. Outraged at hav-
ing to tolerate American intelligence overflights of Cuba, they gave a Soviet
SAM commander permission to shoot down a U-2. The downing of this
aircraft and the death of its pilot was arguably the most serious moment of
the crisis. When word of the incident reached the Ex Comm, there was
“almost unanimous agreement” that the president should authorize a retali-
atory air-strike.62 Further attacks on American aircraft would have left him
little choice but to do so.

In the United States, Gen. Thomas S. Power, commander of the Strategic
Air Command, without the knowledge or authorization of the joint chiefs or
secretary of defense, ordered the DEFCON II alert broadcast en clair, not in
the encrypted form required by regulations.63 If the Soviet Union had alerted
its forces in response, Power might well have gone to the president to plead
for a preemptive nuclear strike, arguing that the Soviet alert was the precur-
sor of an attack and that preemption was necessary to save millions of Amer-
ican lives.64

Soviet and American military insubordination in the missile crisis was
motivated by dissatisfaction with national policy. Serious civilian-military
conflict can also arise for institutional reasons. In crisis, political leaders
often try to minimize the risks of war associated with military alerts, deploy-
ments, or limited operations. Even when they fully support national policy,
military leaders naturally attempt to maintain their institutional authority
and are reluctant to expose their forces to what they consider unnecessary
risks. Generals and admirals may oppose, resist, or disobey directives that
threaten these traditional military concerns.65

Robert McNamara met an extremely hostile reception from the chief of
naval operations, Adm. George Anderson, when he visited the “flagplot,”
the navy’s command center. Anderson was outraged by what he regarded as
McNamara’s unwarranted interference with the navy’s plans and pro-
cedures for implementing the blockade. McNamara was angered by Ander-
son’s opposition to his attempt to review these procedures in the hope of
preventing unnecessary or provocative use of force against Soviet vessels.
However, contrary to many of the allegations that have been made, the navy
was scrupulous in carrying out McNamara’s instructions, and kept him
fully informed of its activities in the Atlantic and along the blockade line.66

The time and energy that went into managing the blockade were time and
energy that Kennedy and McNamara could not devote to overseeing other
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military operations. Unknown to anyone in the White House, the first of the
fifteen Jupiters became operational on 22 October, the day Kennedy an-
nounced the quarantine of Cuba. The Turkish military was given control
over the missiles in an elaborate and well-attended public ceremony. No-
body told the president, before or after. Dean Rusk also did not know; he
assumed that the missiles were already operational.67

Soviet military intelligence had been carefully monitoring the progress of
the Jupiters and knew about the transfer of authority to Turkey. The infor-
mation was passed on to Khrushchev, who may have assumed that Kennedy
knew about the ceremony and allowed it to proceed in spite of the crisis.68

The Jupiter ceremony, and its infelicitous timing, could have provided the
incentive, or at least a justification, for the Soviet Union to continue and
increase the pace of construction at its missile sites in Cuba.69 That decision,
made by Khrushchev the following morning, appeared ominous to the
United States.70

By far the most serious American mishap occurred on Saturday morning,
at about 10:30 A.M. Washington time. A U-2 operated by SAC’s Strategic
Reconnaissance Wing at Eielson Air Force Base in Alaska strayed into Soviet
air space over the Chukotski Peninsula in eastern Siberia. The pilot radioed
for assistance, and fighter aircraft armed with low-yield nuclear air-to-air
missiles were sent to escort him home.71 Soviet MiGs were also scrambled
from a base near Wrangel Island. The U-2 left Soviet airspace without any
shots being fired.72 When he heard the news, Roger Hilsman ran upstairs
and found Kennedy, Bundy, and several other officials in the office of Evelyn
Lincoln, the president’s secretary. “The President knew at a glance that
something was terribly wrong. Out of breath and shaky from over thirty
hours without sleep, I told my story . . . The President gave a short ironic
laugh that broke the tension. ‘There is always some [son of a bitch] who
doesn’t get the word.’”73

The intrusion provoked a sharp Soviet response. In his letter on 28 Octo-
ber, Khrushchev warned that this kind of overflight could have disastrous
consequences:

The question is, Mr. President: How should we regard this? What is this, a
provocation? One of your planes violates our frontier during this anxious time
we are both experiencing, when everything has been put into combat readiness.
Is it not a fact that an intruding American plane could be easily taken for a
nuclear bomber, which might push us to a fateful step; and all the more so since
the U.S. Government and Pentagon long ago declared that you are maintaining
a continuous nuclear bomber patrol?74

The missile crisis was a watershed in American crisis management. It was
the Pentagon’s first experience with civilian “micromanagement,” and many
senior officers were predictably outraged. During the following decade, gen-
erals and admirals became more sensitive to the political implications of all
levels of military operations and more accustomed to civilian oversight. Un-



• D E T E R R E N C E A N D C R I S I S M A N A G E M E N T • 343

fortunately, political leaders did not become correspondingly more aware of
the military implications of the political use of force.

In 1973, senior naval officers were deeply concerned about the tactical
implications of the orders issued by the White House to the Sixth Fleet in the
Mediterranean. Following the DEFCON III alert, three American aircraft
carriers were ordered through the appropriate military chain of command to
position themselves directly astride Soviet air- and sea-lanes to Egypt. Their
possible mission was to interdict the deployment of Soviet troops to Egypt.75

To reduce the risk of an unintended military encounter, the White House
ordered the carriers to remain in narrowly confined operating areas.76 The
commander of the Sixth Fleet had to get permission from the Joint Chiefs of
Staff to modify the fleet’s operating orders.77 The decreased room for tactical
maneuvers made American ships more vulnerable to a preemptive strike by
the Soviet navy and sharply increased tension among naval commanders. To
protect themselves, commanders on the scene, acting on their own authority,
countertargeted threatening Soviet naval units. Tight political control of the
Sixth Fleet by the White House resulted in a more rather than less tactically
dangerous situation at sea.78

Senior naval officers were deeply worried about the military risks in the
Mediterranean. Adm. Thomas Moorer voiced his concern at a White House
meeting on the night of 24 October and spoke in support of Vice Adm.
Murphy’s request for greater freedom of action.79 His request was turned
down by the White House. Despite the concern of senior naval officers, there
was no significant loss of control by the political leadership. Naval com-
manders grumbled but obeyed their orders.

The problem was not the navy but the failure of civilian leaders to under-
stand the risks of the tight coupling of the Soviet and American navies in the
Mediterranean. In his desire to use the navy to signal resolve, Kissinger re-
mained insensitive to the dangers created at sea even when they were
brought to his attention by senior naval commanders. Fortunately, the crisis
was not as acute as the Cuban missile crisis, and neither American nor Soviet
commanders thought there was a serious risk of war. They were accordingly
willing to exercise much more restraint than they might have in a war-
threatening crisis. In such a confrontation, the mutual loading, arming, and
“locking on” of nuclear-tipped missiles and cruise missiles, most at exceed-
ingly short range, could have provoked a catastrophic incident.80

In 1973, senior military commanders were fully aware of the dangers of
inadvertent nuclear war. Unlike their counterparts in 1962, they were more
cautious than the civilian leadership. Adm. Moorer followed up the
DEFCON III alert order with a secure telephone call to the unified and spe-
cial commanders to explain the purpose of the alert in greater detail.81 At
3:37 A.M., he sent them an additional message to explain the political con-
text of the alert.82 The purpose of the telephone call and follow-up message
was to emphasize the political nature of the alert and to ensure its more
relaxed and restrained implementation.
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In 1962, American officials were on the whole overconfident about their
ability to control and coordinate the alerting and deployment of forces.
McGeorge Bundy remembered that “At no time did any consideration of
nuclear alerts affect us in any way. That just wasn’t part of our sense of
danger.”83 Robert McNamara admits that neither he nor the president gave
much thought to the dangers of a strategic alert or conventional military
preparations. “Perhaps we should have been more concerned, but we never
discussed it.”84 They did not realize the ways in which insubordination,
bureaucratic rigidity, and human error could interfere with strategies of
compellence and threaten its objectives.

Subsequent administrations appear to have learned little of value from the
missile crisis. In discussing the worldwide strategic alert of October 1973,
one of Kissinger’s special assistants remarked:

We did not worry about the alert. The whole point was to face them [the Soviet
Union] down. We were sure it would work. There is a certain margin for error.
I was never afraid that anything would get out of control.85

Although civilian officials continued to overestimate their ability to con-
trol alerts and deployments, the American military in 1973 was far better
attuned to the political objectives of the use of force than their predecessors
had been in 1962, and far more concerned about controlling escalation.86

Fortunately, the Cold War has ended and strategic systems are no longer
tightly coupled.87 The Soviet Union is no longer a unified state, and the fu-
ture of its remaining nuclear weapons is uncertain. The problem has largely
disappeared, but leaders did not learn the right lessons.

A more serious threat to crisis management is the independent actions of
allies. The crises in 1962 and 1973 offer dramatic evidence of how third
parties interfered with superpower efforts to control escalation and avoid
war when forces were alerted and deployed. In the missile crisis, Fidel Castro
was the major offender. At the outset of the crisis, Havana had mobilized its
reserve of fifty antiaircraft batteries in expectation of an attack.88 On Friday,
26 October, Castro decided that he would no longer tolerate low-level re-
connaissance flights because they were a precursor to a surprise attack. He
informed Gen. Pliyev of his decision, and Cuban batteries opened fired the
next day.89

Havana’s belligerence stood in sharp contrast to Moscow’s caution. Cas-
tro justified his decision to shoot at reconnaissance aircraft as necessary to
deny Washington critical intelligence it needed to launch a surprise attack.
His intervention with Soviet generals led to the downing of the U-2. Khru-
shchev was “absolutely shocked” to learn that a U-2 had been downed and
sent a cable to Castro pleading with him not to shoot at any more American
planes.90 Castro conceded that another incident could “seriously harm” So-
viet-American efforts to resolve the crisis and promised to instruct Cuban
batteries to withhold their fire as long as negotiations were under way. He
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nevertheless warned that under current conditions there was still a danger of
“accidental incidents.”91

In the immediate aftermath of the crisis, Castro was bitterly angry at
Khrushchev for having agreed to withdraw the Soviet missiles in return for
what he considered a worthless pledge by the United States not to invade
Cuba.92 On 28 October, the day Castro learned of the Soviet-American
agreement, he ordered Cuban forces to keep shooting at American planes
and went to visit an antiaircraft battery at San Antonio. No incident oc-
curred because Kennedy suspended all low-level flights at that morning’s Ex
Comm meeting.93 According to Sergo Mikoyan, Ambassador Alekseev
pleaded unsuccessfully with Castro to stop shooting at the planes. “Fidel is
a very independent man. And he said: ‘No! I shall not permit it [continued
American overflights]! We are an independent country and we cannot per-
mit any violation of our airspace!’”94

Soviet officials report that Cuban forces surrounded four Soviet missile
bases on 28 October to prevent the withdrawal of any missiles. They re-
mained at three of the sites for three days, and at the fourth until 3 Novem-
ber.95 Castro subsequently gave several reasons for his admittedly “defiant
and almost intransigent attitude in the wake of the crisis.” The Cubans had
accepted the missiles, at great risk to themselves, to assist the socialist camp,
or so they believed. Yet, the missiles were withdrawn without consulting
them. At the very least, Castro explained, the Soviets “could have informed
us of the messages of the twenty-sixth and twenty-seventh. We heard over
the radio that there had been an agreement. So we were humiliated.” The
Cubans also felt sorely used when they found out that the Soviet Union
exchanged the missiles in Cuba for missiles in Turkey. The country’s secu-
rity, Castro insisted, had been endangered by Khrushchev who used Cuba as
a “bargaining chip.”96

Anastas Mikoyan was sent to Havana to persuade Castro to let the Soviet
Union withdraw its missiles and IL-28 bombers. It took Mikoyan sixteen
days of intensive diplomacy to secure Castro’s approval.97 On his way
home, Mikoyan stopped off in Washington and confided to the Americans
that “Castro is crazy.”98 Castro remained adamant in his refusal to cooper-
ate in any of the external inspection and verification measures that the
United States had demanded and that the Soviet Union had accepted. As a
result, the Kennedy administration withheld its quid pro quo and refused
to issue the promised formal assurances that the United States would not
invade Cuba.99

The crisis in l973 was a multilateral confrontation with five principal ac-
tors: the United States, the Soviet Union, Israel, Egypt, and Syria. The inde-
pendent policies of Egypt and Israel imperiled crisis management at every
stage of the crisis. The interests of Cairo and Jerusalem were not the same as
those of Moscow and Washington: the conflict between Egypt and Israel
was fundamental and basic to their respective national survival. They gave
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far lower priority to preventing and resolving a crisis between the superpow-
ers than did the Soviet Union and the United States.

The Soviet Union tried and failed to prevent Egypt from going to war.100

Soviet leaders tried and failed to get Egypt to agree to a cease-fire before it
suffered a military defeat. The United States tried and succeeded only belat-
edly in persuading Israel to halt its military offensive against Egypt after a
cease-fire had been negotiated. Both Brezhnev and Nixon underestimated
the difficulty they would face at every step in controlling militarily depend-
ent but politically independent allies.

The evidence from these cases suggests that although technical obstacles
to control were real, political threats constituted a far more serious danger
to national leaders trying to manage an acute international crisis. The tech-
nical threat has received considerable attention, whereas political threats to
loss of control tend to be all but ignored in crisis planning. They are ignored
in part because of the continued reliance on deterrence and compellence as
strategies of crisis prevention and management.

Deterrence and compellence require leaders to make commitments credi-
ble, to demonstrate resolve, and to raise the risk of war. They encourage
leaders to rely on military alerts and deployments and to court possible loss
of control to demonstrate resolve where it would otherwise be difficult to
threaten war credibly. Leaders have accordingly been reluctant to consider
the risks and dangers inherent in these kinds of actions. As evidence from
these two cases also demonstrates, allies whose interests differ from those of
their patrons will try to exploit the opportunities these commitments pro-
vide to advance their own agendas. Shortly after the missile crisis, Robert
McNamara is reported to have exclaimed: “There is no longer any such
thing as strategy, only crisis management.”101 In response to some of the
new evidence that has since become available, McNamara confessed that
“‘Managing’ crises is the wrong term; you don’t ‘manage’ them because
you can’t ‘manage’ them.” Crisis management, he now insists, “is a danger-
ous metaphor, because it’s misleading.”102 Deterrence and compellence,
with their currency of threats and commitments that court loss of control,
combined with allied willingness to exploit these commitments for their own
ends, make them dangerous strategies in crisis.

DETERRENCE, COMPELLENCE, AND CRISIS

Deterrence and compellence were not terribly successful in preventing or
managing crises in these two cases. In 1962, deterrence as practiced by both
sides provoked the crisis. Compellence by the United States did help to re-
solve the crisis, not only by raising the risk of war but also by communicat-
ing American interests effectively to the Soviet leadership. In l973, Israeli
deterrence helped to provoke an Egyptian and Syrian challenge and blinded
Israel’s and American leaders to the likelihood of an attack. Soviet com-
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pellence and American deterrence were both irrelevant in the resolution of
the crisis. Soviet compellence backfired by provoking the American alert and
the alert in turn angered the Soviet leadership.

This chapter explored the dangers of deterrence and compellence and the
consequences of their failure for crisis prevention and management. Confi-
dence in deterrence can blind leaders to the likelihood of a challenge, gener-
ate exaggerated threat assessments that then provoke crises and make them
more difficult to manage, exacerbate stress when leaders’ commitments are
challenged, run the risk of loss of control when military alerts and deploy-
ments are used to raise the risk of war and signal resolve, and provide allies
with the opportunity to exploit deterrent commitments.

The dangers of deterrence and compellence do not imply their wholesale
rejection as strategies of crisis prevention and management. There is a class
of cases, as we noted in the last chapter, in which deterrence and com-
pellence are appropriate. When adversaries are opportunity-driven expan-
sionists and relatively free of domestic constraints, threat-based strategies
can be appropriate in crisis prevention and management. Even then, they
may not work, for reasons not directly related to the strategies.103 Leaders
need to recognize the limitations and dangers of the strategies of deterrence
and compellence and balance their costs against their possible rewards. A
careful cost calculus of this kind will encourage leaders to put more empha-
sis on alternative strategies of conflict prevention and management.
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Nuclear Threats and Nuclear Weapons

THE ROLE of nuclear weapons in Soviet-American relations has been hotly
debated. Politicians, generals, and most academic strategists believe that
America’s nuclear arsenal restrained the Soviet Union throughout the Cold
War. Critics maintain that nuclear weapons were a root cause of super-
power conflict and a threat to peace. Controversy also surrounds the num-
ber and kinds of weapons necessary to deter, the political implications of the
strategic balance, and the role of nuclear deterrence in hastening the collapse
of the Soviet imperium.

These debates have had a distinctly theological quality. Partisans fre-
quently defended their positions without recourse to relevant evidence.
Some advocated strategic doctrines that were consistent with military pos-
tures that they supported. “War-fighting” doctrines were invoked by the air
force to justify silo-busting weapons like the MX missile.1 Mutual Assured
Destruction (MAD) was espoused by arms controllers to oppose the deploy-
ment of particular weapons systems.

More careful analysts have been alert to the difficulty of making definitive
judgments about deterrence in the absence of valid and reliable information
about Soviet and Chinese objectives and calculations. McGeorge Bundy, in
his masterful Danger and Survival, tells a cautionary tale of the impatience
of leaders to acquire nuclear weapons, their largely futile attempts to exploit
these weapons for political purposes and, finally, their efforts through arms
control, to limit the dangers nuclear weapons pose to their owners as well as
their targets. Bundy emphasizes the uncertainty of leaders about the dynam-
ics of deterrence and their concerns about the risks of escalation in crisis.2

Richard K. Betts, in another exemplary study, illustrates how difficult it is
to assess the efficacy of nuclear threats.3 He found great disparity between
the memories of American leaders and the historical record. Some of the
nuclear threats American presidents claim were successful were never
made.4 Other threats were so oblique that it is difficult to classify them as
threats. Betts was understandably reluctant to credit any nuclear threat with
success in the absence of information about the internal deliberations of the
target states. When these states behaved in ways that were consistent with
their adversary’s demands, it was often unclear if the threat was successful
or irrelevant. Leaders could have complied because they had been deterred
or compelled, they could have been influenced by considerations unrelated
to the threat, or they could have intended originally to behave as they did.

Newly declassified documents and extensive interviews with Soviet and
American officials permitted us to reconstruct the deliberations of leaders of
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both superpowers before, during, and after the two most serious nuclear
crises of the last thirty years. This evidence sheds new light on some of the
controversies at the center of the nuclear debate. Needless to say, definitive
judgments must await the opening of archives and more complete informa-
tion about the calculations of Soviet and American leaders in other crises, as
well as those of other nuclear powers.

THE FOUR QUESTIONS

Our analysis is organized around four questions. Each question addresses a
major controversy about nuclear deterrence and its consequences. The first
and most critical question is the contribution nuclear deterrence made to the
prevention of World War III. The conventional wisdom regards deterrence
as the principal pillar of the postwar peace between the superpowers. Critics
charge that deterrence was beside the point or a threat to the peace. John
Mueller, who makes the strongest argument for the irrelevance of nuclear
weapons, maintains that the superpowers were restrained by their memories
of World War II and their knowledge that even a conventional war would be
many times more destructive.5

More outspoken critics of deterrence charge that it greatly exacerbated
superpower tensions. The deployment of ever more sophisticated weapons
of destruction convinced each superpower of the other’s hostile intentions
and sometimes provoked the kind of aggressive behavior deterrence was
intended to prevent. The postwar peace endured despite deterrence.6

The second question, of interest to those who believe that deterrence
worked, is why and how it works. Some advocates insist that it forestalled
Soviet aggression; in its absence Moscow would have attacked Western Eu-
rope and possibly have sent forces to the Middle East.7 More reserved sup-
porters credit the reality of nuclear deterrence with moderating the foreign
policies of both superpowers. They maintain that the destructiveness of nu-
clear weapons encouraged caution and restraint and provided a strong in-
centive for Moscow and Washington to make the concessions necessary to
resolve their periodic crises.8

The third question concerns the military requirements of deterrence. In
the 1960s, Defense Secretary Robert S. McNamara adopted MAD as the
official American strategic doctrine. McNamara contended that the Soviet
Union could be deterred by the American capability to destroy 50 percent of
its population and industry in a retaliatory strike. He welcomed the effort by
the Soviet Union to develop a similar capability in the expectation that se-
cure retaliatory capabilities on both sides would foster stability.9

Many military officers and civilian strategists rejected MAD on the
grounds that it was not credible to Moscow. To deter the Soviet Union, the
United States needed to be able to prevail at any level of conflict. This re-
quired a much larger nuclear arsenal and highly accurate missiles necessary
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to dig out and destroy Soviet missiles in their silos and the underground
bunkers where the political and military elite would take refuge in any con-
flict. “War-fighting” supplanted MAD as the official strategic doctrine dur-
ing the presidency of Jimmy Carter. The Reagan administration spent vast
sums of money to augment conventional forces and to buy the strategic
weapons and command and control networks that Pentagon planners con-
sidered essential to war-fighting.10

An alternative approach to nuclear weapons, “finite deterrence,” main-
tained that Soviet leaders were as cautious as their Western counterparts and
just as frightened by the prospects of nuclear war. Nuclear deterrence was
far more robust than proponents of either MAD or war-fighting acknowl-
edged and required only limited capabilities—several-hundred nuclear
weapons would probably suffice. The doctrine of finite deterrence never had
visible support within the American government.11

Differences about the requirements of deterrence reflected deeper disa-
greements about the intentions of Soviet leaders. For war-fighters, the Soviet
Union was an implacable foe. Its ruthless leaders would willingly sacrifice
their people and industry in pursuit of world domination. They could only
be restrained by superior capabilities and demonstrable resolve to use force
in defense of vital interests. Partisans of MAD thought the Soviet Union
aggressive but cautious. Soviet leaders sought to make gains but were even
more anxious to preserve what they already had. The capability to destroy
the Soviet Union as a modern industrial power was therefore sufficient to
deter attack, but not necessarily to make its leaders behave in a restrained
manner. Proponents of war-fighting and MAD stressed the overriding im-
portance of resolve; Soviet leaders had to be convinced that the United States
would retaliate if it or its allies were attacked and come to their assistance if
they were challenged in other ways.

Finite deterrence was based on the premise that both superpowers had an
overriding fear of nuclear war. Small and relatively unsophisticated nuclear
arsenals were sufficient to reinforce this fear and the caution it engendered.
Larger forces, especially those targeted against the other side’s retaliatory
capability, were counterproductive; they exacerbated the insecurity of its
leaders, confirmed their belief in their adversary’s hostility, and encouraged
them to deploy similar weapons. Supporters of finite deterrence put much
less emphasis on the need to demonstrate resolve. The possibility of retalia-
tion, they believed, was enough to deter attack.

The fourth question concerns the broader political value of nuclear weap-
ons. War fighters maintained that strategic superiority was politically useful
and conferred bargaining leverage on a wide range of issues.12 Most sup-
porters of MAD contended that strategic advantages could only be trans-
lated into political influence in confrontations like the missile crisis, in which
vital interests were at stake.13 Other supporters of MAD, and all advocates
of finite deterrence, denied that nuclear weapons could serve any purpose
beyond deterrence.
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RESTRAINING, PROVOCATIVE, OR IRRELEVANT?

Students of deterrence distinguish between general and immediate deter-
rence. General deterrence relies on the existing power balance to prevent an
adversary from seriously considering a military challenge because of its ex-
pected adverse consequences.14 It is often a country’s first line of defense
against attack. Leaders resort to the strategy of immediate deterrence only
after general deterrence has failed, or when they believe that a more explicit
expression of their intent to defend their interests is necessary to buttress
general deterrence. If immediate deterrence fails, leaders will find themselves
in a crisis, as Kennedy did when American intelligence discovered Soviet
missiles in Cuba, or at war, as Israel’s leaders did in 1973. General and
immediate deterrence represent a progression from a diffuse if real concern
about an adversary’s intentions to the expectation that a specific interest or
commitment is about to be challenged.

Both forms of deterrence assume that adversaries are most likely to resort
to force or threatening military deployments when they judge the military
balance favorable and question the defender’s resolve. General deterrence
pays particular importance to the military dimension; it tries to discourage
challenges by developing the capability to defend national commitments or
inflict unacceptable punishment on an adversary. General deterrence is a
long-term strategy. Five-year lead times and longer are common between a
decision to develop a weapon and its deployment.

Immediate deterrence is a short-term strategy. Its purpose is to discourage
an imminent attack or challenge of a specific commitment. The military
component of immediate deterrence must rely on forces in being. To buttress
their defensive capability and display resolve, leaders may deploy forces
when they anticipate an attack or challenge, as Kennedy did in the aftermath
of the summit in June 1961. In response to Khrushchev’s ultimatum on Ber-
lin, he sent additional ground and air forces to Germany and strengthened
the American garrison in Berlin. These reinforcements were designed to
communicate the administration’s will to resist any encroachment against
West Berlin or Western access routes to the city.

General Deterrence

The origins of the missile crisis indicate that general deterrence, as practiced
by both superpowers, was provocative rather than preventive. Soviet offi-
cials testified that the American strategic buildup, deployment of missiles in
Turkey, and assertions of nuclear superiority, made them increasingly inse-
cure. The president viewed all of these measures as prudent, defensive pre-
cautions. American actions had the unanticipated consequence of convinc-
ing Khrushchev of the need to protect the Soviet Union and Cuba from
American military and political challenges.
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Khrushchev was hardly the innocent victim of American paranoia. His
nuclear threats and unfounded claims of nuclear superiority were the cata-
lyst for Kennedy’s decision to increase the scope and pace of the American
strategic buildup. The new American programs and the Strategic Air Com-
mand’s higher state of strategic readiness exacerbated Soviet perceptions of
threat and contributed to Khrushchev’s decision to send missiles to Cuba. In
attempting to intimidate their adversaries, both leaders helped to bring
about the kind of confrontation they were trying to avoid.

Kennedy later speculated, and Soviet officials have since confirmed, that
his efforts to reinforce deterrence also encouraged Khrushchev to stiffen his
position on Berlin.15 The action and reaction that linked Berlin and Cuba
were part of a larger cycle of insecurity and escalation that reached well back
into the 1950s, if not to the beginning of the Cold War. The Soviet challenge
to the Western position in Berlin in 1959–61 was motivated by Soviet con-
cern about the viability of East Germany and secondarily by Soviet vulner-
ability to American nuclear-tipped missiles stationed in Western Europe.
The American missiles had been deployed to assuage NATO fears about the
conventional military balance on the central front, made more acute by the
creation of the Warsaw Pact in 1955. The Warsaw Pact, many Western au-
thorities now believe, represented an attempt by Moscow to consolidate its
control over an increasingly restive Eastern Europe.16

Once the crisis erupted, general deterrence played an important moderat-
ing role. Kennedy and Khrushchev moved away from confrontation and
toward compromise because they both feared war. Kennedy worried that
escalation would set in motion a chain of events that could lead to nuclear
war. Khrushchev’s decision to withdraw the missiles indicated that he too
was prepared to make sacrifices to avoid war. His capitulation in the face of
American military pressure was a humiliating defeat for the Soviet Union
and its leader. Soviet officials confirm that it was one factor in his removal
from power a year later.17 For many years, Americans portrayed the crisis as
an unalloyed American triumph. Kennedy’s concession on the Jupiters and
his willingness on Saturday night to consider making that concession public
indicate that, when the superpower leaders were “eyeball to eyeball,” both
sides blinked. One reason they did so was their fear of nuclear war and its
consequences.

General deterrence also failed to prevent an Egyptian decision to use force
in 1973. President Sadat and his military staff openly acknowledged Egyp-
tian military inferiority. They had no doubt about Israel’s resolve to defend
itself if attacked. Sadat still chose to fight a limited war. He decided to attack
Israel because of intense domestic political pressures to regain the Sinai. He
had lost all hope in diplomacy after the failure of the Rogers missions, and
although he recognized that the military balance was unfavorable, he ex-
pected it to get even worse in the future.

Israel’s practice of general deterrence—it acquired a new generation of
fighters and bombers—convinced Sadat to initiate military action sooner
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rather than later. Egyptian military planners devised a strategy intended
to compensate for their military inferiority. Egyptian officers sought to capi-
talize on surprise, occupy the east bank of the Suez Canal, defend against
Israeli counterattacks with a mobile missile screen, and press for an inter-
nationally imposed cease-fire before their limited gains could be reversed by
a fully mobilized Israel. The parallels between 1962 and 1973 are striking.
In both cases, attempts to reinforce general deterrence against vulnerable
and hard-pressed opponents provoked rather than prevented unwanted
challenges.

General deterrence had contradictory implications in the crisis that
erupted between the United States and the Soviet Union at the end of the
October War. Leaders of both superpowers were confident that the other
feared war; general deterrence was robust. This confidence allowed the
United States to alert its forces worldwide without fear of escalation. Brezh-
nev and some of his colleagues, on the other hand, worried about escalation
if Soviet forces were deployed in positions in Egypt where they were likely to
encounter advancing Israelis. The Politburo agreed that they did not want to
be drawn into a military conflict that could escalate. Fear of war restrained
the Soviet Union and contributed to the resolution of the crisis.

Immediate deterrence is intended to forestall a specific military deploy-
ment or use of force. For immediate deterrence to succeed, the defender’s
threats must convince adversaries that the likely costs of a challenge will
more than offset any possible gains.18 Immediate deterrence did not prevent
the missile crisis. After Khrushchev had decided to send missiles to Cuba,
Kennedy warned that he would not tolerate the introduction of Soviet mis-
siles in Cuba. The president issued his threat in the belief that Khrushchev
had no intention of establishing missile bases in Cuba. In the face of the
president’s warnings, Khrushchev proceeded with the secret deployment.

Students of the crisis disagree about why deterrence failed. Some contend
that the strategy could not have worked, whereas others insist that Kennedy
attempted deterrence too late.19 Whatever the cause, the failure of deterrence
exacerbated the most acute crisis of the Cold War. By making a public com-
mitment to keep Soviet missiles out of Cuba, Kennedy dramatically in-
creased the domestic political and foreign-policy costs of allowing the mis-
siles to remain after they were discovered. A threat originally intended to
deflect pressures on the administration to invade Cuba would have made
that invasion very difficult to avoid if Soviet leaders had not agreed to with-
draw their missiles.

Israel chose not to practice immediate deterrence in 1973. Its leaders were
convinced that Egypt would only attack when it could neutralize Israel’s air
force. Confidence in general deterrence blinded Israel’s leaders to the grow-
ing desperation of Sadat and his imperative to find a limited military strategy
that would achieve his political objective. Israel’s leaders worried instead
that limited deterrent or defensive measures on their part might provoke
Egypt to launch a miscalculated attack.
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Even if Israel had practiced immediate deterrence, the evidence suggests
that it would have made no difference. It is unlikely that public warnings
and mobilization of the Israel Defense Forces would have deterred Egypt;
Sadat had expected Israel to mobilize its reserves and reinforce the Bar-Lev
Line in response to Egyptian military preparations. He was surprised and
pleased that Israel did not take defensive measures and that Egyptian forces
did not sustain the high casualties that he had anticipated and was prepared
to accept.20

When the cease-fire negotiated jointly by Moscow and Washington failed
to stop the fighting, Brezhnev threatened to consider unilateral intervention.
The United States resorted to immediate deterrence to prevent a Soviet de-
ployment. This was not the first time since the war began that Kissinger had
attempted to deter Soviet military intervention. As early as 12 October, he
told Dobrynin that any attempt by the Soviet Union to intervene with force
would “wreck the entire fabric of U.S.-Soviet relations.”21 Later that day, he
warned the Soviet ambassador that any Soviet intervention, regardless of
pretext, would be met by American force.22 On the evening of 24 October,
when Brezhnev asked for joint intervention and threatened that he might act
alone if necessary, the United States went to a DEFCON III alert.

Immediate deterrence was irrelevant since Brezhnev had no intention of
sending Soviet forces to Egypt. Soviet leaders had difficulty understanding
why President Nixon alerted American forces. Brezhnev and some of his
colleagues were angered, dismayed, and humiliated. Immediate deterrence
was at best irrelevant in resolving the crisis and, at worst, it damaged the
long-term relationship between the superpowers.

Deterrence had diverse and contradictory consequences for superpower
behavior. General and immediate deterrence were principal causes of the
missile crisis, but general deterrence also facilitated its resolution. In 1973,
general deterrence contributed to the outbreak of war between Egypt and
Israel and provided an umbrella for competition between the United States
and the Soviet Union in the Middle East. Immediate deterrence failed to
prevent the superpower crisis that followed, but general deterrence con-
strained the Soviet leadership and helped to resolve the crisis. These differ-
ences can best be understood by distinguishing between the strategy and
reality of nuclear deterrence.

The strategy of deterrence attempts to manipulate the risk of war for po-
litical ends. For much of the Cold War, Soviet and American policymakers
doubted that their opposites were deterred by the prospect of nuclear war.
They expended valuable resources trying to perfect the mix of strategic
forces, nuclear doctrine, and targeting policy that would succeed in restrain-
ing their adversary. They also used military buildups, force deployments,
and threats of war to try to coerce one another into making political conces-
sions. In Berlin and Cuba, these attempts were unsuccessful but succeeded in
greatly aggravating tensions.

The reality of deterrence derived from the inescapable fact that a super-
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power nuclear conflict would have been an unprecedented catastrophe for
both sides. Superpower leaders understood this; by the late 1960s, if not
earlier, they had come to believe that their countries could not survive a
nuclear war. Fear of war, independent of the disparity in the strategic capa-
bilities of the two sides, helped to keep both American and Soviet leaders
from going over the brink and provided an important incentive for the mu-
tual concessions that resolved the Cuban missile crisis. The moderation in-
duced by the reality of deterrence helped to curtail the recklessness encour-
aged by the strategy of deterrence.

The contradictory consequences of deterrence are not fully captured by
any of the competing interpretations. Proponents of deterrence have empha-
sized the positive contribution of the reality of deterrence but ignored the
baneful consequences of the strategy. The critics of deterrence have identi-
fied some of the political and psychological mechanisms that made the strat-
egy of deterrence provocative and dangerous. But many ignored the ways in
which the reality of deterrence was an important source of restraint.

WHEN AND WHY DOES DETERRENCE WORK?

Proponents of deterrence have advanced two contrasting reasons for its pu-
tative success. The conventional wisdom holds that deterrence restrained the
Soviet Union by convincing its leaders that any military action against the
United States or its allies would meet certain and effective opposition. Those
who credit deterrence with preserving the peace assume that, in its absence,
the Soviet Union would have been tempted to use force against its Western
adversaries or their allies in the Middle East.

Throughout the years of Soviet-American rivalry, American leaders
regarded their adversary as fundamentally aggressive and intent on expand-
ing its influence by subversion, intimidation, or the use of force. Soviet lead-
ers were frequently described as cold, rational calculators who were con-
stantly probing for opportunities. They carefully weighed the costs and
benefits and abstained from aggressive action only if its costs were expected
to outweigh the gains. In this context, the peace always looked precarious to
American leaders and the remarkable success in avoiding war needed an
extraordinary explanation. The strategy of nuclear deterrence provided the
explanation.

The strategy of deterrence seemed ideal for coping with a fundamentally
aggressive and opportunity-driven adversary. It sought to prevent Soviet ag-
gression by denying its leaders opportunities to exploit. The United States
consequently developed impressive military capabilities—general deter-
rence—and publicly committed itself to the defense of specific interests—
immediate deterrence—when it appeared that these interests might be chal-
lenged. The conventional wisdom, eloquently expressed in many of the
scholarly writings on deterrence, assumed that Soviet aggression would wax
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and wane as a function of Soviet perceptions of American military capability
and resolve. Soviet leaders would be most restrained when they regarded the
military balance as unfavorable and American resolve as unquestionable.23

Our analyses of the crises in 1962 and 1973 do not support this assess-
ment of deterrence. In 1962, the strategy of deterrence provoked a war-
threatening crisis, and, in 1973, nuclear deterrence provided the umbrella
under which each sought to make or protect gains at the expense of the other
until they found themselves in a tense confrontation.

The alternative interpretation holds that fear of nuclear war made both
superpowers more cautious than they otherwise would have been in their
competition for global influence and thereby kept the peace. Although far
more convincing than the argument that credits the strategy of nuclear deter-
rence with preserving the peace, this explanation also is not fully persuasive.
The reality of nuclear deterrence had a restraining effect on both Kennedy
and Khrushchev in 1962 and on Brezhnev in 1973. When superpower lead-
ers believed that they were approaching the brink of war, fear of war pulled
them back.24

It is difficult to judge how much of the fear of war can be attributed to
nuclear weapons. At the time of the Korean War, the United States had only
a limited nuclear arsenal, but Stalin may have exaggerated American ability
to launch extensive nuclear strikes against the Soviet Union.25 Robert Mc-
Namara subsequently testified that President Kennedy worried primarily
that the missile crisis would lead to a conventional war with the Soviet
Union.26 Other members of the Ex Comm disagree; they say it was the threat
of nuclear war that was in the back of their minds and, probably, the presi-
dent’s.27 McNamara also admits that he had little expectation that a conven-
tional conflict could be contained. “I didn’t know how we would stop the
chain of military escalation once it began.”28

Soviet leaders also worried about war in the missile crisis, but neither the
written record nor the testimony of Soviet officials offers any evidence of the
kind of war Khrushchev thought most likely. There is no evidence that
Khrushchev or Kennedy speculated about war scenarios; they were desper-
ately trying to resolve the crisis. They had no political or psychological in-
centive to investigate the consequences of failure—quite the reverse. Their
fear of war remained strong but diffuse.

In 1973, the United States did not see war as a likely possibility, but Soviet
leaders worried actively about war. They feared the consequences of a con-
ventional Soviet-Israeli engagement somewhere between the canal and
Cairo, or an accidental encounter at sea. However, there is no evidence
that Soviet speculation progressed to more detailed consideration of how
either could escalate to nuclear war. Again, the fear of war was strong but
diffuse. Soviet leaders feared not only nuclear war but any kind of Soviet-
American war. Their fear translated into self-deterrence; Brezhnev ruled out
the commitment of Soviet forces on Egypt’s behalf before the United States
practiced deterrence.
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The absence of superpower war is puzzling only if at least one of the
superpowers was expansionist and aggressive. On the basis of the evidence
now available, the image that each superpower held of the other as opportu-
nity-driven aggressors can be discredited as crude stereotypes. Khrushchev
and Brezhnev felt threatened by what they considered the predatory policies
of their adversary, as did American leaders by Soviet expansionist policies.
For much of the Cold War, Soviet leaders were primarily concerned with
preserving what they had, although like their American counterparts, they
were not averse to making gains that appeared to entail little risk or cost.
Serious confrontations between the superpowers arose only when one of
them believed that its vital interests were threatened by the other.

With the benefit of hindsight, it is apparent that although both superpow-
ers hoped to remake the world in their image, neither Moscow nor Washing-
ton was ever so dissatisfied with the status quo that it was tempted to go to
war to force a change. It was not only the absence of opportunity that kept
the peace, but also the absence of a strong motive for war. Without a com-
pelling motive, leaders were unwilling to assume the burden and responsibil-
ity for war, even if they thought its outcome would be favorable. In the late
1950s and early 1960s, when the United States might have destroyed the
Soviet Union in a first strike with relatively little damage to itself, American
leaders never considered a preventive war. The Soviet Union never possessed
such a strategic advantage, but there is no reason to suspect that Khrushchev
or Brezhnev had any greater interest than Eisenhower and Kennedy in going
to war. The reality of deterrence helped to restrain leaders on both sides,
but their relative satisfaction with the status quo was an important cause of
the long peace.

HOW MUCH IS ENOUGH?

There was never a consensus in Washington about what was necessary to
deter the Soviet Union. Proponents of MAD maintained that Soviet leaders
would be deterred by the prospect of their country’s destruction. Robert
McNamara’s “whiz kids” at Defense calculated that MAD required the ca-
pability to destroy 50 percent of the Soviet Union’s population and industry
in a retaliatory strike.29 McNamara recommended to Premier Aleksei Ko-
sygin in 1967 that the Soviet Union acquire roughly the same kind of sec-
ond-strike capability so that deterrence would become more stable. Many
military officers and conservative civilian strategists rejected MAD on the
grounds that it was not a credible strategy. No American president, they
argued, could ever convince his Soviet counterpart that he would accept
certain destruction of the United States to punish the Soviet Union for invad-
ing Western Europe. To deter Soviet aggression, the United States needed
clear-cut, across-the-board strategic superiority to decapitate the Soviet po-
litical and military leadership, destroy their command, control, and commu-
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nications network, penetrate hardened targets, and outfight Soviet forces at
every level.30 Proponents of finite deterrence, the smallest of the three com-
munities, argued that nuclear deterrence was robust and required only lim-
ited capabilities. Strategic thinkers in France and Israel have, of necessity,
voiced this kind of argument.

The outcome of the missile crisis supports the argument of finite deter-
rence. The American advantage was overwhelming. The CIA estimated that
the Soviet Union, which had only a hundred missiles and a small fleet of
obsolescent bombers, could attack the United States with at most three-hun-
dred-fifty nuclear weapons. The United States had a strategic nuclear strike
force of thirty-five-hundred weapons and far more accurate and reliable de-
livery systems. Because Soviet missiles were unreliable and Soviet bombers
vulnerable to air defenses, it was possible that very few Soviet weapons
would have reached their American targets. Had the missiles in Cuba been
fully operational and armed with nuclear weapons, they would have aug-
mented the Soviet arsenal by fewer than sixty warheads.31

Military superiority offered little comfort to the administration. It was
not “usable superiority,” McGeorge Bundy explained, because “if even one
Soviet weapon landed on an American target, we would all be losers.”32

Robert McNamara insists that “The assumption that the strategic nuclear
balance (or ‘imbalance’) mattered was absolutely wrong.”33 He recalled a
CIA estimate that the Soviets might be able to deliver thirty warheads
against the United States in a retaliatory attack. “Does anyone believe that
a president or a secretary of defense would be willing to permit thirty war-
heads to fall on the United States? No way! And for that reason, neither we
nor the Soviets would have acted any differently before or after the Cuban
deployment.”34 In McNamara’s judgment, no president would be willing
“to consciously sacrifice an important part of our population or our land
and place it in great jeopardy to a strike by Soviet strategic forces, whether
it be one city, or two cities, or three cities.” The Soviet Union had the capa-
bility to do this even before deploying any missiles in Cuba. “And therefore,
we felt deterred from using our nuclear superiority and that was not changed
by the introduction of nuclear weapons into Cuba.”35

Proponents of war-fighting, MAD, and finite deterrence would all expect
Khrushchev to be deterred by the one-sided American strategic advantage.
Only proponents of finite deterrence would anticipate that Kennedy would
be deterred by the small Soviet arsenal.

Ironically, Kennedy was not fully confident before or during the crisis that
even overwhelming American strategic superiority would restrain the Soviet
Union. Khrushchev, by contrast, was confident—before the crisis—that the
small and inferior Soviet arsenal would deter Kennedy. He worried rather
that the United States would exploit its strategic superiority for political
purposes. His confidence in finite deterrence permitted him to deploy mis-
siles in Cuba with the expectation that Kennedy would not go to war.
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During the crisis, Khrushchev’s confidence in deterrence wavered. He
worried both that Kennedy would be unable to control the militants in the
military and the CIA who did not share his sober recognition of the futility
of war and that the crisis might spin out of control. These fears were partly
responsible for the concessions that he made. Kennedy, too, worried that
Khrushchev would be ousted by militants determined to go to war. Even
when the United States had the overwhelming superiority that proponents of
war-fighting recommend, Kennedy’s confidence in deterrence was limited.
He, too, then made the concessions necessary to resolve the crisis.

In making critical judgments about the robustness of deterrence during
the crisis, Kennedy and Khrushchev paid little attention to the military bal-
ance. They concentrated instead on the political pressures that might push
either side into using force. Their success in resolving the crisis increased
their confidence that the other shared their horror of war.

Although deterrence was robust in 1962, not everybody drew the same
positive lessons from the missile crisis as did Khrushchev and Kennedy. In-
fluential members of the Soviet elite believed that the Kennedy administra-
tion had acted aggressively in Cuba because of its strategic advantage. Many
Americans concluded that Khrushchev had retreated because of Soviet infe-
riority. The lesson of the missile crisis was clear: the United States needed to
maintain its strategic advantage, or failing that, strategic parity. In Moscow,
too, there was a renewed commitment to ending the strategic imbalance.
The missile crisis did not trigger the Soviet strategic buildup of the 1960s—it
had been authorized by Khrushchev before the missile crisis—but it mobi-
lized additional support for that program and made it easier for Brezhnev to
justify when resources grew scarce in the 1970s.36

The crisis in 1973, the most serious superpower confrontation since the
missile crisis, occurred when the strategic balance was roughly equal and
both sides had a secure second-strike capability. Proponents of finite deter-
rence would expect the reality of nuclear deterrence to be robust and the
strategy of nuclear deterrence to fail unless the security of the homeland
was threatened. Given the reality of nuclear deterrence when both sides
had an assured capacity to retaliate, advocates of MAD would also expect
the strategy of deterrence to fail unless vital interests were at stake. War-
fighters would reason differently. Since neither side possessed “escalation
dominance,” the side that estimated a lower risk of war would have the
advantage.

The predictions of the three schools with respect to the American alert
cannot be tested directly, since deterrence was irrelevant. The Soviet Union
had no intention of sending forces to Egypt before the United States alerted
its forces. We can nevertheless assess the Soviet interpretation of the Ameri-
can attempt at deterrence and examine its fit with the expectations of the
three schools. Soviet leaders dismissed the American nuclear alert as incredi-
ble. They could do so in a context in which nuclear weapons were regarded
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as so unusable that nuclear threats to defend anything but the homeland or
vital interests were incredible. There is no evidence, moreover, that political
leaders in Moscow made any attempt to assess the relative strategic balance.
The Soviet interpretation is consistent with the expectations of finite deter-
rence and MAD and inconsistent with those of war-fighters.

Analysis of these two crises reveals that it was not the balance or even
perceptions of the balance but rather the judgments leaders made about its
meaning that were critical. The understanding leaders had of their adver-
sary’s intentions was much more important than their estimates of its rela-
tive capabilities. Deterrence was as robust in 1962 as proponents of finite
deterrence expected, and at least as robust in 1973 as proponents of MAD
anticipated. Yet, worst-case analyses remained the conventional wisdom for
many years among militants in both the United States and the Soviet Union.
Many on both sides continued to assume that the strategic balance was and
would continue to be the critical determinant of superpower behavior.

War-fighters drew a direct relationship between the strategic balance and
Soviet behavior. The Soviet Union would be most restrained when the
United States had a strategic advantage and would behave more aggressively
when the military balance tilted in their favor.37 Proponents of finite deter-
rence denied that any relationship existed between the strategic balance and
aggression, whereas adherents of MAD could be found on both sides of the
debate. The proposition that the aggressiveness of Soviet leaders intensified
or diminished in accordance with their perception of the strategic balance
became the fundamental assumption of strategic analysis and force planning
in the United States. Deterrence was considered primarily a military prob-
lem, and many American officials and strategists worked on the assumption
that Washington could never have too powerful a military or too great a
strategic advantage.38

The link between Soviet foreign policy and the military balance is an em-
pirical question. To test this relationship, we examined Soviet-American re-
lations from the beginning of the Cold War in 1947 to 1985, when Mikhail
Gorbachev came to power. Drawing on formerly classified estimates of the
strategic balance and public studies of the balance prepared by prominent
strategic institutes, we developed a composite measure of the relative strate-
gic potency of the two superpowers. Our analysis suggests that the nuclear
balance went through three distinct phases. The first, 1948 to 1960, was a
period of mounting American advantage. The second, 1961 to 1968, was
characterized by a pronounced but declining American advantage. The
third, 1968 to 1985, was an era of strategic parity.39

There is no positive correlation between shifts in Soviet assertiveness and
shifts in the strategic balance. Soviet challenges are most pronounced in the
late 1940s and early 1950s in central Europe and Korea and again in the late
1950s and early 1960s in Berlin and Cuba. A third, lesser period of assertive-
ness occurred from 1979 to 1982 in Africa and Afghanistan.40 The first and
second peaks occurred at a time when the United States had unquestioned
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nuclear superiority. The third peak coincides with the period of strategic
parity, before the years of the putative American “window of vulnerability.”
During this period of alleged Soviet advantage, roughly 1982 to 1985, So-
viet behavior was restrained. The relationship between the military balance
and Soviet assertiveness is largely the reverse of that predicted by proponents
of war-fighting. The United States had unquestioned supremacy from 1948
to 1952 and again from 1959 to 1962, the principal years of Soviet assertive-
ness. Soviet challenges were most pronounced when the Soviet Union was
weak and the United States was strong.

This pattern challenges the proposition that aggression is motivated pri-
marily by adversaries who seek continuously to exploit opportunities. When
leaders became desperate, they behaved aggressively even though the mili-
tary balance was unfavorable and they had no grounds to doubt their adver-
sary’s resolve. In the absence of compelling need, leaders often did not chal-
lenge even when opportunities for an assertive foreign policy were present.41

A definitive answer to the question, “How much is enough?” must await
detailed analyses of other nuclear crises with other leaders. Drawing on the
analysis of leaders’ thinking in these two cases and the broad pattern in their
relationship during the Cold War, we can suggest a tentative answer: finite
nuclear capabilities in the context of a shared fear of war. In this circum-
stance, a little deterrence goes a long way.

THE POLITICAL VALUE OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Just as there was no consensus during the Cold War on how much deter-
rence was enough, so there was no agreement on the political value of
nuclear weapons. War-fighters contended that nuclear power was fun-
gible; they insisted that strategic advantages could be successfully exploited
for political purposes. Most proponents of MAD argued that nuclear threats
were likely to be effective only in defense of a state’s most vital interests.
Proponents of finite deterrence took the most restrictive view of the political
value of nuclear weapons. They argued that nuclear weapons could only
deter attacks against one’s own state and perhaps against one’s closest
allies.

War-fighters, who were dubious about the efficacy of deterrence and set
the most demanding conditions, nevertheless expressed the greatest confi-
dence in compellence. Advocates of finite deterrence, who maintained that
nuclear deterrence was relatively easy to achieve, doubted that nuclear
threats would succeed in compelling nuclear adversaries. Proponents of
MAD thought deterrence was somewhat easier to achieve than compellence.

These seeming contradictions between the schools of war-fighting and
finite deterrence can be reconciled by examining why each argued that deter-
rence and compellence would succeed or fail. For war-fighters, the critical
factor was the military balance. When a state possessed a decisive strategic
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advantage, it could more convincingly demonstrate resolve and more readily
deter and compel an adversary. Parity made deterrence possible but com-
pellence extraordinarily difficult.

Advocates of finite deterrence reasoned that leaders had a pronounced
fear of the consequences of nuclear war. This fear had a low threshold and
was independent of the level of destruction leaders could inflict on their
adversaries. The strategic balance was therefore irrelevant to deterrence, and
strategic advantage did not make compellence any easier. So long as the
target state had some nuclear retaliatory capability, nuclear threats for any
purpose other than retaliation lacked credibility.

Proponents of MAD also denied the utility of strategic superiority. They
placed the threshold of deterrence higher than did advocates of finite deter-
rence and argued that a state needed an unquestioned capability, after sus-
taining a first strike, to retaliate in sufficient force to destroy approximately
50 percent of its adversary’s population and industry. Additional nuclear
capabilities did not make deterrence any more secure. Some advocates of
MAD believed that strategic advantages were critical for compellence but
only in limited, well-specified circumstances. Like the advocates of finite de-
terrence, they argued that the unprecedented destructiveness of nuclear
weapons made it very difficult to make credible nuclear threats against nu-
clear adversaries. Such threats would carry weight only when a state’s most
vital interests were unambiguously threatened.42

Proponents of war-fighting and MAD argued that the Cuban missile crisis
was consistent with their expectations. They both maintained that Khru-
shchev sent missiles to Cuba because he doubted American resolve and
withdrew them because he respected American military capability.43 The
crisis illustrated a general truth to war-fighters: strategic superiority confers
important bargaining advantages in crisis. Advocates of MAD maintained
that the missile crisis was a special case. Compellence succeeded not only
because of the American military advantage, but because of the asymmetry
of interests. The United States was defending a vital interest, the Soviet
Union was not.44

Both arguments took as their starting point the apparently one-sided out-
come of the crisis in favor of the United States. Khrushchev withdrew the
Soviet missiles in return for a face-saving pledge from Kennedy not to invade
Cuba. Proponents of war-fighting and MAD treated this pledge as largely
symbolic because the administration had no intention of invading the island
other than to remove the missiles. Both believed that the missiles would have
significantly affected the military or political balance and therefore treated
their withdrawal as a major concession.

These interpretations that congealed in the 1960s are contradicted by
newly available evidence. Although the administration had ruled out an in-
vasion of Cuba, Khrushchev considered Kennedy’s pledge not to invade an
extremely important concession. With other Soviet leaders, he was con-
vinced that the United States was preparing to overthrow the Castro govern-
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ment and was only prevented from doing so by the missile deployment.
In the eyes of the president and his secretary of defense, the missiles in
Cuba had much less military value than many students of the crisis have
alleged. Their withdrawal was important for domestic and foreign political
reasons.

We now know that Kennedy made a second, important concession to
Khrushchev: he agreed to remove the American Jupiter missiles from Turkey
at a decent interval after the crisis. The decision to withdraw the missiles was
not made before the crisis, as some administration officials contended, but
was offered to Khrushchev as a concession. However, Kennedy insisted that
the Kremlin keep it secret. The removal of the Jupiters had little military
value but was of enormous symbolic importance to Khrushchev.

The outcome of the missile crisis is best explained by finite deterrence. The
terms of the settlement did not reflect the strategic balance, but mutual fears
of war. Despite pronounced Soviet strategic inferiority, the crisis ended in a
compromise, not in a one-sided American victory. American leaders judged
it too risky to rely on their strategic advantage to compel withdrawal of the
Soviet missiles without making compensating concessions.

The advocates of finite deterrence, MAD, and war-fighting would all ex-
pect compellence to be very difficult in the strategic context of 1973. War-
fighters would predict that neither the Soviet Union nor the United States
could compel the other side to achieve political benefit since neither had a
decisive strategic advantage. Under conditions of parity and a secure capa-
bility to retaliate, proponents of MAD and finite deterrence would predict
that compellence would be very difficult unless vital interests were demon-
strably at stake.

The failure of Soviet compellence in 1973 is consistent with the shared
expectation of all three schools. Brezhnev did not succeed in compelling the
United States to restrain Israel, even though it was very much in Washing-
ton’s interest to stop the fighting. On the contrary, Brezhnev’s attempt to
compel backfired and escalated the crisis. Although Kissinger recognized
Soviet interests, particularly the heavy cost of its humiliating failure to stop
the fighting, he nevertheless interpreted Brezhnev’s threat that he might con-
sider unilateral action as a direct challenge to the reputation and resolve of
the United States.

All three approaches expect, although for quite different reasons, strate-
gic parity to confer no political advantage. To distinguish among the three
schools, we need detailed evidence of the calculations of American leaders
about the strategic balance. Yet, when Kissinger and his colleagues chose to
respond to Brezhnev’s threat that he might consider unilateral military ac-
tion, they made no reference at all to the strategic balance.45 When they
chose not to comply with Brezhnev’s threat, the strategic balance was not
salient in their minds.

Our analysis of these two cases is most consistent with the arguments of
finite deterrence. The overwhelming strategic advantage of the United States
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in the missile crisis was negated by the fear of war. When the strategic bal-
ance was roughly equal, the Soviet Union could not compel even when the
United States recognized the strong Soviet interest in protecting an endan-
gered ally and their own interest in saving the Egyptian Third Army. Our
evidence suggests that nuclear weapons are unusable for any political
purpose but the defense of vital interests.

NUCLEAR THREATS AND NUCLEAR WEAPONS

The role of nuclear threats and nuclear weapons in Soviet-American rela-
tions during the Cold War runs counter to much of the conventional
wisdom. Throughout the Cold War, superpower leaders expected their ad-
versary to exploit any strategic advantage for political or military gain. Con-
sequently, they devoted scarce resources to military spending to keep from
being disadvantaged. For four decades Soviet and American leaders worried
about the political and military consequences of strategic inferiority. These
fears, coupled with the worst-case analysis each side used to estimate the
other’s strategic capabilities, fueled an increasingly expensive arms race. In
the late 1940s, the Soviet Union made an intensive effort to develop its own
nuclear arsenal in the aftermath of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In the early
1950s, both sides developed thermonuclear weapons. Following the success
of Sputnik in 1957, the United States accelerated its commitment to develop
and deploy ICBMs. President Kennedy’s decision to expand the scope of the
American strategic buildup in the spring of 1961 triggered a reciprocal So-
viet decision. The Reagan buildup of the 1980s was a response to Brezhnev’s
intensive spending of the previous decade and widespread concern that it
had bought the Soviet Union a strategic advantage.

This pervasive fear of strategic inferiority was greatly exaggerated. We
offer a set of general observations about the impact of nuclear threats and
nuclear weapons that summarize our arguments based on the new evidence.
These observations must remain tentative until additional evidence becomes
available about other critical confrontations during the Cold War and about
the role of nuclear weapons in Sino-American and Sino-Soviet relations.

1. Leaders who try to exploit real or imagined nuclear advantages for
political gain are not likely to succeed. Khrushchev and Kennedy tried and
failed to intimidate one another with claims of strategic superiority in the
late 1950s and early 1960s. Khrushchev’s threats and boasts strengthened
Western resolve not to yield in Berlin and provoked Kennedy to order a
major strategic buildup. Kennedy’s threats against Cuba, his administra-
tion’s assertion of strategic superiority, and the deployment of Jupiter mis-
siles in Turkey—all intended to dissuade Khrushchev from challenging the
West in Berlin—led directly to the Soviet decision to send missiles to Cuba.
Both leaders were willing to assume the risks of a serious confrontation to
avoid creating the impression of weakness or irresolution.
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2. Credible nuclear threats are very difficult to make. The destructiveness
of nuclear weapons makes nuclear threats more frightening but less credible.
It is especially difficult to make nuclear threats credible when they are di-
rected against nuclear adversaries who have the capability to retaliate in
kind. Many Soviets worried about nuclear war during the missile crisis, but
Khrushchev judged correctly that Kennedy would not initiate a nuclear war
in response to the deployment of Soviet missiles. Khrushchev’s principal
concern was that the president would be pushed into attacking Cuba and
that armed clashes between the invading Americans and the Soviet forces on
the island committed to Cuba’s defense would escalate into a wider and
perhaps uncontrollable war.

In 1973, the American alert had even less influence on the Soviet leader-
ship. It was inconceivable to Brezhnev and his colleagues that the United
States would attack the Soviet Union with nuclear weapons. They did not
believe that the interests at stake for either the United States or the Soviet
Union justified war. The American nuclear threat was therefore incompre-
hensible and incredible.

3. Nuclear threats are fraught with risk. In both 1962 and 1973, Ameri-
can leaders were uninformed about the consequences and implications of
strategic alerts. In 1973, they did not fully understand the technical meaning
or the operational consequences of the DEFCON III alert and chose the alert
in full confidence that it entailed no risks. During the missile crisis, when
conventional and nuclear forces were moved to an even higher level of alert,
it was very difficult to control alerted forces. Military routines and insubor-
dination posed a serious threat to the resolution of the crisis.

Evidence from these two cases suggests that there are stark trade-offs be-
tween the political leverage that military preparations are expected to confer
and the risks of inadvertent escalation they entail. American leaders had a
poor understanding of these trade-offs: they significantly overvalued the po-
litical value of nuclear alerts and were relatively insensitive to their risks.46

4. Strategic buildups are more likely to provoke than to restrain adversar-
ies because of their impact on the domestic balance of political power in the
target state. Stalin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev all believed that strategic
advantage would restrain adversaries. Khrushchev believed that the West
behaved cautiously in the 1950s because of a growing respect for the eco-
nomic as well as the military power of the socialist camp. He was convinced
that the visible demonstration of Soviet power, through nuclear threats and
the deployment of missiles in Cuba, would strengthen the hands of the
“sober realists” in Washington who favored accommodation with the So-
viet Union. Khrushchev’s actions had the reverse impact: they strengthened
anti-Soviet militants by intensifying American fears of Soviet intentions and
capabilities. Kennedy’s warnings to Khrushchev not to deploy missiles in
Cuba and his subsequent blockade were in large part a response to the grow-
ing domestic political pressures to act decisively against the Soviet Union
and its Cuban ally.
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Brezhnev’s strategic buildup was a continuation of Khrushchev’s pro-
gram. American officials believed that the Soviet buildup continued after
parity had been achieved. Soviet strategic spending appeared to confirm the
predictions of militants in Washington that Moscow’s goal was strategic
superiority, even a first-strike capability. Brezhnev, on the other hand, ex-
pected Soviet nuclear capabilities to prevent the United States from engaging
in “nuclear blackmail.” Instead, it gave Republicans the ammunition to de-
feat President Carter and the SALT II agreement. The Soviet arms buildup
and invasion of Afghanistan contributed to Ronald Reagan’s landslide vic-
tory in 1980 and provided the justification for his administration’s massive
arms spending. American attempts to put pressure on the Soviet Union
through arms buildups were equally counterproductive.

5. Nuclear deterrence is robust when leaders on both sides fear war and
are aware of each other’s fears. War-fighting, MAD, and finite deterrence all
mistakenly equate stability with specific arms configurations. More impor-
tant than the distribution of nuclear capabilities, or leaders’ estimates of
relative nuclear advantage, is their judgment of an adversary’s intentions.
The Cuban missile crisis was a critical turning point in Soviet-American rela-
tions because it convinced Kennedy and Khrushchev, and some of their most
important advisors as well, that their adversary was as committed as they
were to avoiding nuclear war. This mutually acknowledged fear of war
made the other side’s nuclear capabilities less threatening and paved the way
for the first arms-control agreements.

By no means did all American and Soviet leaders share this interpretation.
Large segments of the national security elites of both superpowers continued
to regard their adversary as implacably hostile and willing to use nuclear
weapons. Even when Brezhnev and Nixon acknowledged the other’s fear of
war, they used the umbrella of nuclear deterrence to compete vigorously for
unilateral gain. Western militants did not begin to change their estimate of
Soviet intentions until Gorbachev made clear his commitment to ending the
arms race and the Cold War.

DETERRENCE IN HINDSIGHT

The Cold War began as a result of Soviet-American competition in Central
Europe in the aftermath of Germany’s defeat. Once recognized spheres of
influence were established, confrontations between the superpowers in the
heart of Europe diminished. Only Berlin continued to be a flash point until
the superpowers reached an understanding about the two Germanies. The
conventional and nuclear arms buildup that followed in the wake of the
crises of the early Cold War was a reaction to the mutual insecurities they
generated. By the 1970s, the growing arsenal and increasingly accurate
weapons of mass destruction that each superpower aimed at the other had
become the primary source of mutual insecurity and tension. Moscow and
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Washington no longer argued about the status quo in Europe but about the
new weapons systems each deployed to threaten the other. Each thought
that deterrence was far less robust than it was. Their search for deterrence
reversed cause and effect and prolonged the Cold War.

The history of the Cold War provides compelling evidence of the perni-
cious effects of the open-ended quest for nuclear deterrence. But nuclear
weapons also moderated superpower behavior, once leaders in Moscow and
Washington recognized and acknowledged to the other that a nuclear war
between them would almost certainly lead to their mutual destruction.

Since the late 1960s, when the Soviet Union developed an effective retalia-
tory capability, both superpowers had to live with nuclear vulnerability.
There were always advocates of preemption, ballistic missile defense, or
other illusory visions of security in a nuclear world. But nuclear vulnerabil-
ity could not be eliminated. MAD was a reality from which there was no
escape short of the most far-reaching arms control. Even after the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union and the proposed deep cuts in nuclear weapons,
Russia and the United States will still possess enough nuclear weapons to
destroy each other many times over.47

Nuclear vulnerability distinguished the Soviet-American conflict from
conventional conflicts of the past or present. In conventional conflicts, lead-
ers could believe that war might benefit their country. Leaders have often
gone to war with this expectation, although more often than not they have
been proven wrong. The consequences of war turned out very differently
than expected by leaders in Iraq in 1980, Argentina in 1982, and Israel
in 1982.

Fear of the consequences of nuclear war not only made it exceedingly
improbable that either superpower would deliberately seek a military con-
frontation with the other; it made their leaders extremely reluctant to take
any action that they considered would seriously raise the risk of war. Over
the years they developed a much better appreciation of each other’s interests.
In the last years of the Soviet-American conflict, leaders on both sides ac-
knowledged and refrained from any challenge of the other’s vital interests.

The ultimate irony of nuclear deterrence may be the way in which the
strategy of deterrence undercut much of the political stability the reality of
deterrence should have created. The arms buildups, threatening military de-
ployments, and the confrontational rhetoric that characterized the strategy
of deterrence effectively obscured deep-seated, mutual fears of war. Fear of
nuclear war made leaders inwardly cautious, but their public posturing
convinced their adversaries that they were aggressive, risk-prone, and even
irrational.

This kind of behavior was consistent with the strategy of deterrence.
Leaders on both sides recognized that only a madman would use nuclear
weapons against a nuclear adversary. To reinforce deterrence, they therefore
tried, and to a disturbing degree, succeeded in convincing the other that they
might be irrational enough or sufficiently out of control to implement their
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threats. Each consequently became less secure, more threatened, and less
confident of the robust reality of deterrence. The strategy of deterrence was
self-defeating; it provoked the kind of behavior it was designed to prevent.

The history of the Cold War suggests that nuclear deterrence should be
viewed as a powerful but very dangerous medicine. Arsenic, formerly used
to treat syphilis and schistosomiasis, and chemotherapy, routinely used to
treat cancer, can kill or cure a patient. The outcome depends on the virulence
of the disease, how early the disease is detected, the amount of drugs admin-
istered, and the resistance of the patient to both the disease and the cure. So
it is with nuclear deterrence. Finite deterrence is stabilizing because it
prompts mutual caution. Too much deterrence, or deterrence applied inap-
propriately to a frightened and vulnerable adversary, can fuel an arms race
that makes both sides less rather than more secure and provoke the aggres-
sion that it is designed to prevent. As with any medicine, the key to success-
ful deterrence is to administer correctly the proper dosage.

The superpowers “overdosed” on deterrence. It poisoned their relation-
ship, but their leaders remained blind to its consequences. Instead, they
interpreted the tension and crises that followed as evidence of the need for
even more deterrence. Despite the changed political climate that makes it
almost inconceivable that either Russia or the United States would initiate
nuclear war, there are still influential people in Washington, and possibly in
Moscow, who believe that new weapons are necessary to reinforce deter-
rence. Deeply embedded beliefs are extraordinarily resistant to change.
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Deterrence and the End of the Cold War

I like many others knew that the USSR needed radical change.

Khrushchev tried it, Kosygin tried it. . . . If I had not under-

stood this, I would never have accepted the position of Gen-

eral Secretary. At the end of 1986, we feared that the process

of reform was slowing down and that the same fate could

befall our reforms as befell Khrushchev’s.

—Mikhail S. Gorbachev 1

THE FINAL CLAIM made for nuclear deterrence is that it helped to end the
Cold War. As impeccable a liberal as New York Times columnist Tom
Wicker reluctantly conceded that Star Wars and the massive military
buildup in the Reagan administration had forced the Soviet Union to reori-
ent its foreign and domestic policies.2 The conventional wisdom has two
components. American military capability and resolve allegedly convinced
Soviet leaders that aggression anywhere would meet unyielding opposition.
Forty years of arms competition also brought the Soviet economy to the edge
of collapse. The Reagan buildup and Star Wars, the argument goes, were the
straws that broke the Soviet camel’s back. Moscow could not match the
increased level of American defense spending and accordingly chose to end
the Cold War.

We cannot examine these propositions about the impact of deterrence
on the end of the Cold War with the same quality of evidence we used to
assess the role of deterrence in superpower relations during the Cold War.
Nevertheless, the absence of a large body of documents, interviews, and
memoirs has not discouraged columnists and scholars from rendering judg-
ments about the end of the Cold War. Nor will it prevent policymakers
from using these interpretations as guides to action in the future. It is there-
fore essential that the conventional wisdom does not go unexamined. The
limited evidence that is now available is not consistent with these two prop-
ositions about the role of deterrence in ending the Cold War. Within the
confines of the available evidence, we sketch the outlines of a very different
interpretation.
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THE END OF THE COLD WAR

Soviet officials insist that Gorbachev’s withdrawal of Soviet forces from Af-
ghanistan, proposals for arms control, and domestic reforms took place de-
spite the Reagan buildup. Mikhail Sergeevich Gorbachev came to power in
March 1985 committed to liberalizing the domestic political process at
home and improving relations with the West so that the Soviet Union could
modernize its rigid economy. Within a month of assuming office, he an-
nounced his first unilateral initiative—a temporary freeze on the deployment
of Soviet intermediate-range missiles in Europe—and in a series of subse-
quent proposals tried to signal his interest in arms control. President Reagan
continued to speak of the Soviet Union as an “evil empire” and remained
committed to his quest for a near-perfect ballistic-missile defense.

Gorbachev came to office imbued with a sense of the urgency of domestic
reform and with a fundamentally different attitude toward the West. He
was confident that the United States would not deliberately attack the So-
viet Union and that the serious risk was an accidental or miscalculated
exchange.3 In conversations with his military advisors, he rejected any
plans that were premised on a war with the United States. “During the pe-
riod of stagnation,” he observed, “we had assumed that such a war was
possible, but when I became general secretary, I refused to consider any such
plans.”4 Since he saw no threat of attack from the United States,
Gorbachev was not “afraid” of any military programs put forward by the
Reagan administration and did not feel forced to match them. Rather, he
saw arms spending as an unnecessary and wasteful expenditure of scarce
resources. Deep arms reductions were not only important to the reform
and development of the Soviet economy, but also an imperative of the
nuclear age.5

Rather than facilitating a change in Soviet foreign policy, Reagan’s com-
mitment to the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) complicated Gorbachev’s
task of persuading his own officials that arms control was in the Soviet inter-
est. Conservatives, much of the military leadership, and captains of defense-
related industries took SDI as further evidence of the hostile intentions of
the United States and insisted on increased spending on offensive counter-
measures. Gorbachev, Eduard Shevardnadze, Aleksandr Yakovlev, and
many foreign-ministry officials did not feel threatened by Star Wars but were
constrained and frustrated by the political impact of Reagan’s policies
at home.6

To break the impasse, Gorbachev used a two-pronged strategy. In succes-
sive summits he tried and finally convinced Reagan of his genuine interest in
ending the arms race and restructuring East-West relations on a collabora-
tive basis. When Reagan changed his estimate of Gorbachev, he also modi-
fied his assessment of the Soviet Union and became the leading dove of his
administration. Gorbachev also worked hard to convince Western publics
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that he intended a radical departure from past Soviet policies. The with-
drawal from Afghanistan, freeing of Soviet political prisoners, and liberali-
zation of the Soviet political system evoked widespread sympathy and
support in the West and generated strong public pressures on NATO gov-
ernments to respond positively to his initiatives.

The first breakthrough—an agreement on intermediate nuclear forces
(INF)—was the unintended result of the Reagan administration’s need to
placate American and European public opinion. American officials were
deeply divided on the question of theater arms control and settled on the
“double zero” proposal only because they thought that Moscow would re-
ject the offer. The proposal required the Soviet Union, which had already
deployed a new generation of nuclear delivery systems in Europe, to make
deeper cuts in its arsenal than the United States, which had only just begun
to field new weapons in Europe. Washington expected Gorbachev to reject
the proposal and hoped thereby to make him appear responsible for the
failure of arms control. They were astonished when he agreed in principle.7

Soviet officials contend that Gorbachev accepted “double zero,” not because
of Soviet weakness, but in the expectation that it would trigger a reciprocal
process of accommodation. President Gorbachev subsequently described the
INF agreement as a watershed in Soviet-American relations. “Working on
the treaty and the treaty itself,” he said, “created trust and a network of
personal links.”8 To Gorbachev, the absolute gain of accommodation was
far more important than the relative distribution of military advantage in
any particular arms-control agreement.9

Gorbachev’s political persistence broke through Reagan’s wall of mis-
trust. At their Reykjavik summit in October 1986, the two leaders talked
seriously about eliminating all their ballistic missiles within ten years and
significantly reducing their arsenals of nuclear weapons. No agreement was
reached because Reagan was unwilling to limit SDI. The Reykjavik summit,
as Gorbachev had hoped, nevertheless began a process of mutual reassur-
ance and accommodation.10 That process continued after an initially hesi-
tant George Bush became a full-fledged partner. In hindsight, it is apparent
that Gorbachev’s initiatives began the process that brought the Cold War
to an end.

DEFENSE AND THE ECONOMY

The conventional wisdom assumes that the Soviet Union was forced to
match American defense spending and to end the Cold War when it could
no longer compete. There is no evidence that Soviet defense spending rose
or fell in response to American defense spending. Revised estimates by
the CIA indicate that Soviet defense expenditures remained more or less
constant throughout the 1980s. Neither the Carter-Reagan buildup nor
Star Wars had any impact on gross spending levels. Their only demon-
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strable impact was to shift in marginal ways the allocation of defense rubles.
After SDI, more funds were earmarked to developing countermeasures to
ballistic defense.11

If American defense spending bankrupted the Soviet economy and led
Gorbachev to end the Cold War, a sharp decline in defense spending should
have occurred under Gorbachev. Despite his rejection of military competi-
tion with the United States, CIA statistics show that Soviet defense spending
remained relatively constant as a proportion of Soviet gross national prod-
uct during the first four years of Gorbachev’s tenure. The Soviet gross na-
tional product declined precipitously in the late 1980s and early 1990s;
Gorbachev’s domestic reforms had a profoundly negative impact on the So-
viet economy. Soviet defense spending was reduced only in 1989 and did not
shrink as rapidly as the overall economy. In the current decade, Soviet, and
then Russian defense spending has consumed a higher percentage of dispos-
able national income than it did in the Brezhnev years.12

From Stalin through Gorbachev, annual Soviet defense spending con-
sumed about 25% of Soviet disposable income. This was an extraordinary
burden on the economy. Not all Soviet leaders were blind to its likely conse-
quences. In the early 1970s, some officials recognized that the economy
would ultimately stagnate if the military continued to consume such a dis-
proportionate share of resources.13 Brezhnev, however, was even more heav-
ily dependent than Khrushchev on the support of a coalition in which de-
fense and heavy industry were well represented. In defense, as in other
budgetary outlays, allocations reflected the relative political power of differ-
ent sectors of the economy. Within the different sectors, spending and invest-
ment were controlled by bureaucracies with strong vested interests. As a
result, not only military but also civilian spending was frequently wasteful
and inefficient. Logrolling among competing groups compounded the prob-
lem by increasing the aggregate level of spending.14 Because Soviet defense
spending under Brezhnev and Gorbachev was primarily a response to inter-
nal imperatives, it is not correlated with American defense spending. Nor is
there any observable relationship between defense spending and changes in
the political relationship between the superpowers, until the cuts in the
American defense budget in 1991.

The proposition that American defense spending bankrupted the Soviet
economy and forced an end to the Cold War is not sustained by the avail-
able evidence. The critical factor in the Soviet economic decline was the
rigid “command economy” imposed by Stalin in the early 1930s. It offered
little or no reward for individual or collective initiative, freed produc-
tive units from the competition normally imposed by the market, and cen-
tralized production and investment decisions in the hands of an unwieldy
bureaucracy immune from market forces and consumer demands. The com-
mand economy predates the Cold War and was not a response to American
deterrence.15
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WHY SOVIET FOREIGN POLICY CHANGED

To explain the dramatic reorientation of Soviet foreign policy, we need to
look first at the domestic agendas of Soviet leaders. Khrushchev’s and
Gorbachev’s efforts to transform East-West relations and Brezhnev’s more
limited attempt at détente were motivated in large part by their economic
objectives.

Khrushchev sought an accommodation with the West to free manpower
and resources for economic development. He hoped that success in reducing
East-West tensions would enhance his domestic authority and make it more
difficult for conservative forces to block his economic and political reforms.
Gorbachev had a similar agenda and pursued a similar strategy. Perestroika
required peaceful relations abroad to succeed at home. Accommodation
with the West would permit a shift in resources from the military to produc-
tive investment; attract credits, investment, and technology from the West;
and weaken the power of the conservatives opposed to Gorbachev and
his reforms. Accommodation with the West was especially critical for
Gorbachev because the Soviet economy had deteriorated sharply since the
early 1970s and the brief détente between the United States and the Soviet
Union. The impetus for domestic reform was structural; economic decline,
or the threat of serious decline, motivated Gorbachev, like Khrushchev and
Brezhnev, to implement domestic reforms and seek accommodation with
the West.

The need to arrest economic decline and improve economic performance
cannot by itself explain the scope of reforms or the kind of relationship
Gorbachev tried to establish with the West. Only a few central Soviet leaders
responded to economic imperatives by promoting a radical restructuring of
the Soviet relationship with the West.16 Almost all the fundamental compo-
nents of Gorbachev’s “new thinking” about security were politically con-
tested.17 Traditional thinkers powerfully placed within the defense ministry
and the Soviet General Staff vigorously challenged the new concepts of secu-
rity. Indeed, Gorbachev had to go outside the establishment to civilian and
academic specialists on defense in the policy institutes in Moscow for new
ideas about Soviet security.18 Insofar as senior Soviet leaders and officials in
the Gorbachev era disagreed fundamentally about the direction of Soviet
foreign and defense policy, structural imperatives alone cannot adequately
explain the change in Soviet thinking about security under Gorbachev.

Gorbachev differed significantly from Khrushchev and Brezhnev in his
conception of security. Previous Soviet leaders had regarded the capitalist
West as the enemy and had feared military aggression against the Soviet
Union or its allies. Like their Western counterparts, they measured security
in terms of military and economic power; Soviet military prowess and so-
cialist solidarity were necessary to deter attack and restrain the capitalist
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powers. Khrushchev and Brezhnev wanted to improve relations with the
West, but they remained committed to their ideological view of a world
divided into two hostile camps. Unlike Stalin, they recognized that nuclear
weapons had made war between the superpowers irrational and unlikely,
but they believed in the fundamental antagonism between the incompatible
systems of capitalism and socialism.

Gorbachev and his closest advisors rejected the traditional Soviet ap-
proach to security. In their view, it had helped to create and sustain the Cold
War and had placed a heavy burden on the Soviet economy. Perestroichiks
were especially critical of the domestic consequences of postwar Soviet for-
eign policy; conflict with the West had been exploited by the Communist
Party to justify its monopoly on power and suppression of dissent.19

Gorbachev’s vision of Soviet security was cooperative rather than com-
petitive. He and Eduard A. Shevardnadze repudiated the class basis of inter-
national relations that had dominated Soviet thinking about security since
the Soviet state was created. They explicitly condemned as mistaken the
thesis developed in the Khrushchev and Brezhnev years that peaceful co-
existence was a specific form of the class struggle.20 “New thinking” about
security was based on five related propositions: the primacy of universal,
“all-human” values over class conflict; the interdependence of all nations;
the impossibility of achieving victory in nuclear or large-scale conventional
war; the need to seek security in political and economic rather than military
terms; and the belief that neither Soviet nor Western security could be
achieved unilaterally.21 Gorbachev called for the development of “a new
security model” based on “a policy of compromise” among former adver-
saries.22 National security was to be replaced by a “common, indivisible
security, the same for all.” The goal of the Soviet Union was to join a “com-
mon European house” that would foster security and prosperity through “a
policy of cooperation based on mutual trust.”23

Gorbachev, Shevardnadze, and other committed democrats believed in a
complex, two-way relationship between domestic reform and foreign pol-
icy. Accommodation with the West would facilitate perestroika, but it was
more than an instrument of reform and economic rejuvenation.24 For the
Soviet Union to join the family of nations, it had to become a democratic
society with a demonstrable respect for the individual and collective rights of
its citizens and allies. Granting independence to the countries of Eastern
Europe was the international analogue to emptying the gulags, ending cen-
sorship in the media, and choosing members of the Supreme Soviet through
free elections.

Gorbachev was able to pursue a more far-reaching and dramatic strategy
of accommodation than his predecessors because of the evolution in the su-
perpower relationship since the acute confrontations of the 1960s. He was
much less fearful of Western intentions than Khrushchev and less concerned
that the United States and its allies would exploit concessions as a sign of
weakness. Khrushchev’s fear of the West severely constrained his search for
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accommodation. He never considered, as did Gorbachev, that soft words
and unilateral initiatives would evoke enough public sympathy and support
so that Western governments would be pushed by their own domestic pub-
lics to reciprocate. Khrushchev did make some unilateral concessions; he
reduced the size of the armed forces and proclaimed a short-lived morato-
rium on nuclear testing. When his actions were not reciprocated, the militant
opposition at home forced him to revert to a confrontational policy. His
inflammatory rhetoric in turn strengthened the forces in the West who op-
posed accommodation with the Soviet Union.

Gorbachev could not have succeeded in transforming East-West relations
and ending the Cold War if the West had not become his willing partner.
Unlike Khrushchev, whose quest for a German peace treaty frightened
France and West Germany, Gorbachev met a receptive audience when he
attempted to end the division of Europe. Disenchantment with the Cold
War, opposition to the deployment of new weapons systems, and a wide-
spread desire to end the division of Europe, given voice by well-organized
peace movements, created a groundswell of support for exploring the possi-
bilities of accommodation with the Soviet Union.

THE IMPACT OF AMERICAN POLICY

Throughout the Cold War, many leaders in the West argued that the internal
structure and foreign-policy goals of the Soviet Union were ideologically
determined and largely unaffected by the policies of other states. The West
could only restrain Soviet aggression through a policy of strength. Many
academic analysts rejected the argument that Soviet domestic and foreign
policies were immutable. They maintained that Western policies made a dif-
ference, but disagreed among themselves about the nature of the interaction
between Soviet and American foreign and domestic policies.

Some scholars contended that the links were reciprocal. Soviet “ortho-
doxy”, which favored heavy industry, restricted individual freedoms, and a
strong military, was strengthened by an international environment that ap-
peared to confirm the enemy image of the capitalist West. Conciliatory
Western policies could weaken the influence of Soviet militants and
strengthen the hand of those officials who favored reform and accommoda-
tion with the West.25 Other scholars subscribed only to the first of these
propositions. Citing the Khrushchev experience, they agreed that a threaten-
ing international environment undermined reform and accommodation,
but, drawing on the Brezhnev years, they denied the corollary that détente
encouraged domestic liberalization.26 The contrast between Gorbachev and
Brezhnev led some specialists to argue that reform only came when the lead-
ership confronted the prospect of domestic and foreign-policy disaster.27

The available evidence suggests a different proposition about the relation-
ship between American and Soviet foreign policy. The critical factor was the
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agenda of Soviet leaders. American influence was limited when Soviet lead-
ers were not seriously committed to internal reform. Confrontation then
exacerbated Soviet-American tensions, but conciliation did not necessarily
improve the relationship, nor did it encourage internal reforms. Jimmy
Carter’s efforts to transform Soviet-American relations had little effect be-
cause they came after Brezhnev had lost interest in domestic reform at home.

When the principal objective of Soviet leaders was economic reform and
development, they were anxious to reach some kind of accommodation with
the West. Gorbachev, like Khrushchev, was committed to domestic eco-
nomic reform. Under these conditions, American policy, whether confronta-
tional or conciliatory, had its greatest impact. Confrontation was most
likely to provoke an aggressive response because it exacerbated the foreign-
policy problems of Soviet leaders, undercut their domestic authority, and
threatened their domestic economic goals. Conciliation was most likely to be
reciprocated because Soviet leaders expected an improved relationship to
enhance their authority at home, free scarce resources for development, and
provide access to Western credits and technology.

If American policy did have an impact when Soviet leaders were commit-
ted to reform, then the strategy of deterrence likely prolonged the Cold War.
The Cold War ended when Soviet leaders became committed to domestic
reform and to a concept of common security that built on the reality of
nuclear deterrence, and when Western leaders reassured and reciprocated.
We cannot support these propositions with the kind of evidence we mar-
shaled in support of our contention that the strategy of deterrence had com-
plex but largely negative consequences for superpower relations during the
Cold War. The same kind of detailed reconstruction of Soviet and American
policy during the Gorbachev era will only be possible when documents,
memoirs, and interviews of key participants become available. Until then,
this alternative interpretation of the impact of the strategy of nuclear deter-
rence on the end of the Cold War may help to stimulate an important debate
about the enduring lessons of the Cold War and its demise.
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Robert Kennedy’s meeting with Anatoliy Dobrynin on Saturday evening has been the
subject of great controversy. Did the attorney general present the Soviet ambassador
with an ultimatum? Did he offer to remove the American Jupiter missiles in Turkey
in return for the withdrawal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba? Did he warn of a possible
American military coup? Documentation of the meeting was unreliable or unavail-
able. Robert Kennedy’s account of the meeting, published in his memoir of the crisis,
was edited before publication by Theodore Sorensen. The original manuscript is
missing. Until 1989, the only Soviet account was Khrushchev’s memoirs, and his
description of the meeting was strikingly at odds with the information provided by
former members of the Kennedy administration.

At the Moscow Conference on the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1989, Anatoliy
Dobrynin and Georgiy Kornienko, in 1962 his assistant in the Washington embassy,
spoke about the several Kennedy-Dobrynin meetings that had taken place during the
crisis. Both ambassadors elaborated on their remarks in subsequent interviews with
the authors. Our analysis and reconstruction of the meeting on Saturday evening
draws on those interviews because Dobrynin’s reporting on this meeting cable was
not yet available. It has only recently been declassified and is reproduced in full in this
appendix. The cable confirms the accounts of Dobrynin and Kornienko and sheds
new light on the dramatic and partially secret dénoument of the crisis.

The cable testifies to the concern of John and Robert Kennedy that military action
would trigger runaway escalation. Robert Kennedy told Dobrynin of his govern-
ment’s determination to ensure the removal of the Soviet missiles in Cuba, and his
belief that the Soviet Union “will undoubtedly respond with the same against us,
somewhere in Europe.” Such an admission seems illogical if the administration was
using the threat of force to compel the Soviet Union to withdraw its missiles from
Cuba. It significantly raised the expected cost to the United States of an attack against
the missiles, thereby weakening the credibility of the American threat. To maintain
or enhance that credibility, Kennedy would have had to discount the probability
of Soviet retaliation to Dobrynin. That nobody in the government was certain of
Khrushchev’s response makes Kennedy’s statement all the more remarkable.

It is possible that Dobrynin misquoted Robert Kennedy. However, the Soviet am-
bassador was a careful and responsible diplomat. At the very least, Kennedy sug-
gested that he thought that Soviet retaliation was likely. Such an admission was still
damaging to compellence. It seems likely that Kennedy was trying to establish the
basis for a more cooperative approach to crisis resolution. His brother, he made
clear, was under enormous pressure from a coterie of generals and civilian officials
who were “itching for a fight.” This also was a remarkable admission for the attor-
ney general to make. The pressure on the president to attack Cuba, as Kennedy
explained at the beginning of the meeting, had been greatly intensified by the destruc-
tion of an unarmed American reconnaissance plane. The president did not want to
use force, in part because he recognized the terrible consequences of escalation, and
was therefore requesting Soviet assistance to make it unnecessary.

This interpretation is supported by the president’s willingness to remove the Jupi-
ter missiles as a quid pro quo for the withdrawal of missiles in Cuba, and his
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brother’s frank confession that the only obstacles to dismantling the Jupiters were
political. “Public discussion” of a missile exchange would damage the United States’
position in NATO. For this reason, Kennedy revealed, “besides himself and his
brother, only 2-3 people know about it in Washington.” Khrushchev would have to
cooperate with the administration to keep the American concession a secret.

Most extraordinary of all is the apparent agreement between Dobrynin and
Kennedy to treat Kennedy’s de facto ultimatum as “a request, and not an ultima-
tum.” This was a deliberate attempt to defuse as much as possible the hostility that
Kennedy’s “request” for an answer by the next day was likely to provoke in Mos-
cow. So too was Dobrynin’s next sentence: “I noted that it went without saying that
the Soviet government would not accept any ultimatum and it was good that the
American government realized that.”

Prior meetings between Dobrynin and Kennedy had sometimes degenerated into
shouting matches. On this occasion, Dobrynin indicates, the attorney general kept
his emotions in check and took the ambassador into his confidence in an attempt to
cooperate on the resolution of the crisis. This two-pronged strategy succeeded where
compellence alone might have failed. It gave Khrushchev positive incentives to re-
move the Soviet missiles and reduced the emotional cost to him of the withdrawal.
He responded as Kennedy and Dobrynin had hoped.

•

NOTE: In this telegram, Dobrynin makes references to his last conversation with
RFK, which supports the assertion that there was no intervening “mystery” meeting.

MID # 5
From A.F. Dobrynin’s telegram to MID USSR
October 27, 1962

Late tonight R. Kennedy invited me to come see him. We talked alone.
The Cuban crisis, R. Kennedy began, continues to quickly worsen. We have just

received a report that an unarmed American plane was shot down while carrying out
a reconnaissance flight over Cuba. The military is demanding that the President arm
such planes and respond to fire with fire. The US government will have to do this.

I interrupted R. Kennedy and asked him what right American planes had to fly
over Cuba at all, crudely violating its sovereignty and accepted international norms?
How would the USA have reacted if foreign planes appeared over its territory?

“We have a resolution of the Organization of American States that gives us the
right to such overflights,” R. Kennedy quickly replied.

I told him that the Soviet Union, like all peace-loving countries, resolutely rejects
such a “right” or, to be more exact, this kind of true lawlessness, when people who
don’t like the social-political situation in a country try to impose their will on it—a
small state where the people themselves established and maintained [their system].
“The OAS resolution is a direct violation of the UN Charter,” I added, “and you, as
the Attorney General of the USA, the highest American legal entity, should certainly
know that.”

R. Kennedy said that he realized that we had different approaches to these prob-
lems and it was not likely that we could convince each other. But now the matter is
not in these differences, since time is of the essence. “I want,” R. Kennedy stressed,
“to lay out the current alarming situation the way the president sees it. He wants N.S.
Khrushchev to know this. This is the thrust of the situation now.”
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“Because of the plane that was shot down, there is now strong pressure on the
president to give an order to respond with fire if fired upon when American recon-
naissance planes are flying over Cuba. The US can’t stop these flights, because this is
the only way we can quickly get information about the state of construction of the
missile bases in Cuba, which we believe pose a very serious threat to our national
security. But if we start to fire in response—a chain reaction will quickly start that
will be very hard to stop. The same thing in regard to the essence of the issue of
missile bases in Cuba. The US government is determined to get rid of those bases—up
to, in the extreme case, of bombing them, since, I repeat, they pose a great threat to
the security of the USA. But in response to the bombing of these bases, in the course
of which Soviet specialists might suffer, the Soviet government will undoubtedly
respond with the same against us, somewhere in Europe. A real war will begin, in
which millions of Americans and Russians will die. We want to avoid that any way
we can, I’m sure that the government of the USSR has the same wish. However,
taking time to find a way out [of the situation] is very risky (here R. Kennedy men-
tioned as if in passing that there are many unreasonable heads among the generals,
and not only among the generals, who are ‘itching for a fight’). The situation might
get out of control, with irreversible consequences.”

“In this regard,” R. Kennedy said, “the president considers that a suitable basis for
regulating the entire Cuban conflict might be the letter N. S. Khrushchev sent on
October 26 and the letter in response from the President, which was sent off today to
N. S. Khrushchev through the US Embassy in Moscow. The most important thing for
us,” R. Kennedy stressed, “is to get as soon as possible the agreement of the Soviet
government to halt further work on the construction of the missile bases in Cuba and
take measures under international control that would make it impossible to use these
weapons. In exchange the government of the USA is ready, in addition to repealing
all measures on the “quarantine,” to give assurances that there will not be any inva-
sion of Cuba and that other countries of the Western Hemisphere are ready to give
the same assurances—the US government is certain of this.”

“And what about Turkey?” I asked R. Kennedy.
“If that is the only obstacle to achieving the regulation I mentioned earlier, then

the president doesn’t see any unsurmountable difficulties in resolving this issue,”
replied R. Kennedy. “The greatest difficulty for the president is the public discussion
of the issue of Turkey. Formally the deployment of missile bases in Turkey was done
by a special decision of the NATO Council. To announce now a unilateral decision
by the president of the USA to withdraw missile bases from Turkey—this would
damage the entire structure of NATO and the US position as the leader of NATO,
where, as the Soviet government undoubtedly knows very well, there are many
arguments. In short, if such a decision were announced now it would seriously tear
apart NATO.”

“However, President Kennedy is ready to come to agree on that question with
N. S. Khrushchev, too. I think that in order to withdraw these bases from Turkey,”
R. Kennedy said, “we need 4–5 months. This is the minimal amount of time neces-
sary for the US government to do this, taking into account the procedures that exist
within the NATO framework. On the whole Turkey issue,” R. Kennedy added, “if
Premiere N. S. Khrushchev agrees with what I’ve said, we can continue to exchange
opinions between him and the president, using him, R. Kennedy and the Soviet am-
bassador. “However, the president can’t say anything public in this regard about
Turkey,” R. Kennedy said again. R. Kennedy then warned that his comments about
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Turkey are extremely confidential; besides him and his brother, only 2–3 people
know about it in Washington.

“That’s all that he asked me to pass on to N. S. Khrushchev,” R. Kennedy said in
conclusion. “The president also asked N. S. Khrushchev to give him an answer
(through the Soviet ambassador and R. Kennedy) if possible within the next day
(Sunday) on these thoughts in order to have a business-like, clear answer in principle.
[He asked him] not to get into a wordy discussion, which might drag things out. The
current serious situation, unfortunately, is such that there is very little time to resolve
this whole issue. Unfortunately, events are developing too quickly. The request for a
reply tomorrow,” stressed R. Kennedy, “is just that—a request, and not an ultima-
tum. The president hopes that the head of the Soviet government will understand
him correctly.”

I noted that it went without saying that the Soviet government would not accept
any ultimatums and it was good that the American government realized that. I also
reminded him of N. S. Khrushchev’s appeal in his last letter to the president to dem-
onstrate state wisdom in resolving this question. Then I told R. Kennedy that the
president’s thoughts would be brought to the attention of the head of the Soviet
government. I also said that I would contact him as soon as there was a reply. In this
regard, R. Kennedy gave me a number of direct telephone line to the White House.

In the course of the conversation, R. Kennedy noted that he knew about the con-
versation that television commentator Scali had yesterday with an Embassy advisor
on possible ways to regulate the Cuban conflict [whited out]

I should say that during our meeting R. Kennedy was very upset; in any case, I’ve
never seen him like this before. True, about twice he tried to return to the topic of
“deception,” (that he talked about so persistently during our previous meeting), but
he did so in passing and without any edge to it. He didn’t even try to get into fights
on various subjects, as he usually does, and only persistently returned to one topic:
time is of the essence and we shouldn’t miss the chance.

After meeting with me he immediately went to see the president, with whom, as
R. Kennedy said, he spends almost all his time now.

A. Dobrynin
October 27, 1962
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