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Preface

 

SOMETIME AFTER 9:00 A.M. on the morning of Tuesday, October 16, 1962, President John F. Kennedy’s top aides received an urgent message: the president wanted them to drop their other appointments and report to the Cabinet Room of the White House for an urgent meeting. By the time they arrived, all were surely aware of the reason for the sudden summons: a U-2 spy plane, flying high (and undetected) over Cuba, had photographed Soviet nuclear missiles on the island, missiles that the president had declared, only the month before, would never be tolerated, and that Soviet Premier Khrushchev had promised would never be emplaced. Yet promises notwithstanding, there the missiles were, and with very little effort at concealment.

Thus began the most precarious days of the Cold War, when the United States and USSR squared off over the presence of history’s most dangerous weapons on a sugar-exporting island country roughly the size of Pennsylvania, ninety miles from the tip of Florida.

Forests have been felled to supply the pages of books about the crisis, and vats of ink emptied making that very observation, so we have to ask the requisite question: Is there anything new to be said about these events? If the answer has been, time and again, yes, the reason is that new information about the crisis periodically gets released, as records become declassified and archives are opened up to journalists and scholars. And not just documents: in recent years extraordinary recordings of the deliberations of Kennedy’s circle (the so-called ExComm), secretly made by Kennedy himself, have been released, providing us with an unprecedented (and, most likely, never-to-be-matched) view of a crisis of world-historical importance from the perspective of those at the helm, at least on the near side of the Iron Curtain.

These recordings are this book’s raison d’être, the explanation for why a student of conversation (among other things) would immerse himself in Cold War history and risk the ire of established scholars. This book is about those tapes, and what they tell us about the role of talk in the decision-making process. My contention is that, contrary to most accounts, Kennedy’s decisions were not the product of the clash of factions (e.g., hawks versus doves), or the haggling of parochially minded appointees, or a clear-sighted assessment of the risks, and least of all of a president forcing his will on submissive advisers. Rather, Kennedy’s decisions were the outcome of talk about possible futures conducted pursuant to the rules, procedures, and vicissitudes of talk generally—related to how we ask and answer questions, tell stories, interrupt one another, justify our actions, and soft-pedal disagreement—conducted against the backdrop of an impatient world that sometimes let talk run its course and sometimes cut it short.

The timing of this book is unintentionally serendipitous. October 2012 marks the fifty-year anniversary of the crisis, a time that will no doubt invite much reflection about an era before cell phones and the Internet, but well into the period in which humans could kill one another en masse, with the push of a button and the turn of a key. But another, more poignant and personal milestone has been marked as well. While I was working on this book on Halloween night of 2010, struggling to compose an entire sentence between intrusions from neighborhood children, I learned of the death of Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy’s former speech writer and (as I quickly confirmed) the last living member of the ExComm. (Robert McNamara had died the year before.) This was a disconcerting realization, both because I had been listening to their voices continuously for two years, and because I am around the age of the youngest of the ExComm members at the time of the crisis: Robert McNamara was forty-six, Ted Sorensen was forty-four, McGeorge Bundy was forty-three, and Robert Kennedy was not yet thirty-seven. Thus the men with whom I have recently spent so much of my time, some of them not much older than me (and one younger), are now gone, though thanks to Kennedy’s hidden microphones it will always be possible to reenter the Cabinet Room and to listen in on their tense, searching, and occasionally humorous discussions.

This brings me to a more scholarly point. Most qualitative sociology, once written up, comes with an implicit injunction: trust me. That is because while years of ethnography and/or interviewing regularly generate mountains of transcripts and notes (or, these days, their digital counterparts), what ends up in books and articles is, by necessity, tremendously distilled, and rarely if ever are readers given access to the raw data; consequently, they have no choice but to trust that the author’s distillation is a faithful one. And the situation really is not all that different in quantitative research, for although data are regularly made publicly available, there is rarely any way to track down the original respondents (in the case of survey data) so as to determine how well a survey measured what it was supposed to. Thus, as before, readers have no way of judging the accuracy of that representation, short of assuming the time and expense of a study of their own.

In this respect, this book is very different, for the audio recordings on which it is based are readily available to anyone with a computer and Internet connection. Further, whenever I quote from them, which is often, I provide the information that the reader will need to find the associated audio fragment in a matter of minutes. This allows for a level of reader engagement with the original data that is almost never possible, akin to being able to shadow an ethnographer or pose additional questions to interview or survey respondents. It will also facilitate further scholarly analysis, of which there is much more to be done. After all, students of interaction can easily spend years analyzing just a few hours of conversation (and sometimes much less), whereas the ExComm recordings alone sum to more than twenty hours. Thus I say: let the discussion begin.

• • •

This book was mostly researched and written over an intensive two-year period, which was only possible because I had the right people giving me the right input just when it was needed. Tukufu Zuberi, as chair of the Sociology Department at the University of Pennsylvania, kicked this book into high gear in June 2010, magically curing me of the delusion that it could not be written until I had explored every sociolinguistic and sociological angle. (Had I followed that impulse its release might have corresponded to the crisis’s hundredth-year anniversary.) And then, days later, Eric Schwartz, of Princeton University Press, gave the book idea just the reception it needed and followed that up with successive waves of encouragement, affirmation, and later, a much-needed extension.

The manuscript was read in its entirety by several individuals who provided invaluable comments, including Ann Mische (who read it several times), Robin Wagner-Pacifici, Kwai Ng, John Heritage, and two anonymous Princeton University Press reviewers. Kwai and John deserve special mention for volunteering to read it on the spur of the moment at the 2010 American Sociological Association conference in Atlanta, and then actually doing so (the unfulfilled promise to read being standard practice in academe), though I hadn’t previously known John and had only met Kwai once.

Several other people commented on portions of the book, including Melissa Wilde and four anonymous reviewers for the American Journal of Sociology. I am also grateful to colloquium and conference audiences at the University of Pennsylvania (especially Annette Lareau and Carolyn Chernoff), SUNY Stony Brook (especially Ivan Chase), the University of Chicago Booth School of Business (especially John Padgett and Ronald Burt), the Stanford University Graduate School of Business (especially William Ocasio and Jonathan Bendor), and the 2010 and 2011 American Sociological Association meetings in Atlanta and Las Vegas (especially John Heritage, Douglas Maynard, and Geoffrey Raymond). Finally, the contents of this book were a constant source of lively discussion in a course on social interaction that I cotaught with Randall Collins in fall of 2010. My thanks to all of the students for their precocious insights into many of the excerpts, and most of all to Randy, for vigorously pushing his Durkheimian perspective while making so much room in the course for my own. I trust the students were not too put off by the evident lack of dramaturgical coordination.

A succession of research assistants helped with the data coding behind the quantitative analysis in chapter 3, including Sarah Wanenchak (née Phipps), Sara Braun, and Matthew Fox. Matt also helped with the transcribing and general data management, and read through the entire manuscript for typos, and has the additional distinction of having offered to work for free (though it didn’t come to that). Sarah’s undergraduate thesis on collaborative online fiction, and Matt’s M.A. thesis on jury deliberations, were developed in symbiosis with this book, I believe to everyone’s benefit.

While I became an avid student of the most recent and authoritative scholarship on the Cuban missile crisis, every so often what I really needed was a living person to help me fill in missing details. Philip Zelikow was that person, responding at length to a succession of questions, and almost always immediately, including during the period when (as former executive director of the 9/11 Commission) he was being hounded by the media following the death of Osama bin Laden. For that, and for his role in the tremendous project of getting the recordings transcribed and released, I am truly grateful.

Now let me back up several years. Eric Leifer and Harrison White piqued my interest in social interaction and language when I was a graduate student at Columbia but left it to me to answer the question as to why, and when, talk actually matters. Harrison also taught me to be suspicious of easy answers, especially involving rationality, and gave me license to look to the natural sciences for analogies, even as I am always asking, what would my friend Duncan Watts say about this one? And for professional support of many kinds, sometimes going back more than a few years, I am indebted to Peter Bearman, Charles Bosk, Aaron Cicourel, and Jerry Jacobs.

Closer to home now, my parents, Richard and Barbara Gibson, and brother, Craig, have for years been unwaveringly supportive of my career, and patient with the inconvenient demands that that has placed on my time (particularly during what were supposed to be family vacations). My partner, Ann Mische, has been a pillar of emotional and intellectual support, and her interest in the “sociology of the future” provided no small part of the inspiration for this book. Finally, I thank our son Jeremy, too young to read most of the words in this book (at least when they were originally set down on paper), but (almost) unfailingly patient when Dad needed to dedicate the first thirty minutes of every morning to his book. (In that exigency was born his love of drawing.) I made it up to him on other occasions, however, and if this book was delayed by the time I’ve spent with him, I have no regrets. To Ann and Jeremy, this book is lovingly dedicated.

Portions of chapter 1, and most of chapter 4, were previously published in the American Journal of Sociology.1 The bulk of chapter 2, and a portion of chapter 3, previously appeared in Qualitative Sociology.2 Both are reprinted with permission.
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CHAPTER 1

 

Introduction

TALK IN TIME OF CRISIS

THE COURSE OF HISTORY sometimes hinges on what happens when people talk. On the night of August 4, 1789, amid rumors of peasant unrest, clerics and nobles in the French National Assembly enthusiastically renounced their feudal privileges, overturning the old regime and establishing equality before the law.1 On October 13, 1962, Vatican II opened with a dramatic challenge to conservative Curia control over the proceedings, paving the way for sweeping church reforms.2 On the evening of January 27, 1986, NASA engineers tele-conferenced with their contractor counterparts and decided to go ahead with the launch of the Challenger space shuttle, which broke apart seventy-three seconds into its flight the next day.3

Though it is easy enough to find such examples, sociologists are deeply uncomfortable with the idea that events of historical importance are dependent on the vagaries of talk and gesture, or indeed on any local, small-scale occurrence (such as the assassination of a president or the failure of a would-be terrorist to explode a car bomb in Times Square). Surely one reason is that sociologists specialize in identifying the structural and cultural determinants of significant trends and transformative events, such as the gradual expansion of state power4 and social revolutions,5 and claims that the course of history is decided by a telephone conversation or chance encounter pose an implicit challenge to such efforts. Another, more practical, reason may be that sociologists rarely have good microlevel data, and as we know from the history of behaviorism in psychology, if you do not have good information about what is happening inside the black box the easiest thing is to assume that it cannot be anything important.

Let us use the term microcontingency to refer to the idea that the course of history may sometimes hinge on small, localized events, including but not limited to face-to-face interaction. Microcontingency is closely related to the so-called butterfly effect,6 according to which a butterfly’s decision to fly in one direction or another on one side of the world could, in principle, measurably affect the weather on the other side of the world after a long enough wait, given the right conditions. Randall Collins has offered a particularly powerful argument against the existence of butterfly effects in human affairs, offering a three-pronged attack.7 First, he says, while particular events are sometimes important, the structural forces that endow such events with this importance would have worked through some event eventually, even if the one in question had turned out differently. For example, a military battle may mark the turning point in a war, but that does not mean that the tide would not have turned otherwise, for battles are lost when resources are overextended and sooner or later the fact of overextension will become apparent on the battlefield, although weather or tactical brilliance may postpone the inevitable. “The chances of military defeat grows—if not in one place, then in another; if not in one year, then a few years or decades later.”8 Collins also uses the example of Hitler, suggesting that Germany was ripe for some such militant, right-wing leader, and would have found it even had this failed artist not risen to power.

Second, Collins says, even when something happens that is genuinely transformative yet not inevitable, robust long-term trends always reassert themselves, though for the space of decades things may look very different than they might have. “A victory at Teutoburger Wald might have extended the Roman Empire 30–50 years; a Nazi victory at the Battle of Britain would have shaped the history of 1940–1980 or thereabouts, but increasingly thereafter events would converge toward the larger macro patterns of actually observed history.”9 (For those of us who can only hope to live on the order of decades, this is a difference that matters.)

It is Collins’s third argument, however, that I am most interested in. As a microsociologist famous for arguing that face-to-face interaction is foundational to all else, Collins certainly believes that talk (and the nonverbal behavior that accompanies it) matters.10 But he does not view that as being incompatible with an essentially deterministic worldview, arguing that the occasions for interaction are socially provided, and further, that the course of a given encounter is determined by the emotional and symbolic currents that run through it. Indeed, Collins takes this all the way down to the level of individual thoughts: “What an individual thinks is sociologically explainable, not merely in the aggregate in terms of general categories that persons use, but in the particular sequence of thought down to the level of a particular thought event.”11 In this way Collins severs microcontingency, to which he is not wholly opposed, from the conclusion that is often drawn from it, that this introduces some significant degree of indeterminacy into the sociological equation.

The idea that what happens in face-to-face interaction is influenced by prior conditions is not novel,12 even if Collins’s claim that the details of talk, and indeed the details of thought, are sociologically predetermined is bolder than average.13 We find a similar argument in Diane Vaughan’s highly regarded book on the Challenger disaster.14 Vaughan painstakingly reconstructs the structural and cultural context for the decision to launch the space shuttle in spite of warning signs that the crucial O-rings might not withstand the extreme pressure and temperatures involved, arguing that the decision was the joint product of a can-do engineering culture, political pressures to launch, and structural impediments to the sharing of information. Yet in the end the decision was actually made in the course of a teleconference of NASA and contractor engineers. Not wanting to see her causal edifice undermined by any suggestion that the meeting could have gone otherwise, Vaughan claims that “all participants’ behavior was scripted in advance by . . . cultural imperatives,” and that, as a result, “it is unlikely that the decision they reached could have been otherwise.”15

This claim is interesting because, in a sense, Vaughan is compelled to make it given the nature of her argument. Yet the information she has about this teleconference, based on congressional testimony and interviews, seems to point decisively in the opposite direction, away from a scripted performance with an inevitable outcome to a chaotic encounter that was perpetually on the verge of unfolding differently than it did. In particular, key people could not be located in time; there was difficulty sharing charts between the three teleconferencing sites; some people had trouble hearing and being heard over the speakerphones; and individual words and sentences had an inordinate impact even as some things that could have been said in support of scrapping the launch were not.16

What is the alternative to such an argument, which acknowledges that encounters matter only to minimize their independent importance? In Theorizing the Standoff, Robin Wagner-Pacifici offers one approach, focusing on moments of acute uncertainty when conflicting interpretations and incommensurate scripts run afoul of each other, resulting in a precarious impasse that, lacking a successful effort at translation and mediation, is apt to be decided by the preponderance of firepower. Microcontingency is thus given center stage, with multiple possibilities held in suspension yet subject to sudden and possibly bloody resolution given the smallest misstep.17

My approach is somewhat different. With Wagner-Pacifici I share the conviction that neither microcontingency nor the fluid, improvised, and underdetermined nature of face-to-face encounters spell the end of sociological analysis, but rather its beginning. However, the nature of my historical case and the record it left behind allow me to go much further in dissecting the encounters in question (at least on one side of the crisis) to examine their internal cogs and springs, and to see how these were set in motion by events in the world and in turn geared back into them. One of my claims is that if history is contingent on what people say, what people say is contingent on the operation of a conversational machinery that, from moment to moment, allows some ideas to be expressed and developed while others are prevented from surfacing. While that machinery does not guarantee any particular outcome, when an outcome is not guaranteed for other reasons—for instance, by virtue of vested interests and overwhelming power differences—it can assume tremendous, even decisive, importance.

THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS

Scholars of the Cuban missile crisis are not modest about its historical importance. “The Cuban Missile Crisis was the most dangerous event in human history,” begin Munton and Welch.18 At 9:00 a.m. on October 16, 1962, President John F. Kennedy was informed that a U.S. spy plane had photographed Soviet nuclear missiles on the island of Cuba. After several days of deliberation, on October 22 Kennedy went on national television to announce the discovery of the missiles, and the imposition of a blockade (euphemistically referred to as a “quarantine”) starting on the twenth-fourth. On the twenty-sixth, after several days of maneuverings at the UN and waffling at the blockade line five hundred miles from Cuba, Khrushchev offered, in a personal letter to Kennedy, to withdraw his missiles in return for a U.S. pledge not to invade the island. The next morning Khrushchev made a second offer, this one public, which tied removal of the Russian missiles to the removal of NATO (but U.S.-controlled) nuclear missiles in Turkey. Several hours later Kennedy responded: the United States would pledge not to invade Cuba in return for the removal of Soviet missiles and would enter into talks about other disarmament issues at a later date. Through a back channel, however, Kennedy offered a partial concession on the Turkish missiles, promising that they would be withdrawn within a few months of the peaceful end of the crisis, on the condition that this part of the deal be kept secret. The next morning, Khrushchev accepted.

This is a skeleton history of the crisis, seen as a kind of ping-pong match between Kennedy and Khrushchev. Broaden the picture a bit and one encounters the massive mobilization of military might, particularly on the U.S. side; Kennedy’s triumph at winning the support of the Organization of American States for the blockade on the twenty-third; Adlai Stevenson’s famous revelation of the photographic evidence to the UN Security Council on the twenty-fifth; Turkey’s adamant rejection of any deal that traded away its missiles; the downing of a U-2 plane over Cuba on the twenty-seventh and the accidental incursion of another U-2 into Soviet airspace earlier the same day; and Castro’s fiery challenges to the United States and eventual apoplexy at what he saw as Khrushchev’s betrayal (see appendix A for a timeline). Widen the net a bit further still to capture more recent revelations and one finds alarming evidence of error and near-disaster, including tense encounters between the U.S. Navy and nuclear torpedo-carrying Soviet submarines, a U.S. estimate of the number of Soviet personnel on the island that was off by a factor of eight, and tactical nuclear weapons aimed at the Guantanamo Bay Naval Base that U.S. military brass naively counted as defensible.19

The Cuban missile crisis has contingency written all over it insofar as there were so many ways in which it could have gone differently. Most frightening was the possibility of nuclear war. Even if we allow that neither Kennedy nor Khrushchev desired Armageddon, there was a serious possibility of gradual escalation (e.g., if the Russians had used tactical nuclear weapons against invading U.S. forces), or misunderstanding (e.g., regarding the meaning of the U-2 incursion into Russian airspace), or accident, or a rash decision by some hot-headed officer on the ground to fire a missile—whether a Russian officer under bombardment by American planes in Cuba or an American officer under fire by Soviet planes in Turkey. Even short of nuclear war, the crisis could have turned out differently had the United States backed down and the Soviets felt empowered to take West Berlin, or if U.S. allies (especially in Latin America) had decided that the United States could not stop the Soviet advance and changed their allegiances so as to be on the winning side. Collins might be right in saying that such things do not matter in the long run, and liberal democracy might eventually have prevailed regardless,20 but the world in which we live now might have looked very different, and for a long time to come.

Of course, the outcome of the crisis depended most of all, or at least most straightforwardly, on the decisions made by Kennedy and his counterpart in Moscow. From one theoretical perspective, both the decisions that led up to the crisis and those that led out of it can be seen as rational, with the two leaders concerned primarily about advancing national interests, first among them security.21 But this is history in hindsight and ignores the fact that for much of the crisis no option seemed better than the others vis-à-vis this seemingly straightforward goal. That is, while it is easy to say that the two superpower leaders acted rationally given that a nuclear war—and indeed, virtually any bloodshed whatsoever—was averted, it is wrong to conclude that what seems “rational” in retrospect was clearly so to anyone at the time.

Leaders may deliberate in solitude, but President Kennedy chose a different course. Within three hours of learning about the missiles on the sixteenth, Kennedy had assembled his top advisers in the Cabinet Room. This group, which met daily, and sometimes more than once a day, throughout the entire crisis, was eventually named the Executive Committee of the National Security Council, or the ExComm. It was the discussions of this group that shaped Kennedy’s understanding of the options and the risks associated with each, subject to all of the rules and procedures for talking in groups.22

THE EXCOMM

The ExComm consisted of members of Kennedy’s cabinet, their immediate subordinates, the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and a number of other top-level advisers. (A list of ExComm members, along with some other people important to the meetings, is in appendix B.) The ExComm discussed a wide range of topics, including the U.S. response to the Soviet provocation, the interpretation of the photographs, plans for additional surveillance, the number of sorties needed for each variation of the air strike, questions from the media, goings-on at the United Nations, covert action in Cuba, plans to evacuate dependents from Guantanamo Bay, and many other things besides. (See appendix A for the sequence of topics discussed in each meeting.)

The ExComm’s role was advisory, in that the president was not obligated to follow his advisers’ advice, and it does not appear from the audio recordings or official minutes that the group conducted formal votes.23 Given that, one might justifiably wonder whether the ExComm’s deliberations actually shaped Kennedy’s perceptions and ultimate decisions. To this, two responses can be given. First, it seems unlikely that Kennedy would have spent around twenty hours with his advisers during the most significant crisis of the Cold War simply for the sake of appearances, especially given his concern early in the crisis that the ExComm’s work remain a secret. Second, the decisions that Kennedy made over the course of the crisis grew directly out of those deliberations: most of his advisers converged on the blockade as an initial response and Kennedy selected that; when it came time to exercise the blockade most of his advisers favored letting ships through and that is what happened; and his advisers were essentially unanimous in recommending that Kennedy accept Khrushchev’s offer to withdraw the missiles in return for a U.S. pledge not to invade the island, which is what Kennedy did, in spite of misgivings that led him to offer a further concession (involving the withdrawal of NATO missiles from Turkey) through a secret back channel. At each stage Kennedy seemed unsure of what to do, and at each stage his decision was fitting given the drift of the conversation—what I will refer to as the group’s “discursive state”—at the time it was made.

It is possible to write histories of the crisis without worrying much about the ExComm’s deliberations.24 The same can be said of theoretical treatments, such as those written from a game-theoretic25 or more psychological26 perspective. The thinking seems to be that it was essentially Kennedy who made the decisions, in light of his clear-sighted assessment of the objective situation or, alternatively, universal psychological dispositions (such as loss-aversion), in which case there is not much need to get mired in the details of what was said behind the closed doors of the Cabinet Room (about which, as I will explain, no one knew much until recently anyhow).

Yet the ExComm’s discussions have a prominent place in two celebrated pieces of social-scientific scholarship. One is Graham Allison’s Essence of Decision, subsequently revised and reissued by Allison and Zelikow.27 Drawing mainly on memoirs, Allison analyzes the crisis from the perspectives of three distinct theoretical models: the rational actor model, according to which countries (or at least their rulers) are unitary actors seeking to advance national interests (particularly security) in a Hobbesian international order; the organization-theoretic model, which illuminates the unanticipated consequences of organizational routines (such as the military’s procedures for gathering intelligence and managing naval confrontations); and the bureaucratic politics model, which hypothesizes that people advocate for positions that reflect the perspectives, and (to some degree) serve the interests, of their bureaucratic home bases (per the maxim, “Where you stand depends on where you sit”).

It is the bureaucratic politics model that would seem to have the most to say about what was actually said in the ExComm meetings. But in both editions of Essence, the model is really only used to explain why Kennedy felt that he needed a muscular response to the missiles: needled by domestic critics over his Cuba policy, he announced in September that no offensive weapons would be tolerated and, having said that, could not back down when they materialized. It is not used to explain why individual ExComm members took particular positions once the crisis was underway. And that would have been hard to do in any event, given that ExComm members so often took positions that bore no obvious relationship to their bureaucratic locations (such Robert Kennedy’s concern about the moral stain the United States would incur from a surprise attack on Cuba) and frequently changed their minds to boot.28

Another well-known treatment of the crisis comes from the psychologist Irving Janis.29 Based again on memoirs (along with some interviews), Janis argues that the ExComm escaped the dangers of “groupthink,” when critical thinking caves to the pressure for consensus. This, he says, was the result of the president’s efforts to transform the decision-making process following the Bay of Pigs invasion, which Janis takes as a prime instance of that particular pathology. The features of the ExComm’s deliberations that allegedly contributed in this direction included an openness to dissenting opinions, the systematic examination of the consequences of each course of action, and the continuous gathering and processing of new information, all conducted in a conversational environment in which protocol, status differences, and bureaucratic loyalties were suspended.

Janis’s description has some merits. Though the president nominally chaired these meetings, once the intelligence report that opened each meeting was complete, discussion was fairly egalitarian and informal. For instance, ExComm members did not have to ask Kennedy’s permission to speak (though on occasion they did), there is no evidence of adherence to a formal agenda, ExComm members regularly challenged one another (not sparing the president), and explicit shows of deference were infrequent, and mostly directed to the president. (I consider the ExComm’s functioning at length in chapter 3.)

That said, Janis relied on the accounts of people with an interest in putting the best possible spin on events, and his description reflects their determination to take the most credit possible for a good outcome. In particular, this leads him to credit the ExComm with being more systematic in its consideration of the possible consequences of each course of action than is warranted, something that will become apparent in the course of this book.

Turning to lesser known work, Paul Anderson made a significant advance in his analysis of detailed notes taken by National Security Council staff members at four ExComm meetings, notes that were unavailable to Janis.30 He argues that contrary to the conventional decision-making model in which all options are set side by side and compared, with the best option selected based on calculations about expected outcomes, the ExComm’s actual decision-making process involved a succession of yes-no choices on binary options (such as whether to extend the blockade to stop shipments of petroleum), with each choice shaping the options subsequently encountered. “What the ExCom[m] faced was a series of choices of whether to pursue particular courses of action; the U.S. response was the sum of these choices.”31 Anderson dubs this “decision making by objection.”

Anderson lacked access to the transcripts and audio recordings described below, and once again it is not hard to criticize his account in light of the information now available. In particular, the ExComm really did spend a great deal of time deliberating between competing (and not merely binary) options, including distinct military options (to stage air strikes against the missiles, against the missiles and airfields, or to invade) and whether to first attempt an ultimatum, although that would have immediately changed the military landscape.32 More generally, like Janis he is trying to reconstruct what happened from what someone said happened, and there is no reason to assume that stories about talk can stand in for the real thing; indeed, there is experimental evidence indicating that we are quite poor at remembering the details of conversation even minutes afterward.33

Of course, as important as the Cuban missile crisis was, I do not mean to suggest that the efforts of Allison, Janis, and Anderson should not have been undertaken; after all, no one has ever said that the French Revolution should not be studied for lack of adequate documentation. But a decade after the crisis, and after Janis and Allison formulated their original arguments, the world learned that history’s most dangerous moment left behind some of its best data.

THE RECORDINGS

In 1973, in the midst of the Watergate hearings, it was revealed that Kennedy (and later presidents Johnson and Nixon) secretly tape recorded many White House meetings and telephone conversations, unbeknownst to virtually anyone at the time.34 This was accomplished by means of a (at the time) sophisticated recording system involving discreet switches, hidden microphones, and a Secret Service agent charged with monitoring the tape recorders (located in the White House basement) and, when necessary, changing the reels.35

The recordings capture more than twenty hours of ExComm deliberations—basically all ExComm meetings held in the Cabinet Room (where the microphones were hidden) when Kennedy was present. This means almost all of the ExComm meetings proper, except for a few meetings in the opening days of the crisis that were held in other locations, some of them when the president was traveling.

Kennedy’s motivation in going to such lengths is unclear. One possibility is that he wanted a record of what his advisers recommended, so that the right people could be held accountable in the event of another disaster like the Bay of Pigs. Another is that he simply wanted an accurate record for the sake of his eventual memoirs,36 though it is hard to imagine how thoughts of retirement could have been particularly motivating when ExComm members were fretting about ever seeing their families again. Whichever it was, Kennedy was assiduous in the operation of the recorder, almost always turning it on within the first minute or two of the start of a meeting, and often leaving it running when he left the room.

That the existence of the recordings was made public in 1973 does not mean that the recordings themselves were. It took another decade for a mere thirty-three minutes of the ExComm recordings to be released, along with transcripts corresponding to several hours of meetings, and another decade still for the recordings to be systematically declassified (with some excisions) and transcribed.37 The ExComm transcripts were first published in 1997 as The Kennedy Tapes,38 and in 2001 the audio files were made widely available, initially on a CD accompanying the three-volume The Presidential Recordings: John F. Kennedy, The Great Crises,39 and in 2003 as downloadable files on the University of Virginia Presidential Recordings Project website.40

The transcripts were an important part of the impetus behind a new wave of scholarship about the crisis appearing in the late 1990s. Fursenko and Naftali, in particular, draw on them for insight into the American side of the crisis in their impressive One Hell of a Gamble.41 They were also important for the revised Essence of Decision, although, as noted by Bernstein, Allison and Zelikow found little in the transcripts that led them to significantly reconsider Allison’s original analysis.42 No comparable reconsideration followed the release of the audio recordings, however. Perhaps we should not be surprised, for historians and political scientists have neither the training nor, perhaps, the intellectual temperament to grapple with the messy complexities of talk so conveniently cleaned up in the published transcripts. (More on this shortly.)

A somewhat peculiar exception is Sheldon Stern’s Averting “The Final Failure.”43 Stern, formerly the Kennedy Presidential Library historian, faults the published transcripts for their emotional aridity, while doubting that most people have the time to listen to the audio recordings or the expertise needed to make sense of them. Stern’s solution is to narrate each ExComm meeting, virtually turn-by-turn, using standard literary devices to convey emotional tenor. Here is an excerpt, selected entirely at random:

Gilpatric confirmed that fifteen of the Turkish missiles were operational and on alert, and Kennedy softly pressed Nitze to be sure that his orders were fully understood, “Can we take care of that then, Paul?” Nitze muttered a sullen and barely audible reply: “All right. I’ll go back and tell them.” “They object to sending a new one out?” Kennedy asked patiently, and Nitze reiterated that the Chiefs objected to a new order because “to their view, it compromises their standing instructions.” Bundy and Rusk tried to act as go-betweens, suggesting that a personal message could be sent to the Chiefs explaining that . . .44

Stern’s approach is understandable, insofar as he wants to add something to the published transcripts—for to be sure, those transcripts fall short when it comes to conveying mood. Yet having said that, Stern’s book is of limited value to scholars, having subjected the original data to so much literary interpretation (exactly what, for instance, does it mean to say that Bundy and Rusk “tried to act as go-betweens”?) without actually attempting any analysis (aside from offering some corrections to the historical record). Consequently, one is left without much confidence about what was actually said, and without much basis for making sense of it all. What is lacking, not only from Stern’s book but generally, is any serious attempt to analyze the ExComm’s deliberations as an extended instance of talk, through the lens of all that we know about that complex yet deceptively familiar phenomenon.

GOALS OF THE BOOK

In this book, I undertake the first sustained analysis of the ExComm recordings. My goal is not to test the theories of Janis and Allison but, rather, to mine the details of these discussions from a sociological perspective that views conversation as an achievement unto itself, and anything achieved through conversation as indelibly shaped by its rules, constraints, procedures, and vicissitudes. Yet what emerges is an image of these discussions sharply at odds with previous scholarship. On close examination, bureaucratic interests were less important than interactional exigencies; talk was less systematic and cumulative than fragmented and episodic; and personalities—such as are portrayed in the movie Thirteen Days—mattered, but only as filtered through the requirements that talk be, for the most part, orderly, intelligible, and diplomatic.

My first goal, then, is to show how talk during the various stages of the crisis unfolded pursuant to conversation’s rules and constraints, by means of its resources, and subject to its vagaries. This will require a good deal of detailed analysis of what people said and exactly how they said it. But while the book will be successful, in part, if I can demonstrate how crisis-related talk is anchored in, and shaped by, the machinery of conversation, I have a more ambitious goal in mind, to wit, to show how such details mattered for the decisions that came out of the ExComm’s deliberations. This particular sort of microcontingency—of decisions on the minutia of talk—owes something to the fact that for much of the crisis all options seemed bad, so that the relative palatability of, for instance, the blockade was the product of conversational dynamics rather than simply something articulated by means of them.

Theoretically, I draw on and synthesize ideas from pragmatism and phenomenology about imagination and choice, on the one side, and research on how people talk, particularly in group settings, on the other. Crucial for that synthesis is what I call foretalk, or talk about the future, mainly in the form of stories (we do this, the Soviets do that, etc.). A foreseeable property of foretalk is that there are right and wrong ways of doing it (discussed in the second half of chapter 2). A more surprising finding is that episodes of foretalk in the ExComm deliberations were remarkably disconnected and noncumulative, allowing the group to continuously revisit options, on most occasions as if—to all appearances—for the first time. And this, I argue, was crucial for decision making under difficult conditions, for by revisiting each option without the burden of building on past visits, there was always the possibility that this time around a story that had been sunk in the past would be allowed to float, providing the ExComm, and Kennedy, with a way forward.

A further objective of the book is to explore the relationship between decision-related talk and circumstances in the wider world. Sociologist Erving Goffman argued that a successful encounter is necessarily insulated from its environment,45 but I will show how talk during the crisis was permeated and colored at every stage by two very distinctive aspects of the context. First, there was the vexing nature of the decisions to be made at each stage, rooted in various forms of uncertainty and ambiguity that thwarted easy consensus on what should be done. Second, there was the pacing of events in the outside world, which set limits on how long the ExComm could afford to talk before producing a decision, and which shaped the meaning and significance of the failure to reach one. To give one example of how these two aspects of the context worked together, during the first stage of the crisis the basic conundrum was that there were no good options, but because no one knew that the United States knew about the Soviet missiles, the ExComm was able to “try out” different alternatives, and to try them out repeatedly until such a time as one emerged as—so far as anyone was saying—passable.

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

The entire missile crisis can be covered in a short book,46 but once we delve into the audio recordings it is easy to get overwhelmed. To make the task manageable I engage in successive acts of analytical reduction. First, I concentrate on talk around the three major decisions that Kennedy made with his advisers’ input: to impose a blockade on the island of Cuba, to not stop and board the two Soviet bloc ships that arrived at the blockade line, and to publicly accept Khrushchev’s first offer. This means mostly neglecting talk about secondary issues such as what surveillance to conduct, clandestine operations in Cuba, and how to deal with the press. It also means largely ignoring talk about things that could have become consequential but never came to pass, such as exactly how many air sorties should be used in the attack on Cuba that never came and what to tell NATO ambassadors in a meeting on the twenty-eighth that the end of the crisis rendered moot.

Second, I further narrow my field of vision by concentrating on talk about premises that had to be accepted, or at least not demolished, for those decisions to be made: that a blockade did not foreclose the possibility of a later air strike; that the United States would not appear weak if it failed to intercept the Bucharest; and that Khrushchev might accept a noninvasion offer from the United States in spite of having publicly demanded removal of the Turkish missiles. That means largely setting aside talk that was relevant to, say, the blockade but not critical to the decision to go that route—for instance, related to the likelihood that the United States would win support from the Organization of American States (OAS) for the blockade after it was announced. (The United States wanted such support but Kennedy did not want to postpone the blockade until he could get it.)

These successive acts of analytical reduction distill the critical data from twenty-one hours of audio to closer to five. Subjecting these to the sort of analysis described in the next section, I ask, How did the premise on which a decision was based emerge in the course of interaction? What conversational practices were involved? How were objections to the premise handled? How did one story about what might happen, and thus what should be done, “win out” over other stories, to the degree that this happened? And finally, how was talk shaped by the pace of events in the outside world and the vexing predicament that made so much talk necessary in the first place?

CONVERSATION ANALYSIS

In many ways this is a work of conversation analysis, or CA. This is the scholarly perspective that has contributed the most to our understanding of how naturally occurring talk is organized, moment by moment. From the perspective of this book, CA offers methods for transcribing audio recordings with minimal loss of pertinent information,47 a general theoretical orientation to the sequential nature of talk, and a wealth of specific findings about how people go about pursuing their immediate and long-term objectives given the requirements that talk be orderly, intelligible, and (if it is not to fail in its purpose) cooperative.

A central methodological premise of CA is that there is “order at all points.”48 That means that all instances of naturally occurring conversation are equally explicable in terms of general rules and procedures, if not in the sense that all people follow the rules all the time, then at least in the sense that rule violations are usually attributable to extenuating circumstances (e.g., someone mishearing what was just said) or at the very least trigger reactions that are themselves explicable in these terms. This has two interesting consequences: conversational “data” are easy to come by as there is no need for random sampling, but there are also no conversational “outliers” that can be written off as inexplicable. Thus it is easy for conversation analysts to get their hands on data, but hard for them to escape having to make sense of whatever is set before them.

CA transcription is hard work. A one-minute excerpt can easily take two hours to transcribe tolerably well, particularly if it involves such challenges as overlapping talk and indistinct speech, and it can take longer still if one aims to include information about intonation and pronunciation. And even then, transcriptions have to be taken as a rough approximation, verbal communication not lending itself to precise representation in print in any way that remains accessible to the general reader. That I undertook such work makes an obvious statement, that the published transcripts were not adequate for purposes of careful sociolinguistic analysis. To be sure, I made extensive use of those transcripts, which were far easier to consult than the audio recordings when, for instance, I needed to know when a particular issue was discussed. I also largely relied on the published transcripts for speaker identification and for a “first pass” at what people said. But the published transcripts are significantly “cleaned up,” resulting in the loss of information about many of the things that conversation-analytic research has taught us matter most for how speaking turns are constructed, including pauses, overlapping talk, changes in the speed of talk, and the precise timing of interruptions.49

It is worth considering the justifications given for this. In the original published transcripts, May and Zelikow explain that “we omit . . . the noncommunicative fragments that we believe those present would have filtered out for themselves,”50 which only makes sense if we believe that the members of the ExComm should have had veto power over the talk attributed to them. Zelikow and May, who edited the second round of published transcripts, in turn explain that they edited out “intrusive static” such as the frequent “uh”s, on the grounds that they make “the substance less understandable now than it was to listeners at the time.”51 This is more reasonable, for it is in fact harder to “read through” minor disfluencies than to edit them out when listening to someone speak, but it supposes that those disfluencies were irrelevant to the meaning attributed to the speaker’s words and immaterial for the responses others could craft. And then, of course, there is Stern, who claims that his narrative approach “aims to transform this complex, often redundant primary source, the ExComm tapes, into a lucid, user-friendly secondary source by eliminating peripherals, concentrating on essentials and citing only the indispensable material”52—which is worrying if one has any doubts about Stern’s criteria for deciding what is indispensable and what is peripheral.

Excerpt 1.1. 10/16 6:30 p.m. meeting (from Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 2, p. 440), corresponding to excerpt 1.2
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Lest it seem that not much is at issue here, let us compare an excerpt from the published transcripts with the same talk transcribed according to the CA conventions in appendix C (which I urge even practiced conversation analysts to study, as I have introduced important modifications to accommodate some peculiarities of the data). These are in excerpts 1.1 and 1.2. To give a bit of context, the discussion here is about the possibility of retaliation by Soviet bombers in response to a U.S. air strike against Cuba. For the sake of this comparison, I have numbered the speaking turns in excerpt 1.2, and used that numbering system to number the speaking turns in excerpt 1.1. (In later excerpts, every line will receive a number.)

Excerpt 1.2 obviously contains a great deal of information missing from excerpt 1.1, along with some corrections. What I need to demonstrate, at least in a provisional sort of way, is that these details matter for our understanding of what was said, why it was said in particular way at a particular moment, and how such particulars shaped the range of possible responses in the turn(s) that followed. First, only excerpt 1.2 contains information about pauses.53 These are potentially significant as signs of uncertainty, particularly when someone hesitates in the middle of a sentence, as well as openings for someone else to speak.54 The long (1.5 second) pause three-quarters of the way through Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s first turn (#7)—fairly long by conversational standards55—is interesting in the latter respect because no one immediately agrees or disagrees with him,56 though this would have provided someone a clear opening in which to do so, leaving him with the floor and the opportunity (and perhaps obligation) to reinforce his point. Two others then step forward with their support (turns 8 and 9), but neither really takes the floor in a serious way, and after each statement of agreement there is another long pause. Finding that no one seems very interested in speaking next, Rusk states his point yet again (turn 10). This time, however, he adds a new ingredient: “you know we could be just utterly wrong.” This invites (technically, “makes relevant”) the response by Kennedy and National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy in turns 12 and 13, which is that the United States had “been wrong” in its judgment of Khrushchev’s thinking vis-à-vis Cuba, the implication of which is that all bets about Khrushchev’s intentions, if not his very sanity, are off. Thus we see how pauses shape subsequent talk, in this case drawing Rusk into a succession of restatements, the last of which invites a retort that was not relevant to the first.

Excerpt 1.2. 10/16 6:30 p.m. meeting, tape 28a, 2:11 (approximately 29:49 into meeting)
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Second, it was very common for ExComm members to talk over each other, yet this is only occasionally noted in the published transcripts. This frequently occurred close to speaking turn boundaries, when one speaker’s turn “projected” its own incipient completion and another person began speaking just as it arrived, as a way of laying claim to the position of next speaker through a mild abuse of the “one speaker at a time” rule.57 An example of such “terminal overlap” is in lines 17–18 of excerpt 2.3. In such instances the overlap is noteworthy insofar as it bespeaks a particular eagerness to speak. Overlap is also common when someone tries to finish another’s sentence—in technical terms, to provide an “anticipatory completion”—even as the previous speaker goes on to finish it him- or herself.58 The overlap between turns 12 and 13 in excerpt 1.2 is a perfect example, and here, at least, seems to indicate a concordance of opinion between the president and his national security adviser.

The overlap between turns 11 and 12 is of a different sort. Kennedy starts speaking in the midst of Bundy’s turn so as to respond to Rusk. In starting to speak at that precise instance, rather than a second later, Kennedy essentially seizes the very last opportunity to initiate a turn before Bundy has finished asking a question to which an answer would then be expected, though at the cost of interrupting. While Bundy manages to finish his question anyway, it is not sequentially consequential, for Kennedy’s turn outlasts his, and it is that which is consequential for turn 13, when Bundy (having momentarily abandoned his project of asking a question) performs the aforementioned anticipatory completion.

Because CA orthography offers a means of representing overlap, there is no need to pretend that talk was neatly organized into consecutive speaking turns, and to wrench apart and divvy out overlapping segments so as to perpetuate this fiction. The published transcripts do this when they make Kennedy’s reference to a “strike” part of his initial turn, to which Taylor is then depicted as responding. In fact, in the recording Taylor’s apparent objection (judging from “no but”) is in response to the president’s claim that Soviet bombers would not do “a great ↑deal↓ of damage,” and only afterward does Kennedy make his (unclear) reference to a strike. Because some of the talk here is unintelligible, it is hard to say that this changes our interpretation of what anyone said or why they said it, but there will be other instances in which the relevance and import of a remark is inextricably tied to what, precisely, the previous speaker was saying at the instant it started.

The published transcripts also provide little information about volume and intonation, except for occasionally putting some words in italics or indicating especially quiet remarks.59 Again, however, such information can be important. That Bundy’s agreement display in turn 9 is spoken softly, for instance, is arguably consequential, if by keeping his voice down Bundy is able to signal his agreement and yet avoid incurring the obligations of a full-fledged speaker, such as to continue speaking when no one seems much interested in assuming the floor after him. (The same can be said for unattributed turn 8.) And while the intonational contours indicated by the upward and downward arrows might not matter immensely in this excerpt, later we will encounter instances in which intonation arguably did important work, both in conveying meaning and in shaping the range of possible responses, though sometimes I will need to look beyond CA for an adequate means of representing it.

Finally, there is no way around observing that the published transcripts contain many omissions and more than a few mistakes. They claim, for instance, that Kennedy ended his opening turn with “if they get one strike,” but this overlapped with Taylor’s turn and I am unable to hear “if they get one” even when I try to. (Instead I hear Kennedy say something that sounds like “point” as soon as he emerges from overlap with Taylor.) Rather, it seems that the transcribers believed that, given the context, this was the sort of point Kennedy was trying to make, and filled in the gap accordingly. They also clearly missed the first “I would agree” in turn 8 and Bundy’s entire turn 13, and added a “not” to the beginning of Kennedy’s turn 14. (That Bundy and Deputy Director of Central Intelligence Marshall Carter respond as if he had started with “not” is noteworthy but not sufficient justification for the insertion.) As a last example, the published transcripts err in the turn-initial (i.e., first) words of turns 4 and 5. While this may seem like a minor thing, “discourse markers” such as well and oh convey different things, including in turn-initial position.60 That Treasury Secretary Douglas Dillon begins with “well” rather than “what” might not be important since either way he can be heard (and is heard by Kennedy) as raising an objection, but the president’s “oh” at the start of turn 5 signals something different than the “well” the published transcripts attribute to him: that he has been reminded of a possibility he had forgotten about, or is purporting to have forgotten about, rather than that he is preparing to answer a question evasively.61

I do not think that it detracts much from the herculean effort that went into the published transcripts to say that these sorts of gaps and distortions, however minor from the perspective of the general reader, demand the retranscription of any exchange with evidentiary relevance to the objectives of this book as I have laid them out.

In addition to using conversation analysts’ transcription techniques and subscribing to their view of conversation as highly structured, even when seemingly disorganized, I draw heavily on their work about exactly how talk is sequentially produced. Particularly important is the pioneering work of Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson on turn-taking;62 Sacks’s lectures on group conversation;63 Schegloff’s work on, among other things, turn construction, adjacency pairs (e.g., question-answer), and overlapping talk;64 Lerner’s research on storytelling and anticipatory completion;65 work by Heritage on aggressive questioning and formulations;66 and an important paper by Heritage and Raymond on epistemic authority.67 (Rather than summarize all of these ideas and findings now, I introduce them when they become relevant to the analysis.)

That all of these findings are relevant to my case says something important, that though the ExComm was a very particular kind of group meeting under very peculiar circumstances, it conducted its business pursuant to conversational rules and constraints recognizable in more informal (and less fraught) circumstances. Of course, we have to remain vigilant to the possibility that some of what holds when people chat on the phone or pass the time on the front stoop does not transfer to the dealings of top policymakers trying to save the world from nuclear devastation. But it is a testimony to the power of the conversation-analytic method and the soundness of its epistemology that so many of its findings, and its general orientation to the orderly nature of talk as something that needs to be continuously reaccomplished, find demonstrable applicability to the ExComm data.

I have now identified several respects in which this book is a work of conversation analysis. In a number of other ways, however, I push the boundaries of CA orthodoxy. First, my focus is on decisions as outcomes. This, and the whole process of analytical reduction it justifies, is very different from the traditional CA strategies of asking what a particular practice accomplishes interactionally;68 or how people use the sequential format of conversation to accomplish a momentary task, such as correcting misunderstanding;69 or what range of options people have in some well-defined sequential environment, such as when they are asked a yes-no question.70 At the same time, it dovetails with recent work, much of it under the rubric of “institutional talk,” on how interactional strategies correlate with outcomes, such as in the doctor’s office,71 in newspaper editorial conferences,72 when hospitals plead for organ donations,73 and when researchers try to persuade people to participate in a study.74 However, to a much greater extent than in any of this work, I am interested in the way in which the “mental model” that informs a decision is interactionally constructed, nurtured, and challenged.

Second, the significant quantity of data that I have on a single group makes things possible that would not be if all I had were a handful of excerpts from disconnected settings. I can, for instance, track changes in how particular issues were discussed through time, as well as detect changes in an individual’s (expressed) opinions and interactional strategy.75 Both will be important to my analysis of how Kennedy’s decisions arose out of the ExComm’s discussions.

Third, my selection of excerpts for detailed analysis is based on a different set of principles and priorities than is usual. In most CA, excerpts are selected for presentation because they are illustrative of some practice observed in the larger corpus, or some permutation of that practice, or because they appear to challenge the initial characterization of how that practice works and thus demand special attention per the epistemology of “order at all points.”76 Here, in contrast, because I am interested in how conversational exchanges contributed to the evolution of mental models and decision premises, I privilege excerpts that (a) capture the inception of a story about how the future may unfold; (b) are representative of a larger set of exchanges typical of a particular period of the discussions; (c) capture turning points, when one pattern yields (or begins yielding) to another; and (d) culminate in a decision, or come as close as possible to a decision given that the moment of actual once-and-for-all decision sometimes occurred off tape.

Fourth, one of the main ideas of this book is that of suppression. When it comes to making a decision, I will argue, what is not said can be just as important as what is said. This will require a sort of counterfactual conversational history, speculating about what might have happened had talk unfolded differently at critical junctures. While not unheard of in conversation analysis,77 this is a more difficult undertaking than detailing how a particular utterance is responsive to its sequential context,78 or showing what work a particular practice performs. Yet it builds on a crucial and almost inescapable insight of early CA, that whatever is said is always said at the direct expense of whatever else might have been said in its place.79

Finally, a recurrent argument in the book is that context matters for how particular exchanges unfolded. As explained earlier, by “context” I mean two things. First, I mean the objective and evolving quandary that the ExComm found itself in, which defied simple storytelling about what should be done, forcing the group to revisit each option, and each justification for each option, repeatedly though very often it seemed as if the discussion was merely going in circles. Second, I mean the temporal dynamics of events in the outside world, which, depending on the stage of the crisis, demanded a more or less immediate decision, and threatened to assign a different meaning were a timely decision not forthcoming. Conversation analysts do not deny context, but are reluctant to appeal to things not directly observable in their data, and in any event rarely confront a context imposing such urgent demands.

CONTRIBUTIONS

This book is relevant to scholars in several subfields. Let me start with the study of decision making. Work in this area tends to alternate between research on how people make decisions subject to cognitive biases, heuristics, and cultural schemas,80 on the one side, and experimental work on group decision making that seeks to correlate experimental conditions with quantifiable outcomes like performance,81 on the other. What both neglect is the talk involved in making decisions—when, in fact, they are made by, or with guidance from, groups—and the various ways in which the mechanics of talk shape what can be said, established, disputed, and resurrected. This book represents, among other things, an attempt to remedy that deficit.

The book also contributes to the study of deliberation. Coming out of political theory, this does purport to be interested in what people say when they talk, though mainly in the prescriptive sense of recommending that each side in a dispute try to make arguments that the other side will accept as valid.82 What is almost entirely lacking in this body of work is the empirical study of actual deliberation.83 While the ExComm did not have to deal with the sorts of conflicting interests that deliberative democracy is intended to address, this book does illustrate many ways in which the mechanics of talk interpolate between features of the world that predate deliberations, including risks and interests, and what comes out of deliberative forums.

If this book brings talk to the study of decisions and deliberation, to the sociology of talk, or social interaction, it brings consequential outcomes, and some ideas for analyzing large quantities of complex conversational data (involving, among other things, the process of analytical reduction described earlier, and a technique for spotting trends in talk about particular decision premises). It also demonstrates how talk, which is often assumed to occur in a bubble, interacts with an outside world that does not always wait for conversation to reach its natural conclusion.84

Individual chapters introduce other themes as needed to make sense of the data. I have already mentioned foretalk, or talk about the future, which mainly takes the form of stories about events that have not yet occurred. As developed in the next chapter, this represents the intersection of the study of narrative,85 on the one side, and the “sociology of the future,”86 on the other, and scholars in both areas will find food for thought. Also, in chapter 5 I will draw on the idea of “accounts,” or the explanations people use to explain away apparent discrepancies between appearance and normative expectation.87 Finally, I have already touched on the idea of suppression, which is relevant to those interested in the phenomenon of conversational avoidance,88 as well as to scholars of risk89 inasmuch as one of my arguments is that, when all options look bad, action might require that some risks be put out of mind, or at least out of mouth.

How does this book relate to the many histories of the Cuban missile crisis? In some ways, it was only possible because of them. The published transcripts were especially important, for in addition to a first pass at the audio recordings, these volumes provide a wealth of historical information about intelligence reports, memos, phone calls, and much else besides—basically, things that ExComm members knew about but did not explicitly state during the meetings.90 Also useful for historical background, and for information about details of the crisis that ExComm members were not aware of, were recent histories such as Fursenko and Naftali’s authoritative One Hell of a Gamble, Michael Dobbs’s gripping One Minute to Midnight, and on the Bay of Pigs, Jim Rasenberger’s Brilliant Disaster.91

In some respects, however, my account is in tension with conventional histories. First, what I offer is a “talk’s eye view” of the crisis, by which I mean an analysis of what the crisis involved in terms of the dynamics of talk in the Cabinet Room. This means, for one thing, by and large bracketing information we now have about, for instance, events in Moscow and Havana92—though I sometimes allude to these revelations (often in notes), for flavor and to highlight just how incomplete the ExComm’s information was. It also means pushing back on the (in some ways opposite) tendency to judge the decision-making process by its successful outcome, as former ExComm members93 and even some academics have been wont to do.94 Finally, it obviously means taking the details of talk more seriously than have conventional histories, which, partly for intellectual reasons and partly because they already have so much information to convey, shy away from any sustained consideration of what passed between Kennedy and his advisers.95

There is another way in which this book differs from conventional histories. Most historical accounts of the ExComm’s deliberations invoke, at some point, the storied clash between the “hawks,” clamoring for a military response, and the “doves,” advocating diplomacy first (and, depending on the dove, perhaps diplomacy only).96 To be sure, the ExComm came to understand itself in these terms: in a final celebratory meeting on the twenty-eighth, Bundy observed (as reported in the minutes) that “everyone knew who were hawks and who were doves, but that today was the doves’ day.”97 But though the hawk-dove divide has provided a handy gloss on many hours of debate for a generation of scholars, it provides little analytical insight, reifying divisions that were often quite fluid, and dichotomizing positions that are better seen as arrayed along a continuum (and maybe one with multiple dimensions). Furthermore, the hawk-dove story is a distraction from the issues on which, I will argue, Kennedy’s main decisions actually hinged, such as whether an air strike against Cuba would still be possible after several days of a blockade, or whether there was any chance that Khrushchev would remove his missiles in return for a U.S. promise not to invade Cuba after he demanded removal of NATO missiles in Turkey. These issues were not decided by a football-like clash between opposing sides, and were only tangentially related to an individual’s characterological faith in the curative power of guns and bombs, but rather involved cognitive suppositions about possible futures that were shaped across repeated episodes of locally structured talk.

OUTLINE

In chapter 2 I develop the book’s theoretical perspective. I start with some ideas from phenomenology and pragmatism about the processes of thinking and deciding. Then I enumerate some of the ways in which group deliberation foreseeably differs from solitary deliberation. In the second half of the chapter I develop the idea of foretalk, or talk about the future. This takes the form of storytelling, but because the future has not happened yet, the range of possibilities is always greater than in stories about the past, requiring a systematic reconsideration of the notion of “narrative relevance” as it applies to foretalk.

In this introductory chapter, I made some passing observations about how the ExComm was organized and how it functioned. In chapter 3 I take up the matter more seriously, discussing the ExComm’s composition, the format of the meetings, Kennedy’s unique role as presider and decider, and the role played by various forms of expertise. I also provide quantitative evidence of the interactional “styles” of different ExComm members, in terms of their propensities to speak, to be addressed, to interrupt, and to hesitate (or not to hesitate) before taking the floor.

Chapters 4 to 6 take up the ExComm’s major decisions in turn. Chapter 4 focuses on discussions about the initial U.S. response to the discovery of Soviet missiles. I argue that the choice of the blockade was only possible once a particular objection to that very plan was suppressed, namely that it would give the Soviets a chance to complete work on at least some of the missiles, as a result of which the United States might subsequently find itself attacking operational missiles that could be launched (perhaps without authorization) against U.S. cities. This suppression took time, however, time that the ExComm had because it was able to postpone a decision so long as its deliberations were kept secret.

Chapter 5 examines talk about how to enforce the blockade, in terms of which ships to stop and which to allow through. Because the blockade was, from the start, ill suited for the purpose of forcing the Soviets to withdraw their missiles, storytelling about the consequences of stopping various ships rarely connected those actions to the larger objective. Furthermore, stories about the future were largely supplanted by elaborate justifications for not acting, one peculiarity of which was that the ExComm sometimes seemed to lose sight of whom it primarily had to convince. Moreover, the ExComm did not so much decide not to intercept the Bucharest, a tanker which was Kennedy’s best chance to set an early example, as it failed to decide anything at all, but this indecision was transformed into a decision by the course of events.

Chapter 6 is concerned with the discussions about Khrushchev’s two proposals: to remove the missiles in return for a U.S. pledge not to invade Cuba, and to remove them on the condition that the United States agreed to withdraw NATO Jupiter missiles in Turkey. Here there was a sharp difference of opinion, with Kennedy certain that Khrushchev would never accept a deal that was limited to the no-invasion pledge but his advisers equally convinced that it was worth trying. This difference of opinion rarely translated into overt conflict, however, in part because each side allowed the other to tell its story without objection. But eventually a decision had to be made, and Kennedy gave in, only to subsequently sign off on an informal message to Khrushchev that offered a secret concession on the Jupiters in spite of fears that the alliance could unravel as a result.

In the conclusion I summarize the theoretical and empirical arguments. Then I discuss the peculiar fact that, at a conference of former ExComm members and academics held twenty-five years after the crisis, the former were forced to admit that their deliberative process was far from systematic. The academics were baffled, but the findings of this book provide an explanation, involving the strange twists and turns that the deliberative process undergoes when it is conducted aloud, subject to the whims of other people and the demands and sensitivities of the conversational machinery that makes the whole thing work.

There are also four appendices. Appendix A provides a timeline of the main events in the crisis and a detailed summary of the sequence of topics discussed during each ExComm meeting. Appendix B lists the main ExComm members and their positions in October 1962, along with some other individuals quoted in the excerpts or referred to. Appendix C explains the orthographic practices used in the book and is indispensable to an understanding of the excerpts and in-text quotations. Finally, appendix D provides some background about the audio recordings.
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move_immediately or the (.2) you're gonna have
aalt )] in this country

loh no 1 (¢ 1)
(no/oh) T understand that we’ll be talking about say
we’re gonna move on uh Saturday and we would say on
Friday that these (.5) MRBMs that the existence of
this presents the gravest (.3) threat to our
security and that (.6) appropriate action (.3) must
be jtaken;
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Ccarter.

e SOCH] DO WAL TTOGTION FORES TR WY
question (.3) how do we know what a given Soviet
missile will do (4.0)
we uh (.2) know rsomething: from the rrange |firings
that we have (1.3) vetted (.4) for the past two
years: .hh and we know also from comparison with the
characteristics (.2) <of our own> missiles (.5) °as
to size and (.3) length and diameter (.9) uh as to
these particular missiles (uh)® we have a family of
Soviet missiles for which we have all accepted the
.hh uh specifilcations (rthis 1is) 1

I know that we have accepted them| and
T know that we've had these things in charts for
tyearss but I <rdon't know how we know> (1.7)
well we know from (.5) a number of sources including
our IRONBARK sources (.2) as well as from (.)range
ifirings (.7) which we have been °vetting for several
yearsi (.5) as to the capabilities® rbut uh (1.6)
would have to get the amalysts in here to give you
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R. Kennedy..

((...)) T think we just say he made an offer we
accept the offert ((2 turns omitted)) well I think
it's just an acceptance (1.0) it’s an acceptance of
what he said (.7) in my judgment (.5) °don’t you
think® (.)
((quietly)) yes
well we can't uh (I tell you) (.9) the uh (.
I tell you Mister President 1 I think (.) Adlai I
think if we could (.6) take our letter introduce
some of the elements of this iletter in the last
1part 1of it °(1.1%)° that might do it I'm not (.2
sure how [ ( )1

Lwny do we botler you with it Mister
President why don't we try to work it out (.) and
give us [( al

LT think ve ought tol move I don’t uh there's
no question of bothering ime i1 think somebody we're
gonna have to decide which letter we rsend
why don't we (.2) try to work it out here without
(.) you here and then (.3) f (Eifty,

L¢
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_they could use to (.) rr truction
R e e b e
31 they want|
32 McNamara.... oh ino (.) no twhat iwe say is iwe are gonna
33 blockrade iyou (.5) this is a rdanger t- to us we we
34 insist that we talk this out and the danger be
35 removed, (.4)
367 Waimady:  eighk i Bk L e Gouna g0 abaad rd BaLid the
37 mislsiles

that’s] right (.)
o- overflights (.7#) (.2)
o- overflights, definitely so they [( )]
Lthey)] put the

38 McNamara.
39 Taylor...
40 McNamara.
41 R. Kennedy.

a2 missiles in place (.3) and then they announce
a3 they’ve got atomic weapons [(.54)
44 Ltis#y) ) sure and we






OPS/images/image57.jpg
all right well 1 think Adlai's uh letter s all right then






OPS/images/image12.jpg
well >Mister President< I think the next question I
was going to ask is <fif you are unavailablei> (.5)
which: (.2) on a 1fifteen minute thing of this kind
we can't ever be certain iof (.2) .hh (.4) uh in
tara of Che detail of the information do you vark
to (.3) 1delegate ithat authority rnow to the
secretary of defense 1o do you want to uh .k uht
(.4) or what's your
well 11 uh rwhat we want to do iis (.2) I will
delegate to the secretary of defense on the uh
understanding that the .hh uh information would be
very rclear ithat the (.5) accident that happened
was not a fmaliuncmoﬂ

was in J fact a matter of military a-
action aqaxnsl 1it/us) (.7,

T T
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JEK.. .. we ought to stick with [that if| we [want to] 1do

)
ssomething otherleise we give ourselves away
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1
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5 JFK.ceseneee 80 let's
6 _ may I make (.) one other cofver ] plan suggestion;
7 Lyeanl

8

Bundy....... Mister President there will be meetings, in the
9 tWhite jHouse (.3) I rthink the best we can do is to
10 keep the people with a specific .hh Latin American:

1 business black and describe the rest as intensive
12 budget review jsessions ((...))
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Rusk........

carter..

carter......

Bundy...

carter..

there isn't any question (in) your mi:nd however

(what) that it is an intermediate range [actually

mediun-range] (.3) [mis—
L

no J (there's) no question in
our minds at all: these are (.7)
this is [obvious]

they’re] rall the characteristics: (.) that
we have seen (.2) [1live ones

you've seen) actual missiles

themselves and not just the boxes (.7#)
no we've seen (1.0) 1in the picture there is (.) 1an
ractual [ mislsile

Lyean)

(sure there is)

ves (.6) (.8) uh there's no question in our minds
sir and they are genuine: they are not uh (.3) .hh a
camouflage: or (2.0) °covert attempt to (.3) rfool
1us® (3.9)

-hh how much do we knowi uh (.8) tPat 1T don't mean
to go behind your (.) judgment: here except that
there's® .hh rone thing that would be really
catastrophic would be to make (a) judgment here on

these missiles are and what their range iis (3.4)
only that (.) from the rreadout that we have nowi
and in the (.6) judgment of our analysts (.6) and of
the Guided Missile (.4) and Astronautics Committee
which has been convening all afterncon (.7) these
signatures (.4) are identical with those (.6) that
we have (.3) rclearly) earmarked in the Soviet
Union; (1.5) rand have fully verified; (1.7)
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emphasize that it devlates as much as we (.6) it
seems to me the only ex- if we decide not to the
only reason for doing it is because we wanted to
give sufficient grace (.8) to the uh Soviet Union to
get these instructions clear or for the UN to have a

(.4) our uh:: (.5) our best our (.8) clearest rcase

well (.4) couldn't we uh couldn’t we truthfully say
that we uh (1.0) um: (.7) we we u

in view of U Thant I mean I I think the only grounds
to put it on is that (1.6) we flooked iat the
vessel:r (1and) it was obvious what it was carrying
(.6) but it was not carrying offensive weapons it
responded .hh and we permitted it (.2) at this point
in view of U Thant’s (.2) up appeal we let this
(.6) go but uh u:h (.3) or because they're voting in
the Security Council we've got to give some
explanation (.8) because everybody else was gonna s-
gonna s- have to start the practice of s- of (1.1)
stopping and (.2) tboarding: I don't think we could
ever let it go that all >they had to do is< thail
ihar





OPS/images/image13.jpg
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(it) seems to me that one (other)

tpoint ion this
there’s a lot of .(.4#)

(and signs) but I was always
uh curious as to why he [Khrushchev] (.5) said he’d
defer this till after the election it seems to me
(.4) it is related to rthisi
I'm (.7) tsure ihe was i(waiting) (1.2#) (1.2) but
Mister President you might be interested;(l.1) in
General Eisenhower's reaction ((1:58.1 omitted)) now
he said that without the benefit of (.7) of uh (.6)
specific knowledge of (.3) rtroop ideployments (.8)
equipment deployments and so forth of the: Soviets
(.4) or of the Cubans but I (.3)
be of interest to you (3.1)
Mister President tone jum (.7) thing I think would
have to be considered uh (.8) there would be a
number of steps that you’d (.4)
for which)

thought this would

thave ito rtake
(.) on which you would need the

authority of a national emergency or a declaration
of war (...)
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1 we’re not gonna he’s not gonna he

2 uh Tommy (.5) iisn't so sure but anyway we can 1tryi
3 this thing but he's gonna come tback ion Turkey but
4 >the only thing is< I don't want him (1.1) that’s
5 why we've gotta en- end with saying whatever we
6 5
7

8

gonna do we gotta get a (.)
cessaltion of work (icommitment)]

Bundy...oues that's right Mister ] President but 11
s think that uh Bobby's notion of a (.2) concrete
10 acceptance 1on four ipart of how we rea
1n night's telegram is very imiportant| (2.1)
12 uh Mister President (.)
13 in other words you want to your suggestion we say we
14 aceept_jyour proposal of last night (.6)
15 R. Kennedy.. spell it out and accept it and then say now you've
16 (made that) I just read (.3) you know the last
17 paragraph of the: other (.2) letteri (1.7) ihowever

18 way you iphrase ;that
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carter?.....
JFK.

L. Johnson. .

one question Mister President is whether as a matter
of um (.6) tactics we ought tnot (.5) ito interview
(.2) iSenator Keating (.4) check out his idata (.5)
°it seem to me that that ought to be done in a
routine sort of way by (.7) uh (.3) open officer of
the intelligence agency® (3.2)

((quietly)) I think that's right (.4)

you have any thoughts >Mister Vice Presidenti< (2.1)
1 agree with 1Mac ithat rthat jought to be doner .1
think that uh (1.3) we're committed at any (.)
ttime; and we rfeeli that there's .hh a buildup that
in any way enrdangers: to take whatever action we
tmust itake to (.4) ensure our securityr (.9) iI
would think it (1.7) secretary's evaluation of (.3)
this thing being around all over the lot is a pretty
accurate one I wouldn't think it'd take a rweek (to
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A. Johnson. .
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McCone.

it seems to me that’s your twhole iposture even: if
you go in with & ratrike iyour posture is simply
that this man has uh -hh has: uh: got entangled in
this notion of doing unacceptable things from the
Point of view of the security of the themisphere,
(.5) 1that has ito be your posture ((5.2 seconds
omitted)) you will in fact get into the invasion
before you're through
oL ¥ pean you probably
either [ way

Lprobsb]ly will the other way rtooi in the
tends un very rlikelys (.4
on the other handi (.) if you 1do ideclare a
blockade and the Soviets do objserve iit this could
very quickly bring down Castro within 1Cubaj (.4)
very quickly (you know if) (.5) if they in efect
appear to be deserting
and and [cheir]

“nis | is the problem of course in their

-2)

obsering]
Land] Knrushchev’s arbilitys (.) to observe it
would be greatly (-4) thelped if there rweres (.) a

tlegaly tbasisi (.7)

((urgently)) yes yes

don’t don’t iyou think that that (would) (.4) be an

almost im:possible thing for him to accept (.2

well except this [is the confrontation with them]
with his prestige at staker ]

rather than iCubaj

I I 11 idon’t think he would recognize a blockade

(1.1) I think he would tell you (he’s

( )1

Lt don’t think ¢ )J

(one that) it was his righti (.2) and he would go

right tthrough,
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McNamara. . ...

18 JFK?........
19 Taylor......

27+ ((several)).

32 Taylor......

((---)) how long does it take to get (.) (in a
position) we can invade Cuba >in other words a
monthc; jor 1tuo months
no isix
no sir it's a (bare) seven days after the air strike
assuming the air strike starts the £irst of next
week (.5) now if the air strike were to start today
(.4) it vouldn't necessarily be seven idays after
today but i- (.4) 1T think you can basically
consider seven days iafter the [air strike

vou could J get six
divisions or seven divisions into Cuba in s~ in
seven (.4) dayst
Sh no sir there (the) (.3) the they’re rtwo two
plans we have; 1one is fo go at maximum speed; Which
is the one referred to you by Secretary MeNamara
((quietly)) okay
about seven days after the strike, .hh twe put in
ninety thousand men, in in elreven idays (.8) uh if
You have time if you can give us more time so we can
get r1alls the advance preparation and
prepositioning) we'd put the rsame ininety thousand
in in rfive idays (.5) we really >have the choice<
of those two (plans,)
now would you get them i) by 1ship 1or (by rair:)
by air

rdrop and sh: ((someone clears throat))

Simuitancous T aie and snip

L(>do you think<) ninety] thousand are

enough (.8)

uh: at rleast it's enough to start the thing goingl
(.2) and I would say it’ll be it rought to be
enough,

34
*Loosely d

talk by
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that (£} 1once (he Meets this ‘conditicn o the (.9)
6 un: halcing work and the inoperability you'rs (.3)
o then prepared to go ahead 1on (.5) either the

6 specific Cuban track o what we call a general

63 détente itrack (.2)

64 JFK......... yeah now it all comes down uh uh (.5) that is a

6 substantive question becavse it (.4) really depends
o on whether ve believe that we can get a deal on just
& the Cuban o whether we have to agree to his

6 position is Of tying them (.7) now Tonmy dossn't

o think we 1do |T think that having tmade 1it public
0 how can he take these missiles out of Cuba . if we
n (Just) do nothing sbout rTurkeyi (.5)

72 Bundy....... you give hin something else (.2)

73 IEReneeiee whatt

74 Bundy....... give hin [ something else ]

75 Thompson.... they ahould give] something else (.4) on
2 the broad ithing (.4)

77 McCome?..... ((quietly)) yes (.3)
78 Ball........ and and the promise that that when all this is over
79 there can he a larger (.3) larger (.) discussion
80 Thompsen-..- see his position

81 JFK......... Leout nuw he s gonna wannal (.2)

82  Thompson.... [  his his position

83 Jrx. Lthat spelled out a littlel

81 Thompson.... even in this public statement is this is all uh (.6)
85 started by our threat to iCubai (.2) and he's

86 retmoved: that threat (.4)

87 R. Kennedy.. he imust ibe a little shaken up or he wouldn't have
88 sent the message to you in the first iplace

89 Jrk. .. well that's last night but this

90 e il

91  R. Kennedy.. Lyeah but I mean thatlso that you can (.3) it's

92 certainly conceivable that you could get him back to
93 that (.4) 1T don’t tuh think we should abandon iit
94 gek. .. all right iwell I think Adlai's juh letter’s all

95 right ithen
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McNamara. ...

JFK.......
McNamara. . ..
Bundy?......
R. Kennedy..

McNamara?.
Taylor

JEK. ..
Taylor

well (and) twhen we're jtalking about 1takingi
Berilini (.3) twhat do we (.5) jmean jexactly does
he rtake it with Soviet rtroops (.)
that’s what T would seem to [ me |

Lthen] we have T think
there’s a real possibility (that) we have U.S.
troops there what do they (ido (.8)
they fight (.3)
they fight ,T think that’s rperfectly; clear
they get overrun (.7)
yes they get overruni exactly, (.7)
well you have a (direct)
then iwhat do we do
confrontation
then iwhat do we do (.8)
90 to general fwar iif it’s in the interest of ours
(yean) it’s then gemeral rwar. consider the use of
(a nu-) (1.0)
you mean nuclear exchanger (1.3)

. (({quietly)) guess you have to
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Thompson. ...

Lhe8-18 Laal BAYDE JUSC PERSAULS OR US 3 MGRR Lhe
(.5) he kept the other (I mean) so far
h but we've accepted Lnen invasion of Cuha]

some promise of

a larger negotiation afterward,
((clears throat)) (yeah) (.3)
>the important thing for Khrushchev seems to me is

wants to: ((someone coughs)) ta:nd he's had a go at
this: Turkish thing and that we'll discuss (.8) uh
rlater, and when and in that discussion
(he’11/we’11) probably itake

all right what about at the end if if we use ithis
iletter (.9) and say it would be a >grave (risk) to
peace< (.3) I urge (I urge) that you join us a rapid
settlement of the Cuban (.2) crisis (1.0) as uh your
letter (.6) sought to suggest and >we can go to
(1.0#) which are not insolublei< (.4) (and/then) say
(1.2) 1first ingredient let me (.6) emphasize (.7)
for 1any 1solution is (.7) a s- (.6) a cessation of
the uh work and the inoperability of the missiles uh
(.7) under reasonable uh (.7) standards I mean I
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JFK.
Bundy.......

RUSK. s ovrnon

Bundy. .

Rusk.

Mcllamarm i

then that's the only important F( hing) |
1] there is
(.6) there is a rreal case to be made which has
perhaps not been presented as strongly this morning
as as it rcould lbe (.7) for doing it (.3)
getting it done %on the ground that (.3) this is
what we said we'd do and that (.3) we are gonna have
to be the judges of the effectiveness of the
quarantine.® (1.3)
yeah (.2) but the barrier is there the ((clears
throat)) the barrier is there though for (.5)
something else but POL (1.3) and uh (.2) if we have
any (.2) any (.4) reasonable doubt thet this is POL
3 em T T2 el )1
Lwe11 1 think] L(.2)] Lit JLis true r_har_J
none of us doubts that it's Pl (L)
Lwel1] 1 don’t think
it I personally don't think this is a this [is ()]
except ]
the object is not to stop offensive weapons because
the offensive weapons are already there as much as
it is to have a showdown with the Russians (1.2) of
one (one) kind or another (1.6) isn't that really
is that (kind that’s it)
that that that’s

[that’s rignt]
Ltnat's rignt] (.6)
well T think [ ( )1 showdown though at the
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L3 JFK:
2 Tayor:
4 Dillon:
5 UK
6 Tayor:
7 Rusk
9 Bundy:
10 Rusk
11 Bundy:
12,14 JFK:

15 Bundy:
16 Carter:

overall, not a great deal of damage. If they get one

No. But it certainly is [unclear]—
What if they carry a nuclear weapon?
Well,if they carry. ar weapon ... you do
that.
At minimum, | think we could expect some conventional bombing,
1 would not think that they would use  nuclear weapon unless they're
prepared for general nuclear war. | just don't see that possibiliy.
| would agree.
That would mean that—you know we could be just utterly wrong—
but we've never really believed that Khrushchev would take on a
general nuclear war over Cuba.
May | ask a question in that context?
We certainly have been wrong about what he's trying to do in Cuba.
There isn't any doubt about that. Not many of us thought that he was
going to put MRBMs on Cub
No. Except John McCone.
Mr. McCone.

ah.

JFK: Ye:
Nate Turn numbers correspond to those in excerpt 1.2.
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McNamara.. ..

WOLLG: (LRuY ave).
then you start killing Russians you get into (the)
)

R. Kennedy. .

sus that a littie bit the
you you put the uh blockade on .hh and you tell them
that they can go ahead and construct the

71 McNamara.... no I don’t tell them what I say is
72 R. Ker Lyou don’t tell them but they go ahead |
73 McNamara.... that the danger must be removed (.2)

74 R. Kennedy

McNamara.. ..

all right ey | construct their gh (.2)
Lout]

u
but I don’t say that it has to be stopped
I....romorrow;

R. Kennedy..

Bundy.....

Lokay they conjstr_luct their uh (.4) missiles

Lcould T ask ( )] how the discussion is going to

proceed I'm sorry I have to () ((...))
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R. Kennedy.

pillon...

R. Kennedy
McCone?. ..
R. Kennedy
By

R. Kennedy..

McNamara.

((...)) I think you can show: uh through
announcements by the Defense Department that we're
not backing o:ff (.4) and that we're still being
tough which is the (.2) really the point we

[ have to 1

Lwell that’s] the basic logic of this: (.6) strike
(.4) uh (.3) action is to have the confrontation in
Cuba (.4) rather [than

Lrathler than to be
and then it gives you three or four days that
perhaps you could | (wait)

Liwouldn’t] you juh rwouldn’t o
really (.4) Luh step back and tlook iat it for
second (.5) on based on any ireal:i (.3) suspicious
information that twe havei (.5) the blocka- the
quarantine is now fully effectivei (.21
right (.2)
that’s correct (.8)
and you and (.3) Fyou can say that ]

1 don't think] that can be said
about the East German tship (.4) iwhich went through
Senthgrad aid picked upialot ot cards (1.7
t you can get an you can have an ex- (.7) excuse
if you want if you wanted to really wait without
losing [face
yes | 1 I think the question is (.3) is
twofold one (.5) it's a question of timing and the
second is whom do you want to confront rfirst (.7
ow to rtiming we could well postponei (.4) the
confrontation with reither; party for (.9) forty-
eight hours and 1during this time we could appear
to be forceful (.5) by conducting (.) surveillance
T
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EL

Taylor..

Taylor.

Rusk.

we’re not uh talking overall not (.5) a great ideall
of danage
no but it certainly [(.44)]
Lt.ab] (point) strike (.2)
.2)

well if they carry a nuclear weapon.
(:6) (.6) you

oh if they carry a nuclear tweapon
assume they wouldn’t do fthat

at a minimum I would think we’d
conventional bombing (1.8)

T would tnot ithink that they would use a nuclear
weapon unless they’re prepared for general nuclear

I just don’t s- see that possibility (.4)

(expect) expect some

wari (1.5
((very quietly))
((quietly)) 1'd (.3
that would mean that uh: you
utterly wrong but uh (.4) we’ve never really
believed that (.5) that (.3) Khrushchev would (.4
take on a general nuclear war over Cubai (.7)
may I ask a question in that [ context: |

Lwe certainly] have been
wrong about what he’s trying to do in Cuba there
isn’t any [doubt about that]

Ldoubt about that] (.) we’ve been wrong
many of us thought that he was gonna put MREMs on
cuba
yeah (.6) except John McCone (.

Mister McCone (.4)

1 would agree (1.3)
agree (2.0)
know we could be just
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JFK.onennns

Thompson. ...

IFK.

in other words under this uh (1.1) plan however we
would not take these (.2) missiles they <now have

d be
useful to say that if they are ((clears throat)) if
they’re made operational we might (.8) er er would
(5]
of course then the; would say that if you do that
then we iwill (2.9) (.4) (.7)
as 1Chip [Bohlen] says: >I agree with him< that if
if they’re prepared to say all right (.4) you do
then this is nuclear world rwari then they would do
that anyway: uh uh (1.2) I think he’d make a lot of
threatening language bu]t very vague terms in keeping
)

nis [¢

* Lyeah I would think] it’s more likely that he
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Mister President while we’re considering this (.3)
problem tonight I think that we should also consider
what uh: Cuba’s gonna be: a ryear ifrom now (.7) or
1two iyears from (now) assume that we go in and
knock these sites out (.8) uh: I don’t know what’s
gonna stop them (.5) from saying we’re gonna build
the sites six tmonths ifrom now (.) tbring
then [in

Lnu-J
nothing ipermanent about it (.3)
>well then what< where are we six months from now:
uh that we’re in any better position or a- aren’t we
in worse position if we go in and knock them out and
say uh (.2) (.3) don’t do it uh I mean obviously
they’re gonna have to do it rthen (.2)
you have to put a blockade in following any limited
(actlion Ty

Lthen) we’re gonna have to sink Russian sh ip ls

Lright)
then we’re gonna have to sink [Russ lian submarines
right.

now whether it wouldn’t be: in in the argument if
you want to get into it at all:t uh (.2) whether we
should just get into it and get it over with and say
that uh take our losses ((
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1 (now) suppose that we give him a letter (.) which
2 addressed to his letter of yesterdayi -hh rand ask U
3 Thant to release them ,both .hh the’s .the fellow

4 who releases it then he releases correspondence

5 which consists really of an offer from Khrushchev

. and we (.2) we come back and (.4) [( )

7 Lsay) thank you yes
8 )

9 . we‘ll (pract- you) say thank you ryes iand it
10 dsesntt’ {rmanbioniy hiTutkey (1:0) Chan | .s: 1seems
n to mer that uh (.2)

12 he’s in a difficult position

13 ((quietly)) yeah (.4)

14 how much will Finletter be allowed to tell the NATO
15 people what their view of the alternatives so they
16 can see the >(the) pom of view you referred Ito
17 ister President< (.

18 JFK......... well T think that he'd pxobcbly just say that the
19 work’s going ton; ((
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R. Kennedy. .

((...)) we ought to (.6) get up a message t
Titlettse biebxusions 010) G 6 oot So ot
or a meeting at nine or ten in the morning:
(ned ' thin biows e possibliity of this sther one
e e (.3

it blowia s somiifia: fvous Hiak dlies (51
of what (.4
of getting an acceptance of the uh (.6) propos

R. Kennedy. .

K .
R. Kennedy. .

& Kennady..

B Yemedo
Bundy.......

R. Kennedy.

Ball.

but what 1f they co- if (.2) you walt (.3) (pont)
() possibility is if you wait (-) twenty-four
hours;

what

+hh and see if they accept this other thing

Liwhen they)] well they not gonna .:eepx 1t yeah (.3)
you mean the Lf the work ceasing!
LoTiTme b vith the: (31 Tessomai

[the trade of last night]
Le 1) the trade you know the (.2)
the (.2) letter that he offered in which we accepted
today] (.2) 1we wrote him this letter that you've
approved (.6) where we say that we won't invade Cuba

he
Latter . they may get the capeassion ot oot
it (¢
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what Adlai says about what to do about Turkey and
other problems is pretty good (9.4)
the only thing is this is what the's isaying isf
that they got to get the weapons out of Cuba before
we'll discuss the general détente .hh now we're not
gonna be able to e- effect that (1.6)
well [un

slners] not gonna argree ito thate
let a couple of us draft try to put the specifics of
this uh letter (.9) in betwee:n these paragraphs of
Adlai's (.9)
it seems to me what we ought to uh uh to be
reasonable we're not gonna get these weapons out of
Cuba probably anyway! tbut I mean by negotiation
we're gonna have to (.3) take our weapons out of
Turkey I don't think there's any doubt he's not
gonna (.3) now that he made that public (.6) Tommy
he's not gonna take them out of Cuba if we [(don’t)]

well

I1don't agree Mister Presildent ]

(what) |
I think there's still a chance that this uh this
[ othler 1ine [ qo'\mq
Lyean] rel
he+d back downs (.5)
¥eLL because re's alzeady ot this other proposal
which he put [sczwazd il [

ah but] now (.8) l[msJ other public

cne 1t seens o ne 13 (.3) becons (-4) rholr (.7
sablic vorsition: isn't ity (2.4)
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now the tonly (.4) iproblem with this letter again
on page three is when we get agreement on Cuba
>which he isn't gonna give us< (.7) he's now moved
on to Turkish thing so we're just gonna get a letter
back saying well we'll be glad to settle Turkey when
we've settled (.7) eh settle Cuba when we settle
Turkey so I think we have to (.4) make (.2) (the)
(.8) crucial point in this letter without opening up
\Turkeyt is the question will he (.2) in least in
the next twenty-four hours while we discuss all
these matters will he <agree: with me to stop the
work on the basesi> (.6) rthat's the only thing we
can we have (1.1) he either has to say yes or no to|
(.2) 1if he says no to that then we’re (1.2) at
least we have some indication (.) then we'l11]

Lweli2 (.2

[(and say a1- )]

Lyon ‘eonld: taxa) take out:parsgraph one and put 1t at
the endi (1.5) rmake that (.2) that isn't part of
the deal the (.3) the deal is they remove the
weapons we guarantee not to invade and then (.4) put
paragraph one at the end wouldn’t you

((30.4 seconds omitted))

well now if number one you'd uh agr- undertake
(inmediately) to cease work on offensive missile
bases in Cubai (.5) rand promptly render inoperable
all weapons system in Cuba and permit UN
verification: of this action (.5)

right
that would be number one
right (.9)

then we would get into discussion of all these
right (.2)
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((...)) now I would suggest that what you do is you
(.8) (you) say we're prepared only to discuss jCubai
at this ti:me after (. 6) the Cuban thing is settled
these things are out we're prepared to discuss ranyi
well I don't think we can eh uh (.2) eh if this is
an accurate and this is the whole (.5) rdeal; we'll
just have to wait I don't think we can (.5) rtake
[ithe] position

Lnol

it's very odd Mister President if he's changed his
terms from a long letter to 1youl (.6) and an urgent
appeal from the counselor only last rnight (.3) iset
in the purely iCubani context it seems to me we're
well within our (.8) there's nothing (.5) no nothing
wrong with our posture in sticking to that tline
but let's wait let's assume that this is uh uh this
is an accurate report of what he's now proposing
this morningi (.3) (maybe) it rchanges: (over
there) (.8)
but he he he I don’t I T 1still ithink he's in a
Eiecicult pealbion £ 13naugs 116 ovadilous haviny
tsent iyou a .hh personal
communl ication ‘H'un the other (line)]

L 1JL well (now) let's | say he has
changed it this is his latest position (.8)
well T T would answer back saying I would prefer to
deal with your uh: (.2) you have (.4) with your
interesting proposals of uh last night (.2)
((quietly)) go for it (1.1)
well now that's that’s what we ought to be
ythinking about}
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((...)) if we accept the notion of the trade at this

stage (.7) uh (.4) our position will come apart very
fast (.2) we’re in a very (.3) difficult position it
isn't as if we got the missiles out Mister President
it would be different or if we had .hh any
understanaanq with the Turks that they joughti to

ome out it would be different fneither) of these is
the case .Hh th
((testily)) I'd just like to know how much we've
done about it and [ as 11 say we talked [(

Lwe11) Lwe decided J
not to Mister President (.5
uerudeu'lf not to H'play ita duect‘y with cne'\
J Lthe Turks)

rlTurks)

¢ 2) un our own representative is to their (.2)
if 1we italked to the Turks they would bring it up
in NATO this thing would be all over Western Europe
and tour iposition would have been runderminedi(.)
lthat's rignt’
L because Jun i- (.3) immediately the (.2) the
the Soviet Union would know that that this thkng was
being discussed .hh the Turks feel very strongly
Sout thig trivy oh 1.9) M4 perensdnd Lo tiat ¢t
was an essential requirement; and they they feel
that it's a matter of prestige and a matter of (.3)
real (.9) )
Lif we had talked to the Turks] it would
already be clear that we were trying to sell our
allies for our £nutest=| (.2) that would be the
view in all of NATO: (.5)
[ now it's unuunu 1 and
lang it would be (all ovenJ
it
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((...)) this isn’t gonna be successful (. 4 i
as well realize that (2.1) that's why I'm

wondering whether uh (3.4) he's gonna come ekt
us (.) that way we’ve rejected it (.2) this is his
deal and then where are we gonna be (1.8) A tomorrow
he’ll come back and say that the United States has
rejected this (.5) A proposal he made (1.4) A so I
think that uh we ought to be thinking also of saying
that if we’re gonna discuss all these matters if
(he'1l di- cease and about you got) that’s the only
place we(’ve) got him: A so I think we ought to
(1.2) be able to say that uh (1.0) the matter of
Turkey and so on (.7) in fact all these matters
ought to be uh (.4) can be discussed if he’ll cease
rwork (2.3) A iotherwise he’s going to announce that

we rejected this proposal (4.7) A and then where are
iwe ((...))
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Bundy....... I don't see why we pick that track when he's offered

1

2 us the other [ track within the last

3 Lbut that offer is a new onel
4 twenty-four hours (.)

5 Thompson.... (but hey)
6
7
8

(.2) can you take the public one as

serious when he has a private one (they sent) (.3)

JFK......... ((impatiently)) yves .I think we have to assume that
this is their new: and latest position and it's a

9 public jone (.6)
10 Rusk.. what would you think of (.) releasing the letter of
11

yesterdayl (2.3)
T think it has a good deal of virtue (2.0)
yeah but I think we have to hh uh be now thinking

12 Bundy.......
13 JFKewsenmns

14 about what our position’s gonna be on rthis jone
15 (.2) because this is the one that's (1.0) <before us
16 (.3) and before the world> (.9)

17  Sorensen.... well look (1.9) as between the two I think it'

18 (.5) clear that practically everyone here would

19 favor the (.2) private (1.4) proposal

20 Rusk........ we're not we we‘re we’re not (.2) being offered a
21 tchoice; (.6) we tmay inot be offered a choice (.7)
22 they’re serious and there’s disadvantages also to
23 the private one which uh is a guarantee of Cuba

24 (2.3) uh but uh in any case this is now: his

25 official one we can release this other one and it's
26

different but this is the one that the Soviet

government obviously is going ion (1.1)
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30 MeNamara.

what do we gain, by stopping it let's put it that
17 1 oan ase asme possiin 1eus b, voas. o e siin
el iy s L)
what faa you lose]

1] prevented from (ac-) from going

into cm. 2)
what do you lose 1€ you uh (.5) which I think you
1o Zose womething 12 e dut {6 30 simensh

only
[what you Tase T think the most: dangerous thing]

1)
you loser iis the (.7) is the evidence to the bloct
ithat you'ra not stopping (.7) tha
[(the thing) worries me]

« ) cen
uh now I think the only uh argument for tnoti

o

w11 T3 ot to stare with o passenger ship [ uis- 1
Liyean))

(6 -ates Prosident T T ehin thare's (.41 torest

iproblen:

Frgireg bR

i ox 10) seeivinty cloailed 4R Kok o YUAL )

under circunstances that woul ate we'd
rrasponstuas famd) Tokks Shib T nioh weud e
4 e furlmu‘lh 301l 1] Can

1] .31 ] Leomorzon)
1 xmm have/wanna) actually the only reason for
pleking rthis iship up Ls we've got to prove sooner

all £ight now we there ris (.3) ithe possibility
that's the second point (.5) the Grozny (uh) (.8)
which s a Soviet tanker with (.6) with

I e,
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a
Lz vould think] the only

119

120 Lwe1l we can xer.J the (base) [(

121

122 argument would be that (.2) with U Thant and the UN
123 asking us for a (

124 +eses  we've given them a letter; (.8)

125 JFK......... this is not the (.3) appropriate time to blow up a
126 ship (.5) so that uh (.7) maybe that uh and since I
127 wrote back to Khrushchev we could justify

128 we have two [( "1

129 L withholding | our action

130 (till) about five this afterncon if that's the way
131 so0 let's think a little more about it (.2)

132 right (.2)

*Whi ibed.






