Copyright © 2008 Len Scott Do not quote withowe #uthor’'s permission

‘How to Lose Friends but Influence People: Losing 8uilding Trust in the Cuban Missile
Crisis’

Len Scott

The genesis of this event was a series of dialogaegeen Professor Wheeler and myself in
the public bar of the Rhydypennau Inn in Bow Stokeing the year when | was writing my
recent book on the missile crisis. And certainlyomre occasion these dialogues generated
some of the more significant insights into underdiag and conceptualising the nature of
trust in international politics. Unfortunately, aws’d both drunk far too much on that
occasion, neither of us can remember what thegghiissare. Hence this seminar. | should
add that when | use the term dialogue, this refees interactive process in which | talked
and Professor Wheeler listened. This is anotheraf@xplaining that my engagement with,
and awareness of, the literature on trust in itgonal politics, is limited. This may well be
apparent in the focus and calibration of my comment

Now when [ first thought about this paper | antatgxd it would be a straightforward narrative
of how Khrushchev actively deceived Kennedy abbatdeployment of nuclear missiles in
Cuba, betraying Kennedy'’s trust. And then how asctiisis developed that trust was rebuilt
under the threat of nuclear war. | thought thi& tasuld be a straightforward exercise. And |
was right. Before | provide that account, though nhe make one critical reflection on the
narrative and its assumptions, which raises somadar themes and issue in the nuclear
history of the Cold War.

So let me begin with a quotation from a recent bowkhe crisis: “The Cuban missile crisis is
the term used in the west to describe the everBctber 1962. For the Soviets it was the
Caribbean crisis. The Cubans refer to the OctohgiscSuch differences are as semiotic as
they are semantic, in that they denote differinggpectives on the nature and origins of the
crisis. In Washington, the missile crisis lastedden days. In Havana, where the threat of
American attack persisted on a continuing basex 4861, the time horizon was more like
thirteen months™

In the context of trust, deceit and betrayal, thian important point. In focussing on the
Soviet deception in 1962, this isolates one elenmetite relationship between the Soviets and
Americans and between Kennedy and Khrushchev. ldenee make two points: first, that
deceit was not a monopoly of Nikita Khrushchevha $oviet government. The previous
year, the American Ambassador to the United Natida$ai Stevenson, initially told the UN
Security Council that the United States was noblved in the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Since
1960, American officials at the UN had regularlylandignantly denied Cuban allegations
about American subversion and assassination atsetimgicted against Fidel Castro. We have
known since the Congressional inquiries of the 3@t the CIA was very much engaged in
trying to assassinate the Cuban leader, and wéncento learn about American attempts to
subvert and overthrow Castro’s government.

A second point concerns Kennedy'’s policies on raraleeapons. Much has been rightly
made of Kennedy’s attempts to reform American aAdd @ strategy, and with Robert
McNamara, his defence secretary, to move towarfirsiodse of nuclear weapons.
Nevertheless, while JFK’s general handling of thees reflected his understanding of the
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horrors of nuclear war, his attitude to the arnterabefore and after the crisis - is of note.
Having campaigned against Nixon on the missile-g#pe perception of emerging Soviet
strategic nuclear superiority — by the autumn d@1lthe Kennedy administration accepted
that the missile gap did not exist; indeed it WeesUnited States that was well ahead and
moving further ahead. Nevertheless Kennedy witiNBtoara’s blessing embarked upon a
further build-up of Polaris and Minutemen ICBMs #wthe aim of preserving US nuclear
superiority.

This also touches upon some broader issues of Walthuclear history and in particular
Soviet perceptions. This was a period in which kisain the work of Fursenko and Natftali,
we know that Soviet intelligence — both the KGB &éimel GRU — were telling Khrushchev
that the Pentagon had been preparing a nuclessfiiise?

It is also worth noting the rekindling of the oldlwhte about why the Soviets deployed the
weapons in Cuba and whether this was primarilydtdress the strategic nuclear balance. One
of the features of much recent historiography reenlio emphasise the defence of Cuba as a
key goal for Khrushchev. Fursenko and Naftalineit 2006 book Khrushchev’s Cold War
have now rekindled this debate by arguing that spatked the deployment in Cuba was the
realisation in February 1962 that after the fieshgration Soviet ICBMs had proved an almost
total failure and the second generation were eitbéready for deployment or were
vulnerable to pre-emption. None of this is an ag@ldor Khrushchev’s actions, but it is
essential context.

It seems to me how we see trust and honesty irctimgext surely needs to be informed by at
least some attempt at empathy with Soviet leaderstere | think there are parallels between
the early 1960s and early 1980s when the Sovieteped themselves to be in positions of
strategic vulnerability. And in both cases theyaetied misperceptions of American intent. In
the early 1960s, however, Soviet worse case asalysisofar as we can discern their threat
perceptions - was at least based on a realistesas®ent of the correlation of forces.

Now | began by talking about Khrushchev’'s deced Kennedy’s trust - in other words
framing the international relations of the crigianterpersonal terms. Should we seek to
understand international relations in terms oftreteships between political leaders? The
answer traditional historians would give to thigsYof course. But equally of course we need
to examine the range of systemic, ideological,ucaltand bureaucratic factors that may shape
and govern relations between states or governméatsainly any assessment of the role of
weapons in the crisis and in particular the risknaflvertent nuclear war requires
understanding of the operational level, and a facuthe command and control of nuclear
weapons, which is a particularly fascinating aspeetl developed in the recent literature on
the crisis. And equally equally, looking at tierr-personal level, begs the question of how
far and in what ways we explore the values, beliésms and states of mind of the decision-
makers. Certainly psychological perspectives gretantially crucial if underexplored
dimension to the crisis.

The contrast between the interpersonal and thegmternmental is nicely illustrated in the
initial reactions of the Kennedy brothers to thecdvery of the Soviet MRBMs. ‘He can’t do
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this to me’ Kennedy is reported to remarked to Ma@e Bundy, his National Security
Assistant, when briefed on their discovery on theming of 16 October 1962Robert
Kennedy, the Attorney General, framed his respamseore international terms albeit in
rather more scatological language: ‘Shit, Shitt.SFiose sons of bitches Russians fact
Robert Kennedy shared his brother’s focus on pailg@s, not only in relation to
Khrushchev, but particularly in relation to Castidose overthrow he was working hard to
achieve at this time.

The literature on Soviet policy-making during thisis has drawn from a degree of controlled
access to Soviet archives, and provides us withinsghts, perspectives and information,
though key debates remain. We now know — to usehihese of John Gaddis - that the
decision to install Soviet Medium Range Ballisticsslles (MRBMs) and Intermediate Range
Ballistic Missiles (IRBMs) [along with ballistic resile carrying submarines] in Cuba was
taken by the Presidium [the Politburo] in May 196here remains debate about Soviet
objectives including whether or how far West Berlias the key objective. There is a very
clear consensus in this literature that Operatioadyr was the initiative of Nikita
Khrushchev. And from the perspective of trust itlear that it was Khrushchev who decided
that the operation was to be kept secret, and theritans were to be deceived. Various
commentators have suggested that if Khrushchewrtaatk public his intention to deploy
missiles in Cuba then the crisis would have been digferent. May and Zelikow suggest
that, ‘Conceivably, there might have been no casiall.® Certainly Fidel Castro believed

that the Soviet commitment to Cuba should be madkiq@’ And later reflected on what he
saw as ‘a very big mistake’ by Khrushchev. Cuba amindependent sovereign state whose
avowed purpose in accepting Soviet missiles wasremgthen the socialist camp in the
correlation of forces in the global struggle againgperialism. So the Cubans saw no need
for secrecy.

Various ExCommites have indicated that if they faabd a public announcement from
Khrushchev to deploy missiles in Cuba, the confitban with the Soviets would have been
different. And it now seems evident that the secetd deception fuelled Kennedy's
belligerence on 16 October and contributed to bieclusion that day that a military response
was necessary. ‘We're going to do number one. Wggiag to take out these missiles,” he
said, though he was not yet decided on a genersiriie or an invasiof\. If the Americans
had believed a decision to use force was necefisatrgay, Khrushchev's tactics could have
tragically rebounded. In the event, Kennedy andcbileagues were able to give more
thought to the potential consequences and recartsieenilitary option.

Khrushchev had made clear to Kennedy that he diéhtend to create political problems for
the Democrats in the mid-term Congressional elastin November. Announcement of the
existence of the missiles would be made when Klohesh visited the United Nations and
Cuba in November, when the MRBMs would be deployed the IRBMs would be nearly
ready. Khrushchev also sought to make clear thaeSarms shipments to Cuba were
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defensive. This was part of the deception butsib aéflected Khrushchev’s intentions. He did
not intend to fire any missiles merely to detera#tack on Cuba.

Castro summed this up at a conference in 1992:

Since he did not have the intention of using thepoas in an offensive operation, he
considered them defensive. The intention definedctiaracter of the weapons. But it became
clear that Kennedy didn’t understand it that wag.ditd not understand this question of
intentions. He was looking at the kind of weapomgether or not they were strategic
weapons.

Nevertheless when presenting his proposal for éptdogment to the Presidium on 21 May,

Khrushchev announced, ‘This will be an offensivéigyo *°

Soviet assurances went further than emphasisirendie intent. According to Robert
Kennedy, both Ambassador Dobrynin and Khrushchewissary, Georgi Bolshakov, stated
that no nuclear missiles capable of reaching Amaesiere being placed in Cuba. On 11
September, the Soviet News Agency TASS stated thaseno need to deploy nuclear
weapons in other countries because Soviet rockets 8o powerful. When Kennedy met
Andrei Gromyko on 18 October, the Foreign Ministgterated the general Soviet line that
aid for Cuba was not offensive in nature. Afteritimeeeting Kennedy complained that he had
been told ‘more bare-faced lies than | have evardhimn so short a timé* Gromyko later
denied he had lied: Kennedy did not specify nuaeissiles (or produce low-level
photography of the sites from the drawer of hisk}i&sIf Kennedy had raised missiles,
Gromyko was under instruction to say that ‘a srgahntity of missiles of a defensive nature
had been deployed®Dobrynin received no such instructions and onéyted of the missiles
when confronted by Secretary of State Rusk on 2»l§gc, shortly before Kennedy appeared
on television. According to Rusk, Dobrynin seemedde ten years before his eyes.

Deception, when unmasked, usually carries riskscasts. Soviet secrecy and duplicity
rebounded on Moscow by diverting world opinion frtme fact that Soviet missiles in Cuba
could be readily compared to American missilesunoge. It was very difficult for the
Americans to condemn the Soviets for doing in Quhat they had done in Europe.
Moscow'’s attempts to deploy the missiles in segag® the Americans the opportunity to
portray the Soviets as aggressively underminingtatis quo.

The secrecy and the deception also helped frameiéamedebates about policy—options.
How far deception and how far secrecy were crunithis respect remains a matter of debate
as does the question of why Kennedy felt the needtt even when doing so raised the
prospect of war with the Soviets. It is worth ngtihat while Kennedy drew back from a
military attack on the missiles, the blockade (vhilee British government’s legal officers:
the Attorney-General, the Solicitor-General andRbeeign Office’s legal adviser, considered
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illegal) involved the threat of force against Stakipping, and actual attacks on Soviet
submarines carrying nuclear weapons.

Let me then skip very briefly skip through the @i&pry of the crisis. Kennedy's initial
reaction to use force against the missiles gavetwaystrategy based on a partial naval
blockade announced on 22 October coming into forc24 October. This was accompanied
by nuclear mobilisation, with Polaris submarinesiied from their ports, the B-52s of
Strategic Air Command (SAC)’s airborne alert ciccteward their fail-safe points; and the
DEFCON alert state was raised to DEFCON-3 on 22kt On 24 October SAC went to
DEFCON-2 for the only time in its history.

We now have a clearer picture of how Khrushchevtasaolleagues reacted to some of
these events, though this is still based on liméteckss to Soviet archives. We do have
insights into the debates within the Presidium alhow to respond. Khrushchev's initial
response to a possible blockade, for example, dslegate authority to Soviet commanders
in Cuba to use tactical nuclear weapons in thetesfanvasion. He withdrew this suggestion
after discussion within the Presidium. There wae heated debate within the Presidium
over whether to allow four Soviet submarines totheblockade. These submarines we now
know were each carrying nuclear torpedoes, unbekabte the US navy which took to
dropping explosive devices on them to persuade toesurface. But that's another story.

At the diplomatic level most historians would falld.ebow and Stein in observing how in

the next few days both leaders manoeuvred to acaolata each other, trade-off some of
their own objectives to avoid escalation and emipatiith their adversary’s predicaméft.
How we conceptualise — what explanatory framewoekmight use - raises some interesting
guestions. James Blight for example proffers a rhofladaptive fear which seeks to explain
how both leaders drew back from the briAldmong the issues that historians have focussed
on is how Kennedy came to secretly offer withdrasfahmerican nuclear missiles from
Europe (and how historical records of this wersifedd to prevent disclosure).

It is now clear that Kennedy was prepared to ‘godktra mile for peace’ and undertake to
withdraw Jupiter IRBMs form Turkey and Italy. Thasenow though a debate about whether
that offer had any significance on Khrushchev'siking, but what is clear is that Kennedy
made his offer on the explicit basis that NATO wasto be told. And what is equally clear is
that Khrushchev honoured the agreement — everetpdimt where he did not reveal the
arrangement in his memoirs when they were publighd®71.

So how important was the loss of trust and Kenredghse of betrayal — the nuclear affront —
to use McGeorge Bundy’s later description. Wasntla@ner in which the deployment
pursued significant? Or was it the mere fact ofdaployment. Did the deployment constitute
a threat to vital American interests that necetesita response and if need be a military
response? Well these are issues for debate. Tdatitis ended in mutual accommodation is
apparent, although equally apparent is the Soetetat to use the word that Khrushchev used
to the Presidium on 28 October.
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After the crisis, the ensuing period of nascenenigt led to the Partial Test Ban Treaty and
moreover a period in which West Berlin was no laregsource of crisis. Whether this period
can be associated with trust is more open to doubt.

And finally let me observe that the American oftewithdraw Jupiter IRBMs from Italy and
Turkey was conditional on the Soviets keeping tiharement secret. It was indicative of
the relationship at the time between Khrushchevkathedy that it remained so. The deceit
here lay with the Americans. After the crisis, Kedy sent Rusk and McNamara off to lie to
Congress on whether there was any arrangemeniishchev over the withdrawal of the
Jupiters from Turkey. As Bundy later noted, ‘we ledlsour colleagues, our countrymen, our
successors, and our allié&.’So we might conclude that here was an exampieising
enemies at the expense of allies. But we also nugihtlude that given the circumstances that
was rather a good idea.

16 Bundy,Danger and Survivalp. 434.



