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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 
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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 
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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 volunteer-ing 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 pre-cocious insights into many of the excerpts, and most of all to Randy, for vigor-ously 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 
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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) un-failingly 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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C H A P T E R   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 teleconferenced 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 un-comfortable 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, 
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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 Ger-many 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 
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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 un-derdetermined 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. 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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 retire-ment 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 
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were fully understood, “Can we take care of that then, Paul?” Nitze mut-tered 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 
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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 manage-able 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 

12  •  Chapter 1

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 predica-ment 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 
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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 noncom-municative 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 
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material”52— which is worrying if one has any doubts about Stern’s criteria for deciding what is indispensable and what is peripheral. 

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 
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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. 

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 
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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. 
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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 sub-scribing 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 question-ing 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 
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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. 
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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 
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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 discrep-ancies 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 high-light 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 
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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 
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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. 
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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. 

C H A P T E R   2

The Future in Thought and Talk

Our principal problem is to try and imaginatively to think what the world would be like if we do this, and what it will be like it we don’t. 

— McGeorge Bundy, National Security Adviser

What the ExComm did, much if not all of the time, was talk about possible futures: about the repercussions of a surprise air attack on Cuba versus a blockade, about the consequences of firing on a Soviet ship at the blockade line, about the chances that Khrushchev would accept a deal that did not involve the missiles in Turkey.1 It did this by telling stories, adapting procedures and devices from storytelling about the past to narrate things that had not yet unfolded and that might never. This is what I mean by “foretalk.” 

To understand the foretalk from which the key decisions emerged, we have to start with an understanding of the main parameters: the future as something that can be imagined and (we like to think) influenced by decisions in the present; talk in groups as a phenomenon with characteristic features that distinguish it not only from solitary thought but also from dyadic talk (i.e., involving just two people); and storytelling as a distinct speech activity that takes a particular form and imposes a particular discipline. 

I begin this chapter with some foundational ideas about how we think about the future, particularly in connection with making choices. Then I build from solitary thought to the level of group interaction by asking what new properties are introduced when, to quiet reflection, we add linguistic expression, then a second person with whom to converse, then a third person, and finally more people still. In the second half of the chapter I ask, How do people collaboratively tell stories, and particularly stories about the future? Here I draw on existing research on collaborative storytelling about the past, but introduce important extensions as needed to incorporate multiple and sometimes competing predictions about events that have not yet occurred. Central to this discussion is the notion of  narrative  relevance, which specifies what sorts of contributions can be economically and intelligibly made at any point in an episode of collaborative narration. Once we have a framework for saying what  can be relevantly said, we are also in a position to judge when something is relevant but  not said. This brings me back to the idea of suppression, and in the final part 
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of the chapter I consider what suppression means theoretically and how we are to recognize its occurrence empirically. 

Thinking of the Future and Choosing It

The commonsense idea that time passes is puzzling to modern physics. The laws of the universe work just as well when applied forward in clock time as when applied in reverse,2 and the implication of special relativity is that there is no objective “now” that stands between a possible future and a settled past. Indeed, it is easier for physicists to imagine that past, present, and future exist simultaneously than to imagine that the past gives way to the future, irrevocably, by means of an instantaneous present. “Under close scrutiny, the flowing river of time more closely resembles a giant block of ice with every moment frozen in place.”3

Our experience of time, however, is distinctly one of movement into the future, or having the future move toward us, with a sharp distinction between events that are set and established as having “happened” and those that may turn out one way or another. How we think about the future, and how we act with the future in mind, have long concerned philosophers, psychologists, and others. Ann Mische has recently proposed several dimensions along which thoughts about the future may vary. These include  reach, or how far out into the future our imagination extends;  breadth, or the number of possibilities imagined at each step; the  clarity with which the details of the future are imagined; the degree to which a particular imagined future is thought to be  contingent on prior events or conditions; the degree to which we believe that we can influence the course of events ( volition); and whether the number of possible futures is imagined as expanding or contracting (or remaining constant) with time.4

One thing missing from Mische’s list is how  confident we are that events will unfold in a particular way. The great phenomenological sociologist Alfred Schutz, whose ideas pervade this book, observed that we base our expectations about the future on the “stock of knowledge” we derive from our experiences and (to a lesser extent, it seems) the experiences of others, under the assumption that regularities that held in the past will apply in the future. But the past is a surer guide to some aspects of the future than to others. Schutz writes: There is a relatively small kernel of knowledge [about the future] that is clear, distinct, and consistent in itself. This kernel is surrounded by zones of various gradations of vagueness, obscurity, and ambiguity. There follow zones of things just taken for granted, blind beliefs, bare suppositions, mere guesswork, zones in which it will do merely to “put one’s trust.” And finally, there are regions of our complete ignorance.5

To make the connection between imagined futures and action we need an account of how choice happens (which, in Mische’s terms, basically assumes 
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volition, contingency, and at least some breadth) when consequences are taken into consideration by the chooser.6 Psychology has had much to say about this, such as that we are especially pained by the prospect of loss and are generally bad at predicting future levels of happiness and unhappiness.7 However, I view these as qualifications and specifications of a more basic phenomenological process that predates this work by several decades. 

Let us start, then, with some older theoretical ideas from Dewey, Bergson, and partially on the basis of the synthesis of the first two, Schutz. The famous pragmatist John Dewey claimed that genuine reflection begins with a problem or crisis— some disruption of taken- for- granted routine— that demands a decision between fairly well- defined alternatives. “Thinking begins in what may fairly enough be called a  forked- road situation,” he wrote, “a situation which is ambiguous, which presents a dilemma, which proposes alternatives.”8 Then what is required is “deliberation,” which, he explained elsewhere, is a “dramatic rehearsal (in imagination) of various competing possible lines of action.”9 A choice is made when a line of action satisfying one or more desires is imagined as unfolding without serious obstacles. Dewey’s imagery is worth quoting: Choice is made as soon as some habit, or some combination of elements of habits and impulse, finds a way fully open. Then energy is released. The mind is made up, composed, unified. As long as deliberation pictures shoals or rocks or troublesome gales as marking the route of a contemplated voyage, deliberation goes on. But when the various factors in action fit harmoni-ously together, when imagination finds no annoying hindrance, when there is a picture of open seas, filled sails and favoring winds, the voyage is definitely entered upon.10

French philosopher Henri Bergson, in contrast, strongly rejected the idea that we confront well- defined alternatives, arguing that the “fork in the road” 

analogy is one example of the disreputable practice of representing temporal process through physical imagery.11 Rather, he said, what we have is a succession of experiences, each of which colors those that follow it, one consequence of which is that we never actually experience the same thing twice. (Consider the example of a musical refrain, each instance of which is heard differently due to its unique location in the larger composition.) This includes opposing impulses, which are not positioned side- by- side and compared, but rather experienced one after the other. Every time we return to “an” impulse we find it transformed by the intervening experiences and thus made unique. Choice, for Bergson, occurs when the self is so transformed by this process that one course of action becomes the obvious one: the “self . . . lives and develops by means of its very hesitations, until the free action drops from it like an over- ripe fruit.”12 That is, the self does not choose from separate options, but is gradually transformed by its experiences until such a time as it naturally moves in one direction, though this is subsequently perceived as having been one option among several. 
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Schutz combined Dewey and Bergson’s ideas, arguing, with Dewey, that one imagines competing futures, but that one then cycles through these imagined futures in the way that Bergson described, with each appearing somewhat different on each visit, until one detaches itself and becomes the overripe fruit and thus the obvious way forward.13 The selected future becomes one’s operative goal with the “voluntative fiat . . . ‘let’s go!’ which transforms the inner fancying into a performance or an action gearing into the outer world.”14 First, though, one needs to figure out how to get from here to there, for unlike Dewey, Schutz seems to have believed that we put off devising a practical plan until after we have selected our goal,15 whereupon we may realize that the goal is un realistic, the plan infeasible, the whole project mere “fantasy.”16

Schutz demonstrated how Dewey’s and Bergson’s ideas can be reconciled, with the exception of their sharply opposed stances on whether we confront well- defined alternatives at the moment of choice. We do not, however, have to decide the issue in the abstract, for whatever ordinary people do in the normal course of events, it will be clear that the ExComm definitely saw itself as choosing between well- defined alternatives: to demand that the missiles be removed (in conjunction with a naval blockade of the island) versus to stage an immediate air strike; to stop or not to stop particular ships at the blockade line; to accept Khrushchev’s first or second proposal. My question is how it  talked about those competing possibilities and their relationship to the ultimate goal of having the missiles removed, and how decisions to act fell, or were wrenched, out of this stream of talk. 

Talk in Groups

Following Bergson, Schutz imagined deliberation— cycling through options, awaiting the falling fruit— as a solitary activity. (Dewey, in contrast, viewed public deliberation as central to democracy.)17 It is tempting, then, to suppose that group deliberation is like solitary deliberation, only louder. However, with the introduction of language, and then other people who need to both talk and understand (and be understood), more and more complications get introduced. 

In this section I track the movement from solitary thought to talk in groups in five steps. 

 Step 1: From Thought to Language

Linguistic determinists hold that there is no thought outside of language.18 

While the debate about the relationship between language and thought continues to rage in psychology,19 there are good a priori reasons for rejecting this extreme position. Were it true, for instance, we would never add new words to our language, or ever feel that we didn’t express ourselves well, or ever struggle 
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for the “right word.”20 Moreover, there is substantial evidence of cognitive categories (such as related to motion and contact) that precede and indeed guide language use; Pinker calls this prelinguistic system of thought “mentalese.”21

The translation of thought into language requires, then, a choice of words, and these words may conform more or less well to our intended meaning. 

Moreover, these words have to be sequentially arranged into syntactical units such as phrases, clauses, and sentences.22 Just as we feel that a word might not be true to our intended meaning, the sequential encoding of our thoughts into words can strike us as better or worse, which is why we sometimes struggle with “how to begin.” 

Not only may a linguistic expression of an idea strike us as less than adequate, that codification may take on a life of its own, shaping our very thoughts. 

This follows from the idea that we infer our attitudes and beliefs from our behavior,23 including, presumably, how we hear ourselves speaking. And it may be especially true when language leaves a written trace that is the only record we have of a previous internal state. Writing in one’s diary one may immediately think, “That’s not what I had in mind!” but years later, upon reading that same entry one is more likely to think, “So that’s what I was thinking!” 

 Step 2: From Language to Speech

Spoken language adds phonology, including syllables, phonemes, meter, and intonation.24 Phonetic considerations can shape syntactical decisions, such as when a time adverbial is placed between the verb and the object of a sentence when the object is long. An example is when someone says,  John  bought  yesterday  several  pieces  of  furniture  that  will  probably  never  fit  through  his  door, though on grammatical grounds alone  yesterday should be at the end.25 Problems of pronunciation can also bias lexical selection if one avoids words that one is not sure how to pronounce. Spoken language also differs from written language inasmuch as, except when one is reading aloud or rehearsing a script, syntactical, lexical, and phonological decisions are made on the fly, increasing the likelihood of mistakes and other kinds of disfluencies.26 (These can be interactionally consequential, such as when one person’s disfluency is taken as an opportunity by someone else to speak, but disfluencies can also be the  product of conversational exigencies, such as when one begins speaking in overlap and then repeats the overlapped words once overlap ends.)27

 Step 3: From Speech to (Dyadic) Talk

When people converse, the complexities increase manyfold. For one, it is normative for one person to speak at a time, despite the abuses and exceptions to which this is subject,28 creating a need for a system of turn- taking that minimizes overlapping talk and its equally undesirable opposite, silence.29 An 
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especially important turn- taking principle is that a listener will monitor the turn- in- progress of the current speaker for the arrival of a “transition- relevance place” where speaker transition is “relevant,” meaning (roughly) expected as a possibility, generally permitted, and procedurally provided for in the sense that there are ways of becoming a speaker that dovetail with ways of becoming a listener.30 These transition- relevance places, or TRPs, are usually found at grammatical boundaries such as at the end of a clause, but the more important principle is that the speaker has completed, or can be heard and treated as having completed, a conversational “act” to which a response might be fashioned.31 

A single such act is known as a turn- constructional unit, or TCU. 

When one does speak, one is generally expected to respond to whatever was said last.32 Granted, people do not always do this, sometimes “skip- connecting” 

so as to respond to, or develop, some nonadjacent turn,33 but most of what people say, at least in the beginning of their speaking turns, is designed in this way and is heard (and responded to) as such. Put differently, there is an expectation that one’s talk be  relevant to the conversation as it stood at the instant one began to speak, and troubles arise when listeners cannot immediately discern this relevance unless some alternative interpretation has been provided (e.g., when someone begins,  getting  back  to  the  earlier  point  about . . .). One implication is that the best time to speak to something is immediately after someone else mentions it. “If you want to talk to something that’s just been said, then you know you have to talk to it ‘now’ or you may not get a chance to talk to it,” 

wrote Sacks.34 Another implication is that when someone skip- connects, or simply changes the topic (which also happens), that in itself may offer some commentary on whatever was said last, motivating an inquiry into what was achieved by  not responding.35

Once there are rules, there is the possibility of rule violation. One can, for instance, violate the rules of turn- taking by beginning to speak in the midst of someone’s TCU; when the TCU is consequently aborted, an “interruption” 

in the strict conversation- analytic sense has occurred. This can occur through inattention or overenthusiasm, but interruption can also be put to tactical use inasmuch as one way to evade the requirement that one speak to whatever was said last is by interrupting someone in such a way that his or her turn is brought to a premature end with the result that its “sequential implicativeness”— its consequences for subsequent talk— is erased, diluted, or defanged.36 While there may be a price to pay for such a violation, usually it will not go beyond a look of annoyance and perhaps an incremented reputation for rudeness, and this may be a small price to pay if the option is to allow, say, a question or accusation to come to fruition that would be difficult to answer and more difficult to ignore. 

To continue, a second person also introduces the possibility of disagreement and attempts to overcome that;37 the possibility that one person is more interested in the encounter than the other;38 differences in perceived status and 
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power;39 the risk of misunderstanding;40 and “ritualistic” concern with safeguarding oneself, and to some extent others, from embarrassment.41 In short, it is with the arrival of a second person that we enter into the realm of the truly social. 

 Step 4: From Dyad to Triad

The introduction of a third person introduces more possibilities still. Georg Simmel famously argued that, unlike a dyad, a triad is a social unit that can survive the departure of any single individual, which is why it is easier to abandon a boring person at a party once someone else has been roped into the conversation. A third person also creates the possibility of mediation, one person playing the other two off each other, and a majority of two capable of overpowering the third.42

With the addition of a third person we also confront uncertainty about not only when speaker transition will occur, but also about who will speak next once it does.43 (In a dyad, one person may do most of the talking but when someone else gets a word in edgewise we know who it will be.) This necessitates additional turn- taking rules, which decide who speaks next when the current speaker reaches a possible completion point, or at least contribute to a solution to this problem. One of these is that the recipient, or addressee, of an 

“adjacency pair first part,” such as a question or request, is the designated next speaker, who is then expected to provide its “second part,” such as an answer or request grant/denial. Another is that when no person is designated in this way, the first person to begin speaking at a TRP is the one who gets the floor.44

Another consequence of the addition of a third person is that there is far greater potential for extended periods of conversational disengagement for at least one party, and techniques for recovering from that.45 Yet another is that two people may take the discussion in a direction that is contrary to the desires or intentions of the third. This is related to Sacks’s idea of “technical competition.”46 By this he means that lines of topical development compete with one another because if one occurs then others do not, or at least do not on that occasion, and consequently people who advocate for those competing lines are also in a state of competition, whether or not they recognize it. This is true in a dyad, but what a triad adds is a third person who can decide the issue. One way this happens is when A and B alternate speaking turns, each pushing a different topical trajectory, until C responds to A, resulting in a C- A exchange that quickly leaves B’s topical leanings in the dust. Another way is when A says something to which different responses can be made by B and C, each pointing in a different topical direction, and C talks first. 

A final property of talk in triads, in contrast to talk in dyads, is flexibility in whom to address.47 This is another obvious fact with important consequences. 

One has already been mentioned: the addressee of a question, or some other 
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adjacency pair first- part, is likely to speak next while others are placed at a corresponding disadvantage. Here is another. If A talks and then B talks and then C talks, we are not surprised if C addresses B, which seems natural given the requirement that one respond to whatever was said last. But it is also fairly easy for C to address A, who after all spoke just two turns previously and who can easily be singled out. And in addressing A, C may respond to what A said two turns ago, skipping over the intervening remark by B with little risk that anyone will be confused by what is happening. (We saw one example of this in turn 12 of excerpt 1.2.) Another implication of having more than one person to address is that the number of actions a given utterance can perform is multiplied. 

For example, if only A and B are in the room, any complaint made by A will be received by B as addressed to him or her. But if A can address the complaint to C, B will still overhear it, and A may see some advantage in communicating the complaint to B in this indirect fashion.48

 Step 5: From Triads to Groups

Many of the properties of triads are heightened in groups, including flexibility in selecting an addressee; the possibility of multiple alliances or “teams”;49 the risk of conversational breakdown when several speakers battle for the floor; and the likelihood that some people, at least, will find themselves on the conversational sidelines for extended periods. 

A genuinely emergent property of focused encounters of four or more individuals is the possibility that one conversation will split, or “schism,” into two.50 In the ExComm, however, it was more common for people to whisper to one another even as others spoke at a normal volume, presumably so as not to threaten the official conversation (the one that claimed the president’s attention, one would think, except that often the president was involved in the whispering). 

Though this is somewhat far afield from the theoretical orientation of this book, I should mention another emergent feature of groups, namely their alleged ability to generate emotion. According to Collins, “emotional energy” results when people are copresent, when there are barriers to out-siders, when there is a common focus of attention, and when there is a common mood.51 All of these conditions were met in the ExComm, though under such stressful conditions that, judging both from the audio recordings and insider accounts,52 the main sentiments were consternation, dread, and grim determination— hardly a recipe for “collective effervescence.” Yet there were also moments of explosive laughter (we will encounter one in chapter 6), and of course relief once the crisis broke, one consequence of which was that those of Kennedy’s advisers who stayed on for the Vietnam War tried to reproduce their success by applying the same formula of “controlled escalation,” with terrible consequences.53
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Stories and Foretalk in Groups

The ExComm talk that was most relevant to Kennedy’s decisions took a particular form, that of  stories— and in particular, stories about the  future, otherwise known as foretalk. This brings us full circle to where the chapter began, but now from the perspective of something that is discussed aloud. To understand Kennedy’s decisions, consequently, we have to understand how the ExComm went about doing foretalk. Here, however, we run up against the limits of the scholarly literature, which has concentrated almost entirely on stories about the  past. 

But about those we know a good deal, and a review of some of that research will provide a useful starting point for our efforts to arrive at an understanding of the procedures for, and dynamics of, foretalk. 

Stories are central to social life. In informal interaction, stories are used to entertain, win sympathy, provide explanations, affirm shared values, and as a means of reliving shared experiences.54 In organizations, stories are an important part of the “sense- making” process of accounting for experiences, and for one’s own actions, within some mutually accessible framework.55 Stories also play an important role in political deliberation, where, for instance, a story of an injustice may do more than mountains of statistics to spur mobilization and effect change.56

But what is a story? Labov and Waletzky’s classic article on the subject provides a useful point of departure. A story, or “narrative,”57 they say, consists of a succession of clauses that recapitulate the order of events being described: first this happened, then that happened, and so forth.58 In their concern for the grammatical properties of stories (e.g., the fact that subordinate clauses can usually be placed anywhere in the narrative without changing its meaning), however, Labov and Waletzky neglect the higher- level requirement of narrative coherence. I submit that a narrative is coherent, or intelligible, when each constituent clause is plausible given all that was narrated as having occurred earlier. 

If, for instance, I start to tell a story about a trip to a foreign country and then narrate a visit to a location close to home, my interlocutors will question either their understanding of my story or my intentions, honesty, or interactional competence. This same is as true of fictitious narratives, including both fabrica-tions and fiction proper,59 as it is of stories about events that actually occurred. 

Labov and Waletzky’s stories were told by single individuals in the context of a research interview, who were given the chance to narrate without interruption. That prerogative has a place in “normal” conversation as well, inasmuch as a storyteller is accorded the privilege to tell the entire story with minimal interference from listeners. Listeners are not necessarily passive, however. Through various forms of feedback, such as “backchanneling” (e.g.,  uh  huh) and asking questions, they may encourage the storyteller, call attention to portions of the story that are confusing, and even alter a narrative’s import— such as the evaluation it delivers about particular individuals— by eliciting details that the 

The Future in Thought and Talk  •  33

storyteller might otherwise have omitted.60 Further, when interlocutors were copresent at the events now being described, they may collaborate in the narration by alternating in the role of storyteller, finishing one another’s sentences, agreeing, and so on.61 According to Lerner, one is particularly likely to step in to assist in a narration when the original storyteller encounters difficulties in the telling, and in order to narrate one’s own part in the story.62

All of the work just reviewed pertains to stories about the past, or what we might call  afttalk. Stories about the future, or foretalk, differ from afttalk in three ways. First, whereas one person (or a small number of people) may claim “epistemic authority” to tell a story about the past by virtue of having 

“been there,”63 no one can claim to have seen the future, so claims to epistemic authority are much more tenuous, even if some people believe they can claim possession of a relevant stock of predictive knowledge64— something I return to in chapter 3. 

Second, conditional assertions are likely to be much more important in foretalk than in most afttalk. While people may speculate about what might have been ( if  I  had  only  asked  her  to  marry  me), such counterfactual histories have an ancillary and ontologically inferior status in comparison to what  did happen.65 

In contrast,  if . . . then assertions are the stuff of future narratives, the means by which ontologically equivalent (if not equally probable) futures are imagined aloud. 

Third, even when there is disagreement about exactly what happened, stories about the past usually have to incorporate, or culminate in, events about which there is, in fact, consensus: explosives were dropped on the MOVE compound,66 the space shuttle was approved for launch,67 the Communist soldiers arrived in town,68 the cow ate the lentils.69 Future scenarios, in contrast, can spin off in entirely different directions, culminating in a world without nuclear weapons or Armageddon, an influenza pandemic or a lifelong flu vaccine, a happy marriage or a broken household. That is, while narratives about the past are constrained to converge at points where the historical record is thought to be clear, the coherence of a future narrative depends only on its internal plausi-bility, or the believability of each action or event in light of those that preceded it in the story. Consequently, the trajectory of a future narrative is especially sensitive to the events that get included in it along the way, making such narratives highly path dependent, or contingent.70

These three distinguishing characteristics of foretalk are interactionally consequential. That no one has seen the future means that no one can be prevented from contributing to, or contesting, a narrative by virtue of having not “been there.” The ubiquity of  if . . . then assertions shifts the terms of disagreement from what happened to the causal relationship between events (recognizing that especially contentious debates about the past can involve both). Finally, that narratives are path dependent makes every moment in the construction of a story an important one in which the story can be advanced or derailed 
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depending on what people manage to add to it, and what they manage to prevent others from adding. Path dependency also heightens a story’s sensitivity to the vagaries of group conversation, such as the ever- present threat of interruption and overlapping talk, since either can downgrade a narrative clause to the point of inconsequentiality. (That path dependency within a particular storytelling episode does not preclude subsequent, and divergent,  re tellings is a central finding of chapter 4.)

Given the uniqueness of foretalk, do the procedures for doing it, and doing it collaboratively, differ from those for afttalk? Recall Labov and Waletzky’s observation that a narrative consists of a succession of clauses. We can reformulate this idea in conversation- analytic terms and say that after any such clause, what is relevant is another clause corresponding to the event that followed in the event sequence being recapitulated. The question then becomes: what sorts of clauses are relevant at any point in a story about events that have not yet occurred? 

Let me first propose that a narrative’s constituent parts are better seen as claims than clauses. This is not merely a matter of backing away from the pre-sumption of a particular grammatical encoding. More importantly, it centers our attention on the  linkage between consecutive events. A narrative claim can be represented as  A → B, where  A and  B are actions or events. The arrow can mean one of two things: either that  A causes  B (or at least makes  B more likely), or that some course of action is being described in which  B follows  A, as in a recipe or simple story about the past where causation is not a concern. In the first case I will say that  B is the  consequence of  A, and in the second that  B is the subsequence of  A. We can also focus on  A, and say that it is either a  cause of  B, or a  precursor, where only the former implies causation. (That said, in what follows I will generally use the language of causes and consequences, both for the sake of simplicity and because causation was so much at issue in the ExComm discussions.)

That the basic element of a narrative is  A → B does not imply that people always say as much. Often the  A is implicit, understood to be whatever action or event was described last. Sometimes, however, people do make entire claims explicit, such as when someone says,  because  I  was  distracted  I  forgot  to  take  the roast  out  of  the  oven. 

Using this notation, what is relevant in a story about the past after the claim A → B is some consequence or subsequence of  B,  C, so that a story takes the form A → B → C, etc. Some stories about the future follow this template as well, particularly when there is no contention about the likely course of events. A chilling example is in excerpt 2.1, from the midday meeting of October 18. To set the stage, preceding talk was about whether a blockade or an immediate air strike would make it more likely that Khrushchev would “grab Berlin.” At the start of the excerpt, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara asks what a “grab” would involve, and ExComm members quickly spin the dire scenario diagrammed in 
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figure 2.1a. As with stories about the past, this one recapitulates events in the world, in chronological order, but now these are  anticipated events so we might do better to say that the narrative  pre capitulates them. We also see a number of other practices found in stories about the past. These include questions that push the narrative along (such as “then ↓what do we do” in lines 13 and 15), the use of the present tense, and expressions of agreement, including through word repetition (lines 9, 11).71 Finally, the narrative is coherent, in the sense that each step in the narrative is alarmingly plausible given what preceded it. 

This was the exception rather than the norm, however, partly because there was, at least for the space of this exchange, no express disagreement about the likely course of events. More typical, in terms of complexity, is the exchange in excerpt 2.2, from the third meeting. (This is diagrammed in figure 2.1b.) The group had been discussing the plan involving a blockade followed, if needed, by an air strike. Directly before this excerpt begins, Llewellyn Thompson, former ambassador to the Soviet Union, predicted that the Soviets would respect a blockade established in conjunction with a formal declaration of war justified to the world as a response to the threat posed to the United States by Castro. McGeorge Bundy, Kennedy’s national security adviser, begins the excerpt by responding that an immediate air strike could be justified the same way, though he broadens the argument to appeal to the security of the entire Western  hemisphere. 

In lines 7 and 8 (after some omitted talk), Bundy predicts that an immediate air strike would likely lead to an invasion of the island. Then he and Thompson together predict that an invasion is likely “either way”/“the other way too” (lines 10– 11)— presumably referring to the blockade plan. Deputy 
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Figure 2.1.  Diagrammatic representations of excerpts 2.1 and 2.2

Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs U. Alexis Johnson then predicts a different consequence of the blockade (lines 13– 17), namely that, if the Soviets respect it, Castro could fall (even without an air strike), which, cutting off Under Secretary of State George Ball, he proceeds to turn into a challenge to the premise that they would in fact respect it (lines 19– 20). Ball then predicts that the Soviets would be more likely to respect the blockade “if there ↑were↓ 

(.) a ↑legal↓ ↑basis↓”— the aforementioned declaration of war (lines 21– 23). 

Johnson concurs, but then CIA Director John McCone, in partial overlap with Secretary Treasury Douglas Dillon, questions that very connection, predicting that rather than respect the blockade, the Soviets “would go right ↑through↓” 

(lines 34– 35, culminating an objection that began in line 25). 

This exchange is entirely occupied with the construction of a narrative about the consequences of a blockade, and to a lesser extent (at the very beginning) an immediate air strike, in the sense that the group is trying to arrive at an understanding of where such actions would lead. But what results is hardly a linear, chronological story of the sort described by Labov and Waletzky. This begs for the identification of a broader set of narrative- construction procedures or rules that allow for simple unilinear narratives but that also accommodate narrative disagreement and other complications associated with telling stories about an uncertain future, some of them seen here. 

It is a common observation that a remark is deemed relevant when it combines some piece of whatever was said last with something new.72 From this it follows that a narrative claim is relevant when it combines either the  A or the B from the last narrative claim with some new event or action  X, either as a 
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new cause or a new consequence— a rule that subsumes Labov and Waletzky’s linear stories about the past as a special case. There are a number of logical possibilities. These are diagrammed in figure 2.2, along with some of the associated connectors, or discourse markers. Say that someone just claimed  A → B, where, again,  A may have been implicit by virtue of having been inherited from the claim before that. (For example, Kennedy’s “they get overrun” in line 10 

of excerpt 2.1 is a narrative claim about the consequence of American troops fighting introduced by Taylor in line 8 and repeated by McNamara in line 9.) First, one may then identify a further consequence of  B:  A → B → X, where  X is the further consequence and  B → X is the new narrative claim. I call this a  simple consequence. Second, one may identify an additional consequence of  A:  A → B 

followed by  A → X, where the implication is that  B and  X will occur together. 

In this case, I call  X a  co- consequence. Third, one may identify an  alternative consequence of A, which is like a co- consequence except that now  B and  X are 
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Figure 2.2.  Forms of narrative relevance (of X), with typical connectors (in italics) described as mutually exclusive: if  X happens  B will not. Fourth, one may identify a  simple  cause of  A:  A → B, or sometimes just mention of  A, followed by  X → A. 

Fifth, one may identify an additional cause of  B,  which works in combination with  A:  A → B followed by  X → B. I call this a  co- cause. Sixth, one may identify an alternative  cause of  B, which is similar to a  co- cause but now with the understanding that either  A  or  X can cause  B, but not both simultaneously. A final possibility was less foreseeable on a priori grounds but proved important in the data and is easily reconciled with this framework. This is when  A → B makes relevant the claim that some other event or action does  not lead to  B:  X → ~ B. In this case, I call  X a  negating  cause. We will see that negating causes sometimes take the form of full- fledged  alternative  narratives if the way to avoid  B is to embark on a different course of action from the outset. 

I illustrate and discuss each possibility in turn, introducing new excerpts as needed but, when possible, revisiting earlier ones to show how these discursive moves interlaced in extended episodes of talk in the ExComm data. Most of the examples involve consecutive narrative claims made by different speakers, though by and large the same generalizations describe transitions made  within speaking turns.73

 Simple Consequences

Simple consequences are the stuff of stories about the past, and some future narratives are comprised of them as well, as in excerpt 2.1. Often succession is 
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marked with  then, or  and  then, though lines 15– 16 in excerpt 2.1 show how a 

“then what do we do”- type question may eliminate the need for such a leading marker, since whatever is said as a response will be heard as the next step in the narrative. There are other ways in which succession can be conveyed as well, such as when a single speaker makes a future- tense prediction. In lines 7– 8 

of excerpt 2.2, for instance, Bundy says “you will in fact get into the invasion before you’re through,” soon after talking about an immediate air strike.  If . . . 

 then formulations achieve something similar. 

Simple consequences provide a ready vehicle for challenging a future narrative, allowing one to identify a troubling consequence in a previously hopeful narrative or a hopeful consequence in a previously troubling one. An example of the former possibility, which was more common, is in excerpt 2.3. Immediately preceding talk was about whether a limited air strike (against missiles only), then winning favor with the president, would force the United States to invade (due to the resulting social unrest). In the excerpt, Attorney General Robert (“Bobby”) Kennedy,74 ever the devil’s advocate in these meetings, identifies another undesirable consequence of the limited air strike, namely that the Soviets would simply replace the missiles (lines 5– 8). McNamara replies that a blockade would be implemented following any strike (lines 16– 17), which (it is implied) would prevent new missiles from being delivered. Bobby responds 
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by identifying a simple consequence of a blockade, using the  then connector: the United States will have to sink Soviet ships and submarines (lines 18 and 20). Thus Bobby extends McNamara’s blockade narrative in such a way as to challenge it. 

 Co- consequences

Co- consequences, when a speaker builds on the previous narrative claim by adding an additional consequence, may be more common in stories about the future than in stories about the past, given how often the latter are used to give an account of some particular outcome (e.g., losing one’s job or getting lost while driving). Because so many of the possible consequences of U.S. action during the Cuban missile crisis were bad, co- consequences almost always provided a strike against the narrative- in- progress, either because they identified the downside to some action that, a moment before, was projected as having an upside, or because they hammered another nail into a coffin that was already on its way to being sealed. At one point during the evening meeting of October 16, for instance, Bobby proposed keeping surveillance planes aloft over Cuba following the announcement of the missiles’ discovery in order to keep careful tabs on them. Taylor responded with the simple consequence that the missiles could quickly be hidden in the woods, and then McNamara identified the even more damning co- consequence, that some of them “can also be readied (.8) perhaps (.2) between the time we (.3) in effect say we’re going to come in and the time we ↑do ↓come in this this is a very very great danger to this (.7) this coast↓”— alluding here to the risk that the missiles might be fired in the event of a subsequent air strike against the island.75 Bobby quickly abandoned the idea.76

 Alternative Consequences

An even sharper form of disagreement comes in the form of an alternative consequence, or what could also be called a  counterprediction: that won’t happen, but this will. Excerpt 2.2 provides an example. After Ball’s prediction that the Russians would respect a legally established blockade (lines 21– 23), McCone offers a challenge and then makes a counterprediction: “don’t you ↓think that that (would) (.4) be an almost im:possible thing for him to accept↑ . . . 

with his prestige at stake↑ I I ↑I ↓don’t think he would recognize a blockade (1.1) I think he would tell you . . . it was his right↑ (.2) and he would go right 

↑through↓.”77 Here the alternative consequences are that Khrushchev would respect the blockade, and that he would not. 

The interplay of prediction and counterprediction, or consequence and alternative consequence, runs throughout excerpt 2.4, from the midday meeting on the eighteenth. The president asks for confirmation that the blockade plan would not entail an air strike against Soviet missiles and aircraft (lines 1– 3). 
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Thompson says no, not in the first stage, and then seems to be in the midst of formulating a U.S. threat to attack the missiles were they to be made operational when Kennedy interrupts (in line 8) with Khrushchev’s likely response to such a threat (a simple consequence). Thompson then interrupts the president in turn— though only after a long mitigating pause— and thinking that Kennedy is about to predict that Khrushchev would threaten nuclear war, challenges that prediction,78 eventually offering the counterprediction that Khrushchev would limit himself to vague threats (lines 10– 14). Then Kennedy offers a counterprediction of his own, that the Soviets would be more likely to “grab Berli:n.” 

 Simple Causes

Stories about the past usually move forward in time; an exception is when someone identifies the cause of the event or condition in question in the process of assigning blame for it.79 Stories about the future move more readily backward in time (toward the present), particularly when some futures, but not others, are deemed desirable and there is disagreement about how to bring these about. In the simplest case this just means moving one step back in the causal sequence to identify a cause, or contributing factor, to the event or state now being considered ( X → A following talk of  A), such as when McNamara said that, in order to “prevent their [the missiles’] ↑use ↓well first place we .hh carry out ↑open surveillance↓ (.4) so we know what they’re doing↓.”80 (Here  A is the missiles’ nonuse and  X is the surveillance.) Another variation is when a full- fledged narrative claim that  A causes  B is followed by the identification of a cause of  A. A slightly complicated example is in excerpt 2.2. In lines 13– 17, Alexis Johnson predicts that, were the Soviets to observe (respect) the blockade, Castro would be toppled, and (in lines 19– 20) suggests that this would 
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make observance less likely. In lines 21– 23, Ball responds that such observance, which most members of the ExComm hoped for, would be made  more likely if the blockade had a legal basis of the sort that, shortly before the excerpt begins, Thompson opined could only come from a formal declaration of war. 

The president, however, had been resisting such a move, so that by laying hold of this opportunity to advocate for a declaration of war (as a simple cause, or precondition, of the blockade’s success), Ball is taking issue with any plan that would dispense with it.81

 Co- causes

The identification of a co- cause is another way in which one may move backward in narrative time while still making a relevant claim. But this is more of a theoretical possibility than an empirical one, for it is hard to find a clear- cut example in the ExComm data. Perhaps the best example comes from a letter to Secretary of State Dean Rusk from Russian specialist Charles Bohlen, which Rusk read to the group. In the event of a surprise air strike, Bohlen wrote, “I am reasonably certain that the allied reaction would be dead against us, especially if the Soviet Union retaliated locally (in Turkey or in Berlin).”82 Here the co-causes of allied opposition are the surprise attack in combination with a Soviet retaliation (recognizing that the first is also the cause of the second). 

 Alternative Causes

Much more common were claims of alternative causation, when, following the claim that one thing would cause or contribute to another, there is a claim that some other cause would have the same outcome. I refer to the common consequence of alternative causes as a  convergent  consequence. Claims of alternative causation, and thus convergent consequences, were particularly important in the ExComm discussions, for in this way some very bad outcomes were removed (at least temporarily) from consideration on the grounds that, being equally likely (so far as anyone could judge) whatever the United States did, they did not militate in favor of any single option. One instance of this is in excerpt 2.2. After Bundy predicts that an invasion of Cuba would likely follow a surprise air strike, he and Thompson predict an invasion “either way” and 

“the other way ↑too↓” (lines 7– 11)— which in this context means if the United States were to begin with a blockade, which most thought would eventuate in military action against the island. 

Excerpt 2.4 provides another example. ExComm members sometimes sub-scribed to the view that the likelihood of a general war with the Soviet Union was entirely a function of Soviet bellicosity, and that the U.S. response in Cuba would do little to alter that likelihood though it might provide Khrushchev with a pretense for initiating hostilities sooner rather than later. Thompson says 
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as much in lines 11– 13 (“if they’re prepared to say all right (.4) you do then this is nuclear world ↑war↓ then they would do that anyway↓”), affiliating with a written statement by Soviet expert Bohlen to this effect. 

The preeminent convergent consequence was a Soviet assault on West Berlin. As already explained, the members of the ExComm were very concerned that whatever they did, the Soviets would find a pretext to make good on their threats to seize that city, which Khrushchev described as a “rotten tooth” in the mouth of the Soviet empire.83 Thus, for instance, in the first meeting of October 18, after Ball advocated giving Khrushchev twenty- four hours notice before an attack on Cuba, Kennedy responded: “and then if he says (.2) well if you do that [the air strike] we’re gonna grab Berlin the point is he’s probably grab Berlin anyway↓.” A moment later McNamara made the same point in more general terms: “I suspect the price we pay (.8) to Khrushchev will be about the same whether we give him the advance warning [before an attack] or 

↑don’t ↓give him the advance warning.”84 The result is that though the threat to Berlin was on everyone’s minds, it provided the ExComm with little basis to discriminate between better and worse options, and at times it seemed that the same was equally true of the threat of a full- fledged nuclear war. 

 Negating Causes

Sometimes a narrative ends up where no one wants it to be. Then a common discursive move is to backtrack so as to find a narrative pathway that ends differently— in the simple case,  A → B warranting  X → ~ B, where  X is the negating cause. Immediately after Taylor’s final turn at the end of excerpt 2.1, for instance, and in the immediate wake of the prediction of a nuclear exchange, Bundy predicted a different outcome on the condition that Khrushchev received explicit warning not to use a U.S. attack on Cuba as a pretext for attacking West Berlin: “if you go in at the ↑same ↓time you do this and you say to him that Berlin still means general ↑war↓ I don’t think he’ll ↑do ↓it that way↓.”85 Another example is in excerpt 2.2, though now it is from the (imagined) Soviet perspective that the narrative runs into trouble. Having predicted that Castro would be toppled were the Soviets to observe a blockade (lines 13– 17), Alexis Johnson challenges the likelihood of that observance, essentially predicting that the Soviets would  not observe a blockade so as to avoid the consequence of jeopardizing their ally (lines 19– 20). 

Negating causes can also be invoked in order to make a positive statement about the course of action currently being considered, namely, that it avoids a consequence that the alternative would bring about (so that the notation might be reversed:  A →~ B making relevant  X → B). For example, in the first meeting on October 16, Bundy argued for a limited air strike as opposed to a more extensive one on the grounds that the former ran a smaller risk of escalation: “there’s an enormous premium on having as small (.6) as small and clear- cut an action 
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as possible↓” he said, “because the hazard of uh (.3) going after all the operational air fields becomes a kind of ”— and then a chorus of people completed his sentence: “nuclear war.”86

In the extreme, a bad narrative ending can be the occasion for an entirely new story, or alternative narrative. For example, in excerpt 2.3, Bobby begins by identifying a likely, and undesirable, consequence of an immediate air strike: the Soviets will simply deliver new missiles (lines 5– 8). A moment later, McNamara responds that the air strike would be followed by a blockade, with the implication that this (negating cause) would prevent the delivery of additional missiles (lines 16– 17). But then Bobby identifies the consequence of a blockade, that it would force the United States to sink Soviet ships and submarines (lines 18 and 20). These various negative consequences— the missiles would either be replaced or they would be kept out at the expense of the destruction of Soviet ships and submarines— are then the backdrop for Bobby’s support of a completely different option, namely an immediate invasion (lines 22– 25), which is what I am calling an alternative narrative. 

In excerpt 2.3, Bobby establishes the sequential conditions for the alternative narrative, which implicitly promises to avoid the failings of the just-contemplated option (a limited air strike with or without a blockade). And looking ahead to excerpt 4.4, it is the bad narrative ending to which Thompson and McNamara bring the immediate air strike— killing Russians in Cuba and an invasion— that is the occasion for the president’s alternative narrative, which starts with a message to Khrushchev, though at the expense of loss of surprise. 

 Implications

No one is legally prevented from deviating from the dictates of narrative relevance. Yet, insofar as they were engaged in talk about particular scenarios, ExComm members overwhelmingly favored narrative claims that built on the previous claim— or at least a very recent one— in one of these seven ways. (A rare narrative non sequitur is in lines 28– 31 in excerpt 4.7, which I will analyze later.) Still, numerous caveats could easily be added which together indicate that interlocutors have more latitude than the foregoing might seem to suggest. To list just a few: speakers can ask questions and produce other sorts of narratively ancillary talk that may redirect the conversation; they can transition out of storytelling mode entirely; they can ignore narrative claims that are half- formed or articulated in overlap with other talk; and of course at any point in time there are multiple claims that would count as “relevant,” both because there is more than one structural possibility (figure 2.2) and because each structural possibility is consistent with multiple substantive possibilities (e.g., one can frequently imagine more than one co- consequence). To employ an analogy, figure 2.2 points to the currents in the narrative river; one can operate within these currents, resist them, or leave the river altogether, but that does 
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not change the fact that much and probably most behavior can be interpreted in light of their influence. 

Narrative relevance is consequential. To borrow (and take some liberties with) a metaphor from Schutz,87 narrative relevance casts a “cone of light” on the region of narrative space that can be developed or contested at any given instant. It does this by defining some connections as momentarily relevant while many others are defined as  ir relevant— namely those that do not share an event or action with a claim just (or very recently) made. And what is relevant keeps changing. When, for instance, after someone claims  A → B someone else adds B → C, further or additional consequences of  A are no longer relevant, or can only be made relevant with additional work, or at the risk of causing confusion, even as consequences of  C become newly relevant. Less categorically, the further in the past a narrative claim is, the harder it is to reconnect to it in the present.88

The framework has the further benefit of allowing us to inspect conversational data for narrative claims that  could have been made, in the sense that they were (perhaps urgently) relevant, but were not. This brings me back to the idea of  suppression. 

Suppression

It is possible to suppress a thought, by willfully not thinking about something that is known, and known to be relevant to present circumstances.89 Such suppression may be consequential if one makes a decision based on cost- benefit analysis while intentionally disregarding some cost, benefit, or alternative course of action. An example is when one decides to get married, and immediately puts alternative mates out of mind. It may also be consequential if, by not dwelling on some possibility (e.g., being in a car accident), one comes to consider it less likely to occur, as suggested by psychology.90

In conversation, suppression means something similar: the not- saying of something known to be relevant and perhaps urgently so,91 or the failure to say it successfully. If I announce that I am taking a bike ride, urgently relevant information includes that someone has stolen my bicycle, that there is ice on the road, or that a local mountain lion has taken to lunching on cyclists. If the person to whom I am speaking has this information and knows that I do not, and yet says nothing, suppression may be at work. (I say “may” because he or she may have simply forgotten; more revealing is when several people fail to speak up.)

There are at least three ways in which conversational suppression may matter for decisions. First, if someone in a group suppresses pertinent information that only they possess, other group members may line up behind a decision that they would have rejected had they been aware of the whole range of options 
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and consequences. Second, even if everyone is aware of some peril, by not talking about it they may come to see it as less likely, per the psychological principle just mentioned. Third, when people make decisions through deliberation, the operative requirement may be that those decisions be justifiable in light of whatever has been said aloud. I will sometimes refer to what has been said up to a particular point in time, and how it has been said, as the group’s “discursive state.” Put in these terms, a decision can be deliberatively warranted by the group’s discursive state at the time it is made, even if everyone in the room could have said something against it if they had chosen to. Consequently, it may be possible to suppress something that everyone knows and to make a defensible decision as if it were not. 

Under what conditions are we justified in saying that something was not only not said but was, to some degree, suppressed? This is, after all, a peculiar kind of counterfactual claim, about what  almost happened, so some careful criteria are needed. I propose five conditions, any one of which may provide sufficient justification for the claim of suppression. 

First, the supposedly suppressed remark was judged relevant in the past under similar sequential conditions, was articulated then, and was not dismissed or meaningfully challenged, yet was not repeated in the episode now under examination. 

Second, we have some other good reason to think that the suppressed item would have been considered relevant, even if it was not previously mentioned (so far as we know), given our knowledge of the setting and the people involved. 

Obviously this is more speculative than the first condition, and an especially strong argument would have to be made to corroborate a claim of suppression on these grounds. 

Third, the observation in question was incipient and projected, but either aborted or interrupted.92 The strength of the claim that a given instance qualifies as suppression then depends on the strength of the argument that we know what was about to be said, but was not. Stock formulae offer one basis for such an inference. If, for instance, the saying “the early bird catches the worm” is used several times to extol the virtue of prompt action, we are probably justified in speculating that this had been incipient if someone says “the early bird” and is then interrupted. 

Fourth, the observation was made but was ignored, in the sense of receiving no “uptake”— response or recognition— from whoever spoke next.93 That is, it did not prove to be sequentially consequential; we might say it was “sequentially deleted” through a kind of microdenialism. While the failure to respond to the previous speaker is at least a minor violation of conversational etiquette, it is not hard to imagine mitigating circumstances. An example, mentioned earlier, is when A talks and then B talks and then C talks and responds to A, bypassing B but still saying something relevant to recent talk. Another example, which will be important in chapter 4, is when people talk over each 

The Future in Thought and Talk  •  47

other, affording whoever next monopolizes the floor some freedom in deciding whom to respond to. 

Fifth, metatalk, or talk about talk, remarked on the nonarticulation of some relevant observation. Here we need to be careful, for there may be circumstances in which the claim of suppression is propitious without actually being accurate. That said, when (occasionally hawkish) McGeorge Bundy observed that no one had given voice to a powerful argument in favor of intercepting a Soviet ship at the blockade line (see chapter 5), it should at least motivate a search for instances in which such an argument might have been relevant but was not made, and to ask whether there were local circumstances that might have accounted for that. 

Suppression will play an important role in the following chapters, though in different ways. In chapter 4, suppression of the perils of bombing operational missiles eventually made palatable the plan to give Khrushchev advance warning (and to impose a blockade) before an air strike. In chapter 5, suppression of the pitfalls of failing to enforce the blockade contributed to U.S. shilly-shallying at the blockade line. And in chapter 6, suppression took the form of avoidance of a direct head- to- head confrontation between proponents of the competing responses to Khrushchev’s competing proposals, resulting in a two-pronged response in which the United States essentially agreed to the terms of  both. 

Conclusion: Back to the Future

One of the goals of this book is to synthesize phenomenology, which tends to be very theoretical, with the nitty- gritty empirical study of conversation that is the meat and potatoes of conversation analysis. In terms of intellectual history, this is an ironic undertaking, and more than a little Oedipal, given that conversation analysis is a descendent of Schutzian phenomenology. The story can be succinctly told. Phenomenology was an important source of inspiration for Harold Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology.94 From Schutz, Garfinkel took a concern with the interpretive resources people use to get through everyday situations, as well as a preoccupation with ex post accounts of action (roughly corresponding to the retrospective gaze of what Schutz called the “because motive”). What Garfinkel dropped was Schutz’s interest in how we select goals and work toward them, as well as Schutz’s project of using Husserl to resolve some of the problems he saw in Max Weber’s notion of  Verstehen.95 Consequently, Garfinkel’s human actor is less flattering than Schutz’s, more interested in explaining away apparent deviations from expectations than in fantasizing about the future and amassing an intricate “stock of knowledge.”96

Conversation analysis grew out of ethnomethodology (though this is a gloss on the exact and idiosyncratic influences on the people involved, particularly 
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Harvey Sacks and Emanuel Schegloff).97 From the start, though, CA had a much more explicit interest in (obviously) talk, and the way in which the resources of talk (e.g., the rules of turn- taking) are deployed on particular occasions (usually of informal conversation, though there were exceptions early on and many more since) in pursuit of highly localized objectives (e.g., to make a request, disagree, change the topic, open or close an encounter). That admitted a modicum of future orientation back in, as did the idea that, by carefully monitoring someone’s speaking turn as it develops moment by moment, one can anticipate, or “project,” its likely endpoint, as well as the content of its yet-unspoken portion.98 Nevertheless, CA is highly behavioristic, in the sense that it avoids overt speculation about subjective states except insofar as these are manifested in, and made relevant by, talk and other behaviors (e.g., booing).99

This book completes the circle, bringing us back to genuine contemplation about the future, but now as an observable activity performed by means of conversational resources, and subject to conversation’s rules and constraints. A key argument in this book is that those resources, rules, and constraints shape the futures that can be imagined on particular occasions (and what is conversation but a succession of such occasions?), and thus, returning to the empirical case, played an integral role in establishing the phenomenological foundation for Kennedy’s decisions. 

C H A P T E R   3

The ExComm

To understand how the ExComm arrived at particular discursive states, or particular articulated understandings of the options and their attendant risks, it helps to know something about the institutional and historical conditions that gave rise to it, and how, once in place, it operated. I begin this chapter with some historical background, situating the ExComm, as a deliberative body, against the backdrop of the Bay of Pigs, where genuine deliberation was lacking. Then I describe how the ExComm’s meetings were organized and conducted. I start with some remarks about the composition of the group, and then describe, in general terms, how the meetings were structured. Next I describe Kennedy’s singular role in the meetings, as sometimes- chair, sometimes- decider, and addressee of choice. I also briefly discuss the place of expertise in the discussions, something that seems to demand a qualification to my claim in the last chapter that no one has epistemic authority to narrate a future that has not yet happened. Finally, I look at the conversational data through an entirely different methodological lens, presenting some simple quantitative findings about who spoke, how they obtained the floor, and who was addressed— patterns that offer further evidence for my qualitative observations about authority and expertise while providing additional insight into the interactional styles of the different ExComm members. 

The Bay of Pigs and the Origins of the ExComm

The most important piece of context for understanding the Cuban missile crisis, and the ExComm specifically, is the Bay of Pigs, but that too, of course, needs some context. On January 1, 1959, Fidel Castro’s rebel forces overthrew the corrupt regime of U.S.- allied dictator Fulgencio Batista. Many in the United States cheered, and when Castro visited the United States and Canada in April he met enthusiastic audiences. That was true at Harvard University where he was hosted by dean of Arts and Sciences McGeorge Bundy— later Kennedy’s national security adviser— who, upon learning that Castro had once applied to that august school and been denied admission, announced his intention to reverse that decision.1

American enthusiasm was short lived, however, in light of Castro’s summary execution of Batista officials, his temporizing when it came to the date 
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for elections, and as part of his attempt to extricate Cuba from the tentacles of U.S. influence, his seizure (without compensation) of American property.2 

Moreover, at the same time that Castro was touring the United States in an attempt to win over the American public, his regime, through the agency of Raul Castro and Che Guevara, was seeking aid and protection from the Soviet Union.3

Relations between Cuba and the United States worsened during the summer and fall of 1960, as the United States retaliated for every sign of a nascent Cuba- Soviet connection and Castro responded by strengthening that very connection. For example, when Eisenhower cut Cuban sugar exports to the United States in July, Cuba responded by selling to the Soviet Union instead.4 

That same month, Khrushchev fanned the flames by hinting that the Soviet nuclear umbrella extended to the distant island country.5 In September, Castro did his part by announcing his determination to free Latin America from Yankee influence, and three months later announced Cuba’s solidarity with the Sino- Soviet  bloc.6 In early January of 1961, Khrushchev declared his support for the Cuban revolution and Eisenhower broke off diplomatic relations with the island.7

When Kennedy took office, he learned of a scheme conceived under Eisenhower to overthrow Castro by “invading” the island with about fourteen hundred CIA- trained and - equipped Cuban exiles, which it was hoped would spark a popular uprising.8 Kennedy was skeptical of the plan but feared the consequences of scrapping it and then seeming weak on Castro when the aborted invasion inevitably came to light.9 He insisted on several key changes, however, in order (he hoped) to ensure that the United States could deny any involvement. For one, he insisted on an invasion site close to an airfield that the exiles could seize, which would allow air support to appear to originate from a location on the island, consistent with the conceit that the invasion had indigenous backing.10 This put the invaders impossibly far from the Escambray Mountains into which, according to the original plan, they were to take refuge were the invasion not to meet with immediate success.11 And then, shortly before the invading force began to land (around midnight at the start of April 17, 1961), Kennedy fatefully canceled a second attack against Cuban airfields, leaving Castro with more than enough of his air force to crush the invaders.12

The exiles were thus routed and Kennedy humiliated— both for having attempted the thing and for having failed so miserably at it. Kennedy admitted the U.S. role and accepted personal responsibility for the fiasco, and for allowing the invasion to go forward even as he insisted on changes to the plan that were politically motivated but militarily hobbling, he undoubtedly deserved some of it. But Kennedy also held his advisers partly to blame, for falling in line behind a plan that they later claimed to have had serious reservations about.13 

(One causality was CIA Director Allen Dulles, whom Kennedy replaced with John McCone.)
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By demonstrating the extent of U.S. hostility toward Castro, the Bay of Pigs was an important impetus behind Khrushchev’s decision to ship the nuclear missiles, and Castro’s embrace of them, as (Khrushchev thought) a surefire way to deter subsequent aggression even as they largely rectified an imbal-ance in long- range nuclear strike capacity that strongly favored the United States.14 But though the 1961 crisis arguably contributed to the one in 1962, it also provided the young president with some important lessons about how to make— or more precisely, how  not to make— important decisions when domestic politics, incomplete information, and bureaucratic interests threatened to lead him astray. 

The ExComm was, in many ways, the embodiment of those lessons. For one thing, to offset the advice of experts in whom he had lost confidence, Kennedy resolved to rely more on those he trusted. One was his brother Robert. Another was Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy’s speech writer and special counsel. A third was General Maxwell Taylor, who had chaired the committee that conducted the Bay of Pigs postmortem, and who had just been appointed Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff when the new crisis broke. In addition to communicating presidential decisions to the Joint Chiefs, Taylor served as the ExComm’s “decoder” of information, analysis, and recommendations submitted by the military.15

There was also a very deliberate change in the decision- making culture of the White House, basically along the lines described by Janis,16 even if his description is somewhat idealized. A week after the failed invasion, Bundy penned a memo that bluntly indicted the president’s advisers— himself included— for their passivity while simultaneously sounding the clarion call for a different attitude the next time around. “The President and his advisers must second-guess even military plans,” he wrote. “What is and is not implied in any specific partial decision must always be thought through.”17

The ExComm followed the first admonition to an admirable degree, and certainly improved its performance in the second respect as well, although I will argue that this “thinking through” was far from systematic, exhaustive, or cumulative in its consequences for Kennedy’s choices. What we have, then, is a deliberative body forged out of the embers of a foreign policy disaster, and at least partially freed from the pathology of groupthink that silenced dissent during the first months of Kennedy’s administration. 

Composition

The ExComm was mostly drawn from the existing National Security Council, a body already greatly reduced in size (through actions spearheaded by Bundy) from what it had been under Eisenhower.18 The membership of the ExComm, given in appendix B, included the obvious advisers for a foreign 
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policy crisis in the Western hemisphere with a military dimension, with the exception of Robert Kennedy, who was mainly there because he was the president’s brother (his position as attorney general not obviously qualify-ing him for participation otherwise). Douglas Dillon’s qualifications might seem less obvious, but his position as secretary of the treasury had a foreign policy dimension and, perhaps more importantly, he had been under secretary of state under Eisenhower. Two other men were invited to participate but, after weighing in during some of the early informal discussions, opted out. One was Charles Bohlen, former ambassador to the Soviet Union, who felt compelled to depart for his new position as ambassador to France a few days into the crisis, fearing that any delay might arouse suspicion.19 Another was former secretary of state Dean Acheson, who quickly concluded that the meetings (speaking in particular of the sessions conducted without Kennedy) were “repetitive, leaderless, and a waste of time,” and asked to be excused on the grounds that the Cabinet Room was “no place for a person holding no position in the government.”20

Meeting Organization

ExComm meetings almost always began the same way, with an intelligence briefing by CIA officials, initially about the missiles and later about Soviet ships and submarines as well. Particularly during the first days of the crisis, after the briefing and associated questions and answers, the floor was regularly handed to the secretaries of state and defense who, in turn, made lengthy and seemingly (given their length and structure) prepared comments. Then, however, discussion ranged freely between the various dimensions of the crisis as it stood at that moment. There is no evidence of formal agendas. Indeed, from the summary of topical transitions in appendix A it is evident that discussion, far from following a logical or fixed progression, frequently went in circles, something that will be important in later chapters. 

As an aside, the ExComm not only had to discuss events as they stood at the start of a meeting, but also, with surprising frequency, events as they unfolded  during the meetings. Given that the group only met for an hour or two on most days, it is surprising how frequently news of key events of the crisis was received while its members were assembled in the Cabinet Room. On the morning of Wednesday, October 24, the group was surprised by news that a significant number of Soviet ships had turned around (though, in fact, this had occurred nearly thirty hours before).21 During the morning meting of Saturday, October 27, the group received word of Khrushchev’s second proposal, this one publicly tying removal of the Cuban missiles to removal of the Jupiter missiles in Turkey. And during the long afternoon session of the twenty- seventh, members were alarmed to learn that a U- 2 had been lost over Cuba. This was 
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a group that not only had to discuss events in the outside world, but to absorb them in real time. 

The President as Presider, Decider, and Principal Recipient That topical transitions were impromptu, and that ExComm members were empowered to disagree with one another, and even with the president, does not mean that the discussions were without structure. In addition to the standard way in which they began, some people spoke much more than others, and obviously they said different sorts of things; in the terminology of small group research, there was “role differentiation.”22 The president, in particular, spoke far more than anyone else, playing the role of what Allison and Zelikow call 

“analyst in chief ”: pointing out the difficulties in his advisers’ positions, asking questions, and repeatedly summarizing the advantages and disadvantages (and particularly the latter) of the options in front of him.23 Other ExComm members— such as Rusk, Bobby, and McNamara— did these things as well, but Kennedy did them more than anyone. This presumably reflected Kennedy’s awareness of himself as ultimate “decider,”24 the person responsible for actually making decisions and bearing responsibility for the consequences, and indeed the tape recordings sometimes catch him in the act of actually deciding (though not as often, and not as decisively, as one might expect). Kennedy also served as meeting chair, at least sporadically, giving the meetings another sort of order, especially through the allocation of speaking turns. 

Here I describe Kennedy’s characteristic activities as both presider (or chair) and decider. These activities, or practices, presumably imparted a different character onto the meetings when Kennedy was present than when he was absent, which both Bobby and Sorensen subsequently described as uninhibited and egalitarian (though without audio recordings of those meetings we have to take this characterization with a grain of salt).25 We might say that they were manifestations of presidential “power,” one purely local (the allocation of speaking turns) and the other extralocal (the making of decisions that put events in the outside world into motion), though I avoid casual invocations of power, which are so often a substitute for careful empirical analysis.26 A third manifestation, and one connected to the first two, is the frequency with which others addressed him, and the interactional work they undertook in so doing. 

 The President as Presider

Insomuch as they lacked a written agenda and were dedicated to discussion and decision making, the ExComm meetings were, by Deirdre Boden’s criteria, “informal.”27 Such meetings, she goes on to say in her book on business meetings, typically lack a designated chair, though the ranking member “usually opens 
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and closes the meeting, as well as providing initial position statements, occasional summaries and topic refocusing.”28 This list describes Kennedy’s actions only imperfectly, however. For one thing, while the meetings could not formally begin until he arrived, they sometimes continued after his departure (and when he absented himself temporarily in the middle of a meeting)— which we know in part because he did not always turn off the tape recorder upon exiting. For another, others were responsible for presenting their own position statements even as, for long periods, Kennedy avoided forcefully expressing his own views. And for a third, Kennedy did more to allocate speaking turns than would be typical in a truly informal meeting, and did this far more than anyone else. 

I focus in this section on the last of these, because it was one of the characteristic ways in which Kennedy “did” being president in these meetings. The main way in which Kennedy allocated speaking turns, in addition to taking so many himself (on which more later), was simply by asking so many questions. Indeed, the president’s curiosity knew no limits, for not only did he continuously pump his advisers for their opinions and for specifics as to how they proposed to respond to different scenarios, he was endlessly interrogating intelligence and military officials about surveillance, logistics, and military tactics— 

the very things he had failed to learn enough about in the days leading up to the Bay of Pigs invasion.29 We might say that one of the roles Kennedy saw for himself was that of “principal interrogator.” 

An example is in excerpt 3.1, from the first meeting on the sixteenth. 

Shortly before this begins, Kennedy listed the basic options open to him, which included a limited air strike against the missiles, a more extensive air strike that would have also targeted airfields and SAM (surface- to- air missile) sites, and a blockade. Bobby added another option, namely an invasion, and then the excerpt begins. Kennedy asks how long it would take to prepare for an invasion, and is under the impression that the answer is of the order of one or two months. McNamara corrects him and says that a better estimate would be seven days after the start of an air strike. Kennedy misinterprets this to mean that in seven days tens of thousands of soldiers could be placed into Cuba, but apparently unsure of himself, asks for confirmation (lines 12– 14). Taylor clarifies that under the expedited plan, in seven days after the start of the air strike the invasion could  begin, though ninety thousand men would not be on the island for another eleven days, whereas with more preparation the eleven days could be reduced to five (lines 19– 25). Kennedy then asks how the troops would be delivered. McNamara and Taylor respond that it would be through a combination of beach landing and airdrop, and Kennedy asks whether ninety thousand men would be enough (lines 30– 31). Taylor opines that it would be, at least as a start. (That his estimates were usually unchallenged is something I return to later in the chapter, in the discussion of expertise.) Another, albeit less common, way in which Kennedy allocated speaking turns was by sometimes “cold calling” on people whose views he wanted (or 
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was interested in seeming to want) aired. Vice President Johnson— who rarely spoke otherwise, at least when the president was present— was the beneficiary on at least two occasions. One of these is reproduced in excerpt 3.2. In lines 1– 6, Bundy proposes having New York senator Kenneth Keating questioned about the grounds for his charge on October 10 that the Soviets were install-ing IRBMs in Cuba, days before the incriminating photographs were taken.30 

After an extended pause Carter lends his support (line 7), using a technique we encountered in excerpt 1.2 and will see again: speaking more softly than the previous speaker/recipient of his support, presumably so as to signal that he does not intend to do anything  except lend his support— and in particular, that he does not intend to continue speaking. 

In line 8, Kennedy calls on the vice president, using a question to allocate a speaking turn.31 While it is possible that Johnson had in some way communicated his interest in speaking, such as by leaning forward or raising his hand, a 
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number of factors suggest otherwise. One is the wording of Kennedy’s summons, which would have been peculiar had Johnson unambiguously signaled his interest in speaking, such as with a raised hand. Another is the 2.1 seconds Johnson takes to respond when called on. And a third is the first part of Johnson’s response (which extends well beyond the end of the excerpt), in which he merely expresses his agreement with Bundy and, it seems, McNamara (who seconds before predicted that the group only had about a week before word of the missiles got out). For all three reasons, this seems like a turn taken by someone who has been forced to speak rather than someone with something urgent to say. 

A third way in which Kennedy controlled the floor was by giving people permission to speak when they asked for it. Several instances can be discerned in the audio recordings, almost all occurring under the same sequential conditions: immediately after Kennedy proposed, or began to propose, a topical transition. One is in excerpt 3.3. Kennedy had just strongly indicated his preference for a surprise air strike, and predicted that it would have to happen soon, before news of the missile sites leaked out. Bundy proposed that, were that to happen, the United States could simply deny that there was any evidence of them, so as to maintain the element of surprise in a later air strike. In lines 1 and 3, Kennedy appears to endorse this plan, and seems ready to move the discussion along to something else, judging from the “so let’s” in line 5, when Bundy asks for permission to add something on the same topic. Kennedy consents at the instant that it is apparent that Bundy is asking to be allowed to speak but before he finishes explaining what he intends to do with that additional speaking time,32 and Bundy, uninterrupted (because he does not need to pause for Kennedy to respond), proposes a ruse whereby the ExComm’s meetings are portrayed as budget- related, and that the involvement of people undeniably connected to Latin America be kept covert. 
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 The President as Decider

In addition to his prerogatives as chair of the ExComm meetings, however sporadically exercised, Kennedy was also, of course, the person ultimately responsible for making the important decisions. “The man at the dramatic center of these tapes,” wrote Bundy years later after listening to some recordings from the twenty- seventh, “is a man expecting and encouraging the open and honest advice of others, secure in his understanding that no one in the room has any doubts of his final responsibility and capacity for decision.”33 And at least viewed from the outside, make decisions Kennedy did. These ranged from how to initially respond to the missiles, what ships to intercept at the blockade line, and how to respond to Khrushchev’s two offers, to what surveillance to conduct, whether to drop leaflets on Cuba providing Cubans with evidence of the missiles, what the media should be told, and when meetings should be held. 

The first three of these decisions are my concern in chapters 4– 6. Examined closely, all three actually challenge the idea that Kennedy confidently “made” 

the important decisions: he only opted for the blockade once the group had talked itself into believing (or at least purporting to believe) that a later air strike would be possible; the crucial decision at the blockade line actually involved no decision whatsoever; and in publicly accepting Khrushchev’s first offer, Kennedy caved to the advice of his advisers, only to risk the appearance of indecisiveness in Khrushchev’s eyes by basically offering him a second deal behind the scenes. 

Behind all of these decisions, or apparent decisions, was an even more basic one, not to accept the presence of the missiles. Yet it seems that this decision was not so much announced as assumed by everyone from the outset,34 most likely in recognition of the fact that Kennedy’s September 4 declaration that offensive weapons in Cuba would never be tolerated left him with no choice but to ensure their removal, lest his domestic standing, and the international standing of the United States, be undercut.35 Kennedy’s commitment to this position was also repeatedly evidenced during the discussions, for not once did 
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he give serious consideration to any proposal to accept the missiles, or to allow them to become operational pending political talks. “We’re certainly ↓gonna 

↓do [air strike option] ↓number↓ one (.6),” he said late in the first meeting, referring to an air strike against only the missiles, “we’re gonna take out these (.8) uh missiles.”36

Sometimes, however, Kennedy made a decision outright, and it was at these moments that his actions were most qualitatively distinct from those of other ExComm members. Insofar as these decisions had immediate implications for the actions of one or more ExComm members, they could just as well be seen as orders. Often these were heralded by the discourse marker  let’s, but without the subsequent  say that was common to the initiation of a new storytelling episode (as in lines 11– 12 of excerpt 4.1). For example, at one point during the morning meeting of October 26, the group talked about a proposal to try to reach out to Castro through the government of Brazil, with an offer not to invade the island on the condition that the missiles were removed to be conveyed through the U.S. ambassador to Brazil. After some talk about the wording of that cable, Kennedy said, “all right ↑let’s ↓do ↑let’s ↓get we’ve got to get moving so let’s <get this uh> message out here (1.2) one more look at it >Mister Secretary< let’s send this off (it) won’t matter it won’t get any place °but let’s send it°.”37

“Let’s” in this context might indicate an aversion, on the president’s part, to issuing direct orders, consistent with the idea that orders and requests require mitigation as potentially “face- threatening acts” by virtue of the damage they do to the recipient’s sense of autonomy.38 It might accomplish this by presenting the action as something that is collaboratively undertaken, rather than something the president of the United States is instructing a subordinate (here presumably Dean Rusk, who introduced the cable into the discussion) to do. Sometimes, however, the decision was something that did actually bear on everyone more or less equally, such as when Kennedy tried to move the discussion along at the end of the same meeting with, “let’s move on then to the ↑next ↓question,”39 and when, on the twenty- fifth, he decided to postpone any decision about whether to intercept the  Bucharest: “let’s think a little more about ↓it” (from excerpt 5.6). 

Because Kennedy was determined to remain in control of all aspects of the crisis, not excluding how letters were worded and how ships were to be intercepted at the blockade line, he delegated authority over decisions, and particularly important decisions, with remarkable infrequency. This reluctance is evident on a rare occasion when he consented to delegate, seen in excerpt 3.4, from the morning meeting of October 23. With surveillance flights over Cuba now known to everyone, the ExComm was very concerned that eventually a plane would be shot down and intended to retaliate by destroying the offending SAM site. In lines 1– 8, Bundy asks whether the authority to order a reprisal is to be delegated to the secretary of defense in the event that the 
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president is not available (the group putting a premium on a prompt response). 

Kennedy responds in the affirmative, with the caveat that such an action only be ordered on the condition that it is clear that the plane was clearly attacked. 

Bundy attempts to complete Kennedy’s thought in line 14 (albeit with a different grammatical formulation), and then Kennedy completes Bundy’s sentence (line 15), and in the final line, after a pause, McNamara restates the conditions as he understands them. Thus we find Kennedy delegating authority, but only when pressed, and with strings attached, strings to which neither Bundy, who raised the issue of delegation, nor McNamara, the recipient of the delegated authority, offer any resistance.40

 The President as Principal Recipient

Kennedy’s role as decider was not only consequential for how he acted but also for how others acted toward him.41 ExComm members frequently addressed him by title (“Mister President”), which makes sense given that it was his perspective and views that they had to principally track, address, nurture, and disabuse (at least until the final stage of the crisis, when they took to ignoring him). We might say that Kennedy was the conversational magnetic pole, toward whom everyone else was, in the last instance, oriented. 

Quantitative evidence for this claim will be presented shortly. Right now I am interested in describing, qualitatively, some of the things people did in the course of addressing the president. To a considerable extent, people spoke to the president because he spoke so much himself, as a result of which there were many opportunities for others to respond. That he asked so many questions amplified this effect insofar as questions, in particular, demand a recognizable response from whoever speaks next. (Recall excerpt 3.1.) But ExComm members and visitors went out of their way to address him on other occasions (i.e., 
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in other sequential environments) as well. CIA officials, for instance, directed their intelligence reports to the president, taking great care to make sure that he, first and foremost, understood their photographs. 

Kennedy was also the default addressee when Rusk or McNamara offered one of their long statements early in a meeting, though others could intervene and there were many spinoff exchanges in which Kennedy was not directly involved. Even more directly relevant to Kennedy’s position as decider are those occasions on which someone addressed him with a recommendation. The excerpts of this book are full of examples: in excerpt 3.3 (lines 8– 12), Bundy recommends a ruse to maintain the ExComm’s secrecy; in excerpt 5.4 (lines 19– 21), Rusk recommends against intercepting the Soviet tanker  Bucharest, as does McNamara in excerpt 5.6 (lines 25– 27); later in the same excerpt, Rusk recommends further analysis by the CIA (lines 90– 97); and in excerpt 6.9, Sorensen recommends reconciling competing letters to Khrushchev (lines 8– 12), and Bobby recommends that his brother occupy himself with something else while the rest of the ExComm sees to this (lines 19– 20). 

ExComm members also sometimes prompted the president to make decisions. In excerpt 3.2 (lines 1– 6), for instance, Bundy asks whether Senator Keating should be questioned about the basis for his claim (made before the incriminating photographs were taken) that Soviet missiles were in Cuba and, as previously noted, Kennedy’s decision to delegate authority to order retaliation against SAM sites to McNamara in excerpt 3.4 is prompted by Bundy’s question as to whether authority should be so delegated (though in both examples the asking could itself be construed as a recommendation). 

That ExComm members frequently made recommendations to President Kennedy is not particularly surprising. More surprising is that they sometimes used his addressability as a resource, or excuse, for doing something that is otherwise rarely done, namely to introduce an abrupt change of topic when the current one has not been brought to some kind of closure— as if anything at all could be said, even if it was unrelated to what was said in the previous turn, so long as it could somehow be made relevant to the president. Robert Kennedy’s first turn at the beginning of excerpt 2.3 is an example, for directly before this the group had been talking about the magnitude of an air strike and whether an extensive attack would precipitate an uprising against Castro. McNamara predicted that an uprising was possible, and then, after a modest .6 second pause, the excerpt begins. While Bobby pays lip service to “this (.3) problem,” 

he shifts discussion onto a different track altogether, and as was often the case, he does so under cover of addressing the president. 

Two more instances of this very common phenomenon are in excerpt 3.5, from the first meeting of October 18. The group had been talking about a possible Soviet response to a blockade, specifically a proposal to trade Cuba for West Berlin. At the start of the excerpt, Thompson wonders why Khrushchev had promised not to bring the crisis over Berlin to a head until after  
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U.S. midterm elections (probably because he did not want to undermine the president’s party, given that Republicans were always making noises about taking a harder stance toward Moscow). McCone seems to say something relevant in response (though it is hard to hear him), but then addresses the president with a topic shift so as to describe his meeting with Eisenhower— who, as it turns out, wholeheartedly concurred with McCone’s hawkish position on the crisis. After speaking about this for a couple of minutes he concedes that Eisenhower was speaking without the benefit of knowledge of the disposition of Soviet and Cuban military forces. Then after a pause it is Rusk who is addressing the president with a topic change, so as to now talk about the legal requirements.42

Expertise and Its Skeptics

Kennedy’s unique role in the ExComm discussions— as presider, decider, and principal recipient— was one way in which this was not merely a conversation among equals, though for long stretches he did little to exercise his special powers. Another way in which some ExComm members had an interactional edge over others was by virtue of expertise. Particularly important for the discussions, and for the decisions that Kennedy had to make, was expertise that gave some ExComm members greater epistemic authority to narrate the future. 

Consistent with my assertion in the last chapter that claims to such authority are necessarily tenuous, however, the resulting predictions did not always go unchallenged. 
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The most straightforward example was General Taylor’s mostly uncontested authority to narrate the details of potential military options, in terms of preparations, operational details, and likely effectiveness, even as his predictions had to be frequently updated as new intelligence became available. Thus in excerpt 3.1 it is Taylor who explains to the president the various timelines for putting an invasion force into Cuba (after McNamara left Kennedy confused), and on other occasions he explained how long it would take to prepare pilots for an air strike, assured the president as to the navy’s ability to track submarines, and warned him about Florida’s vulnerability to low- altitude bombing. Rarely did anyone challenge Taylor, even when we now know that they should have. For instance, his repeated prediction that the nuclear missiles could be quickly hidden in the woods— an important argument in favor of a surprise attack— was taken at face value, though he was probably wrong.43 

And for another example, no one objected when, on the eighteenth, he assured the president that Guantanamo Bay could be defended against attack, which was certainly wrong given the tactical nuclear weapons that would have been used against the base.44

To say that Taylor was rarely challenged in his predictions about military operations does not mean that he enjoyed an unproblematic monopoly in such matters. McNamara also had a claim on such expertise, though more by formal position (secretary of defense), and the expertise of those under him, than actual experience in military matters (having been, most recently, president of Ford Motor Company, though he had a hand in planning bombing operations in World War II).45 Consequently, we sometimes find McNamara and Taylor narrating together, as in the opening lines (1– 8) of excerpt 4.2, when they collaboratively predict that an air strike would not, within the first day, destroy all of its targets. 

McNamara does something similar with respect to both Taylor and Kennedy in excerpt 2.1, but with a telling twist. Twice he agrees with their predictions, seconding Taylor’s prediction that U.S. forces would fight in the event of a Soviet assault on West Berlin (lines 8– 9) and Kennedy’s prediction that they would get overrun (lines 10– 11). In both cases, however, he uses a [confirmation + agreement token] turn format, repeating their words and then adding an additional expression of agreement. According to Heritage and Raymond, this is what one does upon finding oneself responding to someone  else’s claims about something one believes oneself to have equal or superior knowledge of, as a way of asserting a claim to independent authority in spite of being in “second position,” sequentially speaking.46 This may seem like a small detail, but it is consistent with McNamara’s formal position as someone with epistemic authority, and suggests that he felt a need to assert that authority rather than see it ceded to, in particular, Maxwell Taylor— a particular risk in lines 7– 8, where McNamara is initially in the position of asking a (as it turns out, rhetorical) question to which Taylor provides the answer. 

The ExComm  •  63

Taylor and McNamara were not always on the same page, however. On October 19, for instance, McNamara suddenly announced that an air strike would still be possible after the imposition of a blockade, despite having earlier, and repeatedly, insisted that such an attack would be reckless (because by then some missiles could be fired), and in spite of the fact that Taylor disqualified a postblockade air strike on those very grounds only minutes before.47 Along similar lines, on the twenty- fifth, McNamara suggested that the United States might, on the basis of up- to- the- minute intelligence, be able to destroy the missiles “with very few aircraft↓,” but admitted that “Max (.2) ↓doesn’t (.6) (.3) 

↑completely agree ↓with me on this yet.”48

That McNamara unexpectedly decided on the nineteenth that an attack on operational missiles might be feasible is something I will return to in the next chapter; suffice it to say that the change of heart does not seem to have been based on any intelligence unavailable to skeptical Taylor. That he and Taylor differed in their views of the size of an air attack that would be necessary to destroy the missiles on the twenty- fifth may be an instance in which they were interpreting the same facts from different perspectives, consistent with Allison’s bureaucratic politics model.49 On the one side we have Taylor, determined, along with the other Joint Chiefs, to give the military every possible advantage in the event of an armed conflict. And on the other side we have McNamara, responsive to a president who preferred a smaller operation to a larger one, for fear that a larger air strike would be more likely to lead to further escalation. 

We see something similar in excerpt 3.1, where McNamara gives Kennedy one estimate of how long it would take to launch an invasion of Cuba, and Taylor (in the course of explaining what McNamara meant) situates this as one of two options, the other involving more “advance preparation and prepositioning↓” 

of the sort that the Joint Chiefs wanted but which Kennedy resisted for fear of putting the Soviets on notice that the United States knew about the missiles and was preparing to act against them. And in excerpt 4.6 (lines 1– 9) we have an even starker example, when, after Bobby asks for the ideal date for an air strike from a military perspective, McNamara says Saturday and Taylor says Tuesday (resisting McNamara’s attempt to speak on his behalf). 

If there was some uncertainty about military preparations and effectiveness, there was even more uncertainty about how the Soviets would respond in various scenarios. One question, particularly important during the opening days, was whether the Soviets would respect a blockade, and in particular whether a formal declaration of war would give them more reason to do so. Thompson thought that this might make a difference, and as former ambassador to the Soviet Union, and the resident Soviet expert, his opinion carried a good deal of weight.50 He said as much in the first meeting of the eighteenth when Kennedy asked for his preference: “my preference is this blockade ↓plan uh this (the) declaration of war these steps leading up to it I think it’s ver- highly doubtful that the Russians would resist a blockade against (.8) military (.5) weapons.”51 
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But then later in the same meeting, McCone challenged this very assumption when it was repeated by Ball; see excerpt 2.2, lines 21– 35, which again demonstrates that while expertise was relevant and recognized as such, this was still talk about the future, and thus all claims were contestable. 

Perhaps because Kennedy faulted the CIA for its role in the Bay of Pigs, the group was willing to challenge even something as basic as the agency’s interpretation of the photographs, providing us with a final example of the unsettled role of expertise in these discussions (though not one specifically related to projections about the future). Early in the evening meeting of the sixteenth, Marshall “Pat” Carter, McCone’s deputy director from the CIA, was giving his intelligence update about surveillance photographs and the state of the missiles when the group set on him with a barrage of questions about the basis of his claim that the evidence pointed toward medium- range ballistic missiles (MRBMs). 

The exchange is reproduced in excerpt 3.6. Kennedy begins the interrogation. 

In lines 1– 3 he asks whether Carter has any doubt about the type of missiles in the photographs. (Kennedy appears to misspeak, saying “intermediate -range” 

whereas he means “medium-range,” the IRBMs having not yet been discovered, but Carter does not correct him.) He does not use an actual interrogative, however, but rather an assertion about Carter’s state of mind that is obviously meant to elicit a response given that Carter alone has epistemic access to his brain.52 In responding (lines 4– 5), Carter agrees by repeating Kennedy’s words but with two modifications: first, he generalizes the opinion by speaking of “our minds,” thereby invoking the support of a wider community of experts; and second, he adds the amplifying “at all↓,” which might be another way of asserting epistemic authority in second position.53 In line 6, Kennedy seems prepared to back down from his challenge, allowing that Carter’s conclusions are the “obvious” ones, just as Carter begins to provide some evidentiary grounds, namely that the missiles’ characteristics conform to those positively identified elsewhere (lines 7– 8). After assuring Rusk that the photographs contain actual images of missiles, Carter repeats the “no question in our minds” line, and then responds to a conjecture of what Kennedy, and perhaps Rusk, might be driving at: that the missiles might be a ruse (lines 15– 17). 

After a long pause, Bundy assumes the role of skeptic just vacated by Kennedy and Rusk, and presses the point harder. In the exchange that follows, Carter seems to be struggling to discern the basis of Bundy’s skepticism (and probably thinking that it is payback time for the Bay of Pigs) and thus what would count as an adequate response. Part of the problem may be that in normal conversation, one does  not ordinarily demand that the grounds for every claim be fully explicated, which violates the taken- for- grantedness of most social life.54 And even when people disagree or challenge one another, there is a strong preference for responses, or rejoinders, that are no more than “good 
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enough” for current purposes.55 Thus Carter is presumably left wondering, what is good enough in this context? In his first attempt to answer Bundy, in lines 26– 32, he explains that the responsible experts are convinced that the missiles are identical to MRBMs previously observed in the Soviet Union. Then, when pressed further, he appeals (after a lengthy pause) to firing range tests as well as comparability to U.S. missiles (lines 36– 43). And finally, when Bundy challenges him a third time (lines 44– 46), Carter invokes a source that the United States had in Soviet military intelligence (code- named IRONBARK), re- references the firing range intelligence, and then begs off from further explanation: “I would have to get the analysts in here to give you the play- by- play account” (lines 47– 52). Shortly afterward, McNamara lent his support and the matter was dropped. 

The exchange in excerpt 3.6 has a ritualistic feeling, rather like hazing, and for the most part the group took the missiles’ presence as their point of departure. But there was persistent uncertainty about their readiness, uncertainty that the intelligence experts did little to allay. Furthermore, Taylor and McNamara repeatedly cautioned that an air strike could not be trusted to destroy all of the missiles (or aircraft) on the first day (though estimates became more optimistic through time), such as in lines 1– 7 of excerpt 4.2. Thus, not only was expertise frequently contested, it was also self- limiting, particularly with respect to the status of, and vulnerability of, the all- important missiles. 

Quantitative Traces

What I have provided thus far is a qualitative account of how the ExComm operated, focusing in particular on Kennedy’s role and the place of expertise in the discussions. There is another way to look at how the ExComm functioned, however, and to learn some new things thereby, and that is through the lens of quantitative analysis. 

Conversation analysts tend to be suspicious of quantification,56 and with reason. To quantify conversation, they argue, is to wrench instances of some preconceived category of behavior, like interrupting or laughing, out of the sequential contexts that are, in some sense, responsible for them. In a particularly incisive attack on quantitative research, Schegloff considers the example of laughter. A quantitative researcher might ask, do women laugh more or less than men? and then explore this by comparing men’s average laughing frequency with women’s, perhaps expressed in terms of amount of laughter per minute. The problem, Schegloff says, is that people do not “laugh per minute,” 

but only in specific sequential contexts, in response to particular circumstances, and in order to do particular sorts of interactional work.57 Elsewhere he levels the same critique at venerated research on gender differences in interruption tendencies,58 arguing that the fact that men interrupt more than women is 
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meaningless in itself, an artifact of an ill- begotten theoretical- methodological paradigm. 

Elsewhere I have argued that while this is a compelling argument on its own terms, there is abundant evidence that people do, in fact, have different interactional tendencies,59 which are readily quantified in terms of how much a person talks, how much they interrupt, how much they “backchannel,” and so forth. Indeed, it is this that permits us to say that someone is outspoken or shy or combative, even if we later find that their behavior in one setting does not reliably predict their behavior in another. While this book is testimony to my belief that the tools of conversation analysis are more illuminating than those of statistics vis- à- vis the question of how decision premises are crafted through talk, such quantitative patterns are illuminating, and thus worth at least briefly considering, for two reasons. First, some of my earlier observations about Kennedy’s role in these meetings were virtually quantitative to start with, such as that he frequently spoke and that he was frequently addressed, and it would be good to know if such claims stand up to more systematic scrutiny. 

Second, quantitative analysis can reveal patterns that are not visible in individual episodes of talk, or at least not visible until quantitative results tell us what we should be looking for.60 Although I will limit myself here to some very basic patterns,61 even the fact that some people interrupted more than others, or that they hesitated before speaking longer than others, will be germane to later chapters, as both bear on the question of who spoke at a given point in time— and thus who was best positioned to press their views— when the rules and procedures of conversation did not single someone out as preferred next- speaker. 

One very basic statistic, and a favorite of social psychologists,62 is simply how much people spoke, often taken as a straightforward, if crude, indicator of status. There are, in fact, a number of ways to quantify volubility, such as in terms of the total amount of time a person spent talking,63 or the average number of “speech acts” he or she produced per unit of time.64 Here I take the more simple approach of counting the number of times a man managed to successfully take a speaking turn, where a “speaking turn” is operationalized as some period of time during which one person was speaking and no one else was, under the condition that it consisted of at least one whole word. While this may seem overly generous, it respects conversation analysts’ skepticism about speech act coding, as something imposed by researchers based on theoretical concerns that are not the interlocutors’,65 and makes no judgment about what counts as a “complete speech act,” in recognition of the fact that sometimes a single word can accomplish an action even as an entire clause might not.66

A second characteristic is how often a man was  addressed. There is reason to consider them together: speaking to someone is a common device for selecting them as next- speaker,67 and my own research on corporate meetings suggests that speaking is virtually a  prerequisite for being addressed, with the 
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vast majority of addressees being people who spoke within the past two or three turns.68 A problem is that addressing is something accomplished partly through nonverbal behavior, such as direction of gaze.69 Lacking such information in the audio recordings, I adopt next best option, which is to consider a remark addressed when the speaker used someone’s title or name, excluding when that person was merely being referred to (e.g., “now Tommy doesn’t think we ↑do”). 

Figure 3.1 is a plot of the frequency with which each person spoke against the frequency with which he was addressed.70 (This is based only on those periods during which the president was present, in order to exclude the informal discussions of smaller subgroups, which afforded whoever was involved much greater opportunity to speak.) Some men obviously spoke much more than others, with Kennedy far and away the most talkative person and McNamara coming in a distant second. And, by and large, the more someone spoke, the more often he was addressed, which again is what we would expect given that addressing someone is a good way of allocating them the floor and once someone has spoken there is a good chance that he or she will be addressed with a response. A deeper analysis bears this out: the addressee of one turn spoke in the next 53 percent of the time, while 47 percent of addressees spoke in the previous turn. But what really stands out in figure 3.1 is the frequency with which Kennedy was addressed, which is entirely out of proportion to the frequency with which he spoke, compared to the “exchange rate” between speaking and being addressed enjoyed by other ExComm members. This is not because he was more likely than others to speak after being addressed, but because he was more likely to be addressed after he spoke, or after someone else spoke— by virtue, I suggested earlier, of his position as decider, whose opinions other ExComm members knew they had to mold even if it meant not responding to the previous speaker. 

That some people spoke more than others does not tell us how, exactly, that came to pass, in terms of the mechanics of turn- taking. Part of the answer, as just noted, is that addressees tended to speak next, but often no one was addressed (or at least not addressed by name or title) and yet someone spoke next, and some men did so more than others. It is no secret how this was managed, however, for it follows from the one- speaker rule that the way to talk  often is to talk  quickly, that is, seize the floor before anyone else can.71

Some traces of such verbal aggressiveness, or initiative, can be seen in figure 3.2. To the left is the probability that a particular man’s speaking turn was obtained through an act of interruption. For purposes of this figure alone, someone was considered to have interrupted if he began speaking while the previous speaker was still talking, and then overlapped with him for at least one syllable (from the perspective of either man’s utterance) before out- lasting him so as to eventually emerge as the solitary speaker for the space of at least one word.72 To the right is a box plot for the duration of the pauses 
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Figure 3.1.  Frequency of speaking plotted against frequency of being addressed (by name or title), by ExComm member

that preceded a man’s speaking turns (rounded to the tenth of a second), assuming that he did not interrupt; following Conner, I will refer to this as his 

“response time.”73 Thus, for instance, 22 percent of Bundy’s speaking turns began in overlap with the previous speaker, while the median duration of the pauses (the vertical line within the box portion of the box plot) before he spoke was .3 seconds, on those occasions that he spoke but did not interrupt. 

ExComm members are listed from top to bottom according to overall speaking frequency. 

Figure 3.2 needs to be interpreted cautiously. Both pieces of information— 

the probability of an interruption and the response time distribution— are conditioned on a man’s speaking, and thus do not reflect how often this happened. 

Consequently, though it may seem as if Kennedy waited longer before speaking than, say, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric, this does not take into account the fact that Gilpatric very rarely spoke, which means that most of the time he waited so long to talk (maybe because he had no intention of doing so) that he never got the chance.74

That said, a few observations can be made that are pertinent to the interpretation of the conversational data presented in this book. Let us start with 
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Figure 3.2.  Interruption probabilities and response times, by ExComm member

interruptions. Bundy interrupted with the most regularity, on about 22 percent of the occasions on which he spoke, such as in turn 13 of excerpt 1.2, line 14 of excerpt 3.4, line 44 of excerpt 3.6, line 80 of excerpt 4.7, repeatedly in excerpts 5.6 and 6.1, and in line 8 of excerpt 6.10. While it will sometimes be useful to ask why he interrupted at the very instant that he did in a particular case, and thus to seek a local cause for the interruption, the fact that it was Bundy who interrupted and not someone else will have had something to do with his willingness and capacity to behave in this fashion, for if he was someone who (like Lyndon Johnson) was determined to avoid any risk of being seen as interrupting, this would not have happened with such regularity, and at least some of the time, someone else would have spoken instead. 

At the other end of the volubility hierarchy there are men like the vice president and Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul Nitze, who rarely (or, in Johnson’s case, never) interrupted.75 But there we also find Gilpatric, Alexis Johnson, and Assistant Secretary of State Edwin Martin, whose turns started in overlap with about as much regularity as those of top- speakers (John) Kennedy and McNamara but who spoke much less overall. I interpret this to mean that these were men who discerned the relevance of their insights at critical moments and were capable of speaking up, even aggressively, on those occasions, such as in lines 19- 20 of excerpt 2.2, but who also keenly felt their subordinate roles 
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vis- à- vis their direct superiors, Dean Rusk and Robert McNamara, and Kennedy’s other preferred advisers. 

Now consider response time. McNamara and Gilpatric had the shortest median response times (.2 seconds, as compared to the overall median of .3), but the capacity to respond quickly was often used by McNamara to obtain the floor (e.g., in lines 4 and 6 in excerpt 3.1 and repeatedly in excerpt 4.7) whereas Gilpatric spoke only infrequently, which I again interpret as evidence of how he perceived his subordinate role in the group. At the other extreme, Vice President Johnson’s response times were longest, which almost certainly put him at a disadvantage in the competition to speak vis- à- vis more aggressive speakers and indeed suggests that he was not especially interested in competing.76

To repeat, however, figure 3.2 is potentially misleading insofar as the calculations are conditioned on each man’s talking. Kennedy, in particular, spoke more than anyone else (figure 3.1), including McNamara, which means that although McNamara’s response times were shorter  when  he  spoke, they were longer (but incalculable) than Kennedy’s on those occasions that the latter spoke. And Kennedy actually interrupted  more times than Bundy (157 versus 115), even if the latter’s probability of interrupting given that he spoke was higher. As all- around decision- maker and analyst in chief, Kennedy evidently had no doubt about the omnirelevance of his views and concerns, something that comes out in the numbers. 

There is another possible complication. The difference between a style characterized by interrupting, such as Bundy’s, and a style characterized by short response times, such as McNamara’s, may mainly lie in how others responded to their attempts to speak. That is, it may be that when McNamara began speaking, whoever just had the floor immediately yielded it to him, whereas when Bundy began speaking, that yielding only occurred once the original speaker finished his thought. That said, judging from the excerpts in this book, Bundy was genuinely prone to interrupting, not only in the crude sense operationalized for the sake of figure 3.2, but also in the more precise sense that he often began speaking while someone was still in the midst of a TCU (grammatically, most often a clause); in fact, nearly half of his excerpted turns were acquired in this fashion. McNamara, in contrast, only acquired about one- sixth of his turns in this way. 

Again, the relevance of this quantitative analysis for later chapters is that it points to robust tendencies— to speak, and to begin speaking in particular ways, as well as to be addressed— that adhered to particular men, whether by virtue of personality, status, or something else. Thus when we find Kennedy or McNamara dominating an exchange, it will be less surprising than if someone like Thompson is central; when a remark was directed at the president long after he last spoke, this is less surprising than when the same thing happened to Dean Rusk; and a single act of interrupting by Bundy will be less surprising 
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than the same behavior from Dillon. Sometimes the rules of conversation activate someone as a speaker, but often the rules are agnostic regarding the next speaker’s identity, and then, most of all, it is the kind of person a man is, how he sees himself as a group member, and how others respond to his attempts to speak, that decide who rises to the conversational surface. 

Conclusion

In this chapter I have painted a portrait of the ExComm from three different perspectives. The first was an historical account of its inception as an alternative to the flawed decision- making model that doomed the Bay of Pigs invasion. 

The second was a qualitative analysis of the role of presidential power and expertise in the discussions, focusing on the president’s on- again, off- again role as presider, decider, and principal addressee, and the frequently contested epistemic authority that military, intelligence, and foreign policy experts claimed for themselves (or had attributed to them) when they made their predictions. 

And the third was a quantitative analysis of participation patterns, which supports and complements the qualitative observations even as it brings to light additional differences in the interactional styles of ExComm members. 

The takeaway from this chapter is fourfold. First, from the historical story we learned that in approaching this new crisis, Kennedy was undoubtedly determined to avoid some of the mistakes that he blamed for the Bay of Pigs. 

These included an uncritical reliance on experts (particularly the CIA), national security meetings in which conformity to the president’s chosen course of action became normative, and Kennedy’s proven susceptibility to having his judgment clouded by domestic political calculations. 

Second, while Kennedy was central in the ExComm’s meetings, it was not because he was particularly interested in actively chairing them, though he did sometimes assume that responsibility. Nor was it because he forced his advisers into adopting his views; on the contrary, there were stretches during which he seemed to avoid taking any strong stand at all, and when he did he encountered opposition as frequently as support. Rather, it was because Kennedy was the person who would ultimately make the crucial decisions, and who would principally be held accountable for them. As a result, he was highly engaged at every stage of the discussions (except when not in the room) and others were strongly oriented to him as the person whose understandings and opinions most needed to be tracked, challenged, and nurtured. To employ another physical analogy, Kennedy was like a massive stellar object that everything else revolved around, and toward which all light bent. 

Third, expertise mattered, but with the exception of predictions about the pace of military preparations, which were mostly unchallenged (except when McNamara and Taylor quibbled over details), the epistemic advantage was a 
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matter of degree rather than absolute. Furthermore, on key points the experts qualified their own predictions, not pretending to know for certain how close the missiles were to being fired and cautioning the president not to expect too much from the first wave of an air strike. Because this was an unprecedented crisis, and because there was so much that was unknown about the situation on the ground in Cuba, and in the Kremlin, even the experts could do little more than speculate, based on hunches and the hope that Khrushchev was basically rational. 

Fourth and finally, though ExComm meetings usually involved somewhere between ten and fifteen men, there were steep participation inequalities such that some were heard from (and, partly as a consequence, addressed) much more than others. Particularly voluble were McNamara, Bundy, Rusk, and of course Kennedy, with Bobby, Taylor, McCone, and Dillon filling out the second tier. To some extent, McNamara and Bundy owed their talkativeness to their aggressive styles, which (we can infer) gave them an edge in competing for the floor when others might have wanted to speak, but as the case of Kennedy shows, the trick to speaking frequently was mainly to frequently be interested in speaking. Even Rusk, who was not out of the ordinary in terms of aggressiveness, was able to speak frequently by simply being ready and able to avail himself of many of the conversational openings offered and not quickly grabbed by someone else. In short, the competition to speak was apparently not so intense that an aggressive style was the only way to acquire the floor, though it presumably helped. 

C H A P T E R   4

The Response

The ExComm first assembled shortly before noon on October 16 (though it was not formally constituted as the Executive Committee of the National Security Council until the twenty- third, and the nickname was a later invention). Fifteen men were in attendance. Regular ExComm members included the president, his brother and attorney general Robert Kennedy, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs McGeorge Bundy, Under Secretary of State George Ball, Treasury Secretary C. Douglas Dillon, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric, Deputy Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs U. Alexis Johnson, Vice President Lyndon Johnson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Maxwell Taylor, and Kennedy’s assistant and speechwriter Theodore Sorensen. Also present to explain the incriminating photographs were Deputy Director of Central Intelligence Marshall Carter, CIA Assistant Director of Photographic Interpretation Arthur Lundahl, and Sydney Graybeal, CIA division chief for Foreign Missile and Space Activities.1

What the photographs revealed was evidence of a handful of medium- range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) and some of their launchers. The estimate quickly swelled to around two dozen MRBMs, and photographs soon revealed, in addition, the construction of sites for intermediate- range missiles (IRBMs) capable of striking virtually all of the continental United States.2 What was unclear was whether any of the missiles were ready to fire, or close to it (partly because the location of the nuclear warheads was uncertain), though with each passing day the group came more and more to fear that the answer was yes. 

The president was indignant— after all, he had warned the Soviets that nuclear weapons would not be tolerated in Cuba (in a statement on September 4), and Khrushchev had promised that all arms shipments were for defensive purposes— but it did not take long for the ExComm to realize just how poor its options were.3 One way to see this is by compiling all of the narrative claims made over the course of the three recorded meetings between October 16 and October 20, when Kennedy decided once and for all in favor of a blockade. Figure 4.1 presents a simplified version of this composite narrative.4 

Most seriously, doing nothing (it was thought) would undermine America’s alliances while emboldening Khrushchev to seize West Berlin; an immediate attack would result in reprisals against NATO missiles in Turkey and Italy or 
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Figure 4.1.  Composite narrative from first three recorded meetings (simplified) the seizure of West Berlin; and a blockade could also be met with Soviet reprisals and would not affect missiles already on the island even as it increased the risk that some would be fired in the event of a later U.S. attack. And any of these scenarios could eventuate in nuclear war. In fact, if any option was repeatedly narrated as possibly having a good ending, it was an immediate air strike, which some thought would present Khrushchev with a fait accompli that he would accept for fear of escalating the situation further. Judged much less likely was that Khrushchev would remove the missiles after a warning, perhaps in conjunction with a blockade, though of course this was the hope; this connection is represented with a dotted arrow. 

My question in this chapter is how the ExComm turned an unacceptable option into an acceptable one— or, alternatively, how it came to accept an unacceptable option. This was the option in which Khrushchev would first be given warning and a chance to back down, in connection with a blockade of the island to prevent more weapons from being delivered. In answering this question I will take strong exception to Stern’s claim that the consensus around the blockade strategy “happened without an explicit or overt statement at any recorded ExComm meeting. Everyone simply recognized that the president had decided and adjusted their responses accordingly.”5 I will show that Stern is very much mistaken, for while a sort of surface- level consensus eventually emerged, the president was, if anything, a late- comer to this particular band-wagon, and Stern’s account does nothing to illuminate how it emerged from the menu of bad options. 
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Let me start by sketching my argument. The palatability of the blockade option rested on the premise that an air strike against the missiles would still be possible in the event that Khrushchev held his ground. My reason for saying so is simple: Kennedy wanted the missiles out more than anything, neither he nor anyone else thought that the blockade by itself would do the job, and hopes for a negotiated settlement were dim until much later in the crisis. The problem was that once the blockade was announced,  or  once  Khrushchev  was  given any  other  kind  of  warning, the missiles could be completed in short order, as a result of which the United States could find itself bombing operational missiles a few days later. McNamara, in particular, warned that an air strike against operational missiles would be unacceptably reckless, putting the United States at direct risk of a nuclear attack. Of course, to this worry there was a rejoinder: the Soviets were not so irrational that they would risk a large- scale nuclear war by using nuclear weapons, even in response to attack. But to that there was a further response: nuclear weapons might have been used anyway, either because the Kremlin’s control over them was imperfect or because Khrushchev (or whoever was calling the shots in the Kremlin) might not have been entirely in his right mind after all.6

No one denied the possibility of an unauthorized missile launch. That is, there was no occasion on which anyone expressly denied that it could happen, or downplayed its likelihood or consequences, or made any reference to such a rebuttal being made, effectively or not, behind the scenes, in memos, or in meetings not recorded. And from the perspective of a strict rational calculus, even a small chance of this occurring should have made an attack on Cuba imprudent, since such a launch could have resulted in the deaths of millions of Americans. Accordingly, there was no occasion on which the identification of this threat was immediately followed by further planning for a warning; more typical was a change of topic (such as to Russian motives), a shift to consideration of a different response altogether (usually, an immediate air strike), or talk about general military mobilization. 

The ultimate palatability of the blockade did not, therefore, hinge on some decisive counterargument, or any factual revelation, but rather on the ExComm’s ability to tell stories— and, as time went on, to increasingly favor such stories— in which the prospect of millions of dead Americans was  not affixed to the blockade narrative, though on other occasions it had been. Put differently, the group had to arrive at a discursive state in which that prospect had been discursively minimized. Crucial to this achievement was the iterative nature of foretalk, which permitted the ExComm to consider each option over and over again. Also important was the fact that, for the first several days of the crisis, knowledge of the missiles was a carefully guarded secret.7 This allowed the ExComm to engage in the “dramatic rehearsal . . . of various competing possible lines of action” without having to immediately reengage with the world of irrevocable consequences.8 Of course, it was still under tremendous pressure 
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to reach a consensus, considering that missile deployment was continuing and there was the ever- present risk of a media leak, so that it did not really have time to await the leisurely arrival of Bergson’s overripe fruit.9 But it did have the chance to inspect each option repeatedly, until one ripened (or more precisely, was cajoled into ripening) enough that it seemed, if only barely and fleetingly, edible. 

For this to happen something other than time was needed, however, namely strategies for  not saying things that had been said before, and for keeping others from saying them. This is what I referred to in chapter 2 as “suppression.” Furthermore, the ExComm had to “forget” earlier objections to the blockade plan in order to take advantage of the iterative nature of foretalk. This permitted the members of the ExComm to not only tell each story repeatedly, but to tell it as if for the first time, and in particular, to develop the blockade story on those occasions that a damning objection, that it could eventuate in an attack against operational missiles, was not immediately forthcoming. 

This stage of the crisis extended from the first meeting on October 16 until an afternoon meeting on October 20, when Kennedy announced his decision to go forward with the blockade and to say as much on national television two days later. Only about half of these meetings were recorded, however. The two meetings on the first day of the crisis (the sixteenth) were recorded, as was the 11:00 a.m. meeting on the morning of the eighteenth, but the meetings on the evening of the eighteenth and the afternoon of the twentieth were held in the Mansion, rather than the Cabinet Room, to escape notice by the press, and there were other meetings on the seventeenth and nineteenth (in the State Department) that were also not recorded. 

That several meetings were not tape recorded is a problem but not as much of one as it might seem. One reason is that, as we will see, the blockade option, which McNamara repeatedly shot down during the two meetings on the sixteenth and the first part of the midday meeting of the eighteenth, saw its fortunes dramatically reverse in the last of these, at the end of which Sorensen could reasonably observe that there was “general if not unanimous agreement” 

that Khrushchev should first receive a warning (which, again, the blockade would provide). Furthermore, after the meeting on the evening of the eighteenth, Kennedy dictated some notes, one being that the day had ended with consensus in favor of a blockade, and later both McNamara and Sorensen claimed that Kennedy had indicated in that meeting that this was his tentative decision.10 Finally, we have minutes from the meetings of the nineteenth and twentieth, and notes from the meeting of the seventeenth. While these provide for only a loose kind of conversational “data,” they will support my argument that the main sticking point of the blockade plan was that it would exponen-tially increase the risks incurred by a subsequent military strike, and that the neutralization of this concern was the sine qua non for Kennedy’s ultimate decision. 
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This chapter focuses, then, on the first three taped meetings, two on Tuesday, October 16, and one midday on Thursday, October 18, totaling 274 minutes, supplemented by notes and minutes from other meetings. The most important of the latter was the long meeting of the twentieth, where many of the debates were reopened, and at the end of which Kennedy made, or came very close to making, his final decision. Again, my objective is to determine how the plan to give Khrushchev advance warning emerged as viable despite its evident failings. 

Consistent with the process of analytical reduction laid out in the first chapter, I focus on episodes of talk about the critical premise, that the United States could safely attack nuclear missiles once they were operational, where this scenario was mostly— and from the perspective of Kennedy’s final decision, most importantly— imagined in connection with a (unsuccessful) blockade. 

I start with a bird’s- eye view of these episodes. Figure 4.2 is a timeline of the three recorded meetings on the sixteenth and eighteenth, and the final unrecorded meeting on the twentieth, with the timing of the pertinent remarks and exchanges marked (though only very roughly for the unrecorded meeting, based on location in the minutes). Below the line are indicated all statements regarding the dangers of an air strike after a warning or after the missiles otherwise became operational, whether or not a blockade was specifically mentioned; also indicated are all instances in which the need for a surprise attack (against inoperable missiles) was taken for granted. Above the line are indicated all instances in which it was suggested that the United Stages stage an air strike against the missiles after first giving a warning to Khrushchev, again whether or not a blockade was specifically mentioned. Also indicated below the line are occasions when the dangers of a strike against operational missiles were incipient or projected but, in one way or another, suppressed. (An explanation of each plotted remark can be found at the end of the chapter.)

Figure 4.2 makes starkly apparent the shift from a consistent stream of statements and narratives opposed to any warning toward an only slightly less consistent stream of statements in support of such a plan. The transition was not exactly gradual: while there was some intermingling of pro-  and con-  statements, there was a marked shift in favor of pro- warning stories shortly into the third (recorded) meeting. This shift in what was said did not reliably reflect a shift in what was thought, however. Not only did some ExComm members continue to advocate for an air strike behind the scenes (particularly Bundy, Dillon, McCone, and Taylor),11 there was also resistance to giving advance warning during the third meeting, particularly from Robert Kennedy. Rather, what happened was that, through various mechanisms— ranging from simple omission to aggressive interruption— the blockade plan was interactionally di-vorced from its primary failing, freeing Kennedy to make a decision that was discursively warranted though no less perilous than the alternatives. 

Here I summarize early statements against an attack on operational missiles, identify the moment at which the warning- then- strike plan originated, 
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discuss the significance of the succession of stories in the third meeting that took a postwarning air strike as unproblematic, and analyze in detail instances in which the dangers of this plan were foreshadowed but omitted, unsuccessfully articulated, or incipient but interdicted. Finally I turn to the meeting of the twentieth, the minutes from which bring us up to the moment of decision at the same time as they support— as well as such minutes can— my contention that that decision required the willful dissociation of the blockade from a nuclear attack on the United States. 

October 16, 11:50 a.m.– 1:00 p.m. 

McNamara wasted no time in voicing his belief that any air strike had to occur before the missiles became operational. He first made the point only moments after the opening intelligence report concluded:

I think it extremely important that our talk (.5) and our discussion be founded on this premise (.5) ↓that ↑any air strike will be planned to take place ↑prior ↓to the time they become operational because ↑if ↓they become operational be↑fore ↓the air strike (.5) I do ↑not ↓believe we ca:n (.5) state we can knock them out before they can be launched (.4) and if they’re launched (.4) there is almost certain to be uh (.6) chaos in part of the East Coast or .hh the area (.4) uh: in a radius of six hundred to a thousand miles from Cuba↓ (#1 in figure 4.2).12

Then after Rusk questioned McNamara on the grounds that the Soviets were not self- destructive— since the United States would surely retaliate with its own nuclear weapons— McNamara offered his unanswerable rejoinder: we ↓don’t know what kinds of communications the Soviets have with those sites↑ we don’t know what kinds of control they have over the warheads↓ 

↑warheads↓ if ↑we saw a warhead↓ (.6) ↑on the site (.) and we knew that that (.5) launcher was capable of launching ↓that warhead ↑I would (.6) frankly I would strongly urge against the air attack to be quite frank ↓about it (.5) because I think the <danger to this country in relation to the gain that would accrue .hh would be: excessive↓> (.7) (now i- ) this is why I suggest that if we’re talking about an air attack↓ (.6) ↑I believe we should consider it (.3) only: on the assumption that we can (.5) carry it off before these become operational↓ (#2 in figure 4.2).13

McNamara’s worry, then, was less about a deliberate nuclear attack on the United States than an unauthorized missile launch, a possibility no one could rule out. Somewhat later, in connection with talk about military preparations, McNamara drew the critical conclusion: “the air attack ↑must (.8) ↓take them by surprise↓” (#6 in figure 4.2).14
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During this first meeting, the president was, by all indications, convinced, in every instance taking as his premise that the missiles would have to be destroyed before they became operational, which was taken to mean before the Soviets learned that the United States had discovered them (because it was feared that some could be readied for firing within a few hours). For instance, after Rusk pointed to a drawback of an immediate strike, namely that it would alienate America’s allies, Kennedy responded:

but of course warning them [the allies] uh it s-  seems to me uh (1.2) is warning everybody and I uh and obviously you can’t sort of announce that in four days from now you’re gonna take them out (1.1) they may announce within (.) three days that they’re gonna have warheads on them if we come and attack they’re gonna fire them then what what’ll we do then we ↑don’t↓ 

take them out (#3 in figure 4.2).15

Kennedy added another twist here, namely that the Soviets might threaten to fire the missiles upon receiving a warning, but the import was the same: giving the Soviets advance warning increased the dangers inherent in any subsequent attempt to destroy the missiles. 

October 16, 6:30 p.m.– 7:55 p.m. 

McNamara reiterated his warning four more times in the second meeting. For instance, of the “political course of action” that would begin with a warning to Khrushchev, McNamara said: “this seem to me to (.4) likely lead to no (.3) satisfactory result↑ (.3) and <it ↑almost uh stops↓> (.7) subsequent military ↓action (.4) ↑because the danger of starting military action after they acquire (.4) a nuclear capability is so great I believe we would decide against ↓it” (#8 in figure 4.2).16 But twenty- seven minutes into this meeting Kennedy showed signs of movement, offering a succinct statement of the principal advantage and disadvantage (or positive and negative co- consequences) of the advance warning: I completely agree that there isn’t any doubt that if we announced that there were .hh MRBM sites going up that that would change (that uh) we would secure a good deal of political support (.9) uh after my s-  statement [of Sept. 4, that Soviet missiles in Cuba would not be tolerated] and the fact that we indicated our desire to (.2) restrain (.3) this really (.4) would put the burden on the Soviet on the other hand the very (.1) fact of doing that makes the military (1.0) we lose all the advantages of our [surprise] strike (#9 in figure 4.2).17

A short time later, after another warning from McNamara, Kennedy gave the first articulation to the warning- then- strike plan (#11 in figure 4.2); this and the brief exchange that followed are in excerpt 4.1. For the germ of what became the plan that resolved the crisis, this had a rather inchoate inception. 

[image: Image 22]
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After an aborted question (line 2), Kennedy struggles through several versions of a plan to precede an air strike with some political work, where the main issue is whom to first inform or consult. At first it is Latin American governments (who it was feared would be threatened by a Communist backlash to an air strike), then he adds NATO allies “who have the right” to know (British prime minister Macmillan and French president de Gaulle), and then suddenly Kennedy is talking about a “public statement” which would, by necessity, include the Soviets. In lines 19– 21, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter- American Affairs Edwin Martin responds to the final variation, warning the president of some (unclear) domestic repercussions of a public statement and the need to act quickly after making it.18 Kennedy concurs and then offers a more precise timing for the announcement and air strike (lines 23– 28), referring to the latter obliquely (as later became the norm): “we’re gonna move on uh Saturday.” 

Talk of an air strike after an announcement made relevant McNamara’s oft- repeated concern that operational missiles might be fired— a simple consequence— yet the defense secretary did not seize the opening. Whatever the reason, the opportunity was soon lost as Bobby asked about the possibility of combining an announcement with intensive air surveillance that would have allowed the United States to keep careful tabs on the missiles (immediately 
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after the excerpt ends). To that McNamara  did respond (#12 in figure 4.2): after Taylor warned that the missiles and airplanes could simply be hidden in the woods, McNamara added a co-  (or possibly alternative) consequence, namely that the missiles “can also be readied (.8) perhaps (.2) between the time we (.3) in effect say we’re going to come in and the time we ↑do ↓come in this this is a very very great danger to this (.7) this coast↓”— showing that the point was still very much on his mind.19 Then a few turns later Gilpatric attempted to draw the conclusion: “so you would say that (uh:/the:) the strike should precede ↑any↓ (.4) public (.5) discussion,” to which McNamara responded, “I (.2) 

↓believe so ↑yes↓ (.5) ↑if you’re going to strike I think before you .hh make any announcements you should decide whether you’re going to strike and if you (.) are going to strike you shouldn’t make an announcement.”20 (This is also subsumed under #12 in the figure.)

Following this, Kennedy seemed to abandon the plan to make an announcement, for there was a long discussion about variations on the air strike and preparations for that, and toward the end of the meeting McNamara reiterated his warning, saying of a “political approach” that it would preclude any subsequent military action: “once you ↑start ↓this political approach I don’t think you’re gonna ↑have ↓any opportunity for a military operation” (#13 in figure 4.2).21

October 18, 11:10 a.m.– 1:15 p.m. 

Thus while in the first meeting it was uniformly assumed that any air strike would be a surprise air strike, in that no one attempted a story to the contrary, in the second meeting such a story was ventured but failed to gain traction. 

ExComm members met off and on throughout the next day (the seventeenth), for about six hours total, but because Kennedy skipped these meetings to see to other business, the only record we have is a meager three- and- a- half pages of notes taken by CIA Director John McCone. From these we learn that some supported an immediate air strike, and that when former ambassadors to the Soviet Union Charles Bohlen (who participated in some of the early meetings) and Llewellyn Thompson proposed talks with the Soviets, McNamara and Taylor objected that that “would give time for the threatening missiles to become operational,” and also for them to be camouflaged.22 There was also “an extensive discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of a military blockade,”23 but no record of the arguments made on either side. 

At first, the midday meeting of the eighteenth, with Kennedy in attendance and the tape recorder rolling once again, seemed destined to go the way of the two meetings of the sixteenth. After the intelligence report, Rusk presented a list of considerations that “militate in ↑favor↓ of (.5) uh a uh (.7) a uh (.3) consultation with Khrushchev (1.5) and an implication that we will act” (#14).24 

But soon afterward McNamara issued two more uncontested warnings in 
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quick succession: “all of these pla:ns (.8) are based on one very important assumption↓ (.5) that we would attack uh (.7) with conventional weapons (1.1) against an enemy (.9) who is ↑not ↓equipped (.4) with operational nuclear↓ 

weapons”; and, “we consider nothing (.2) short (.4) of a full invasion (1.5) as (.5) applicable military action and ↑this ↓only (.) on the assumption that we’re operating against a force (.5) that does not possess operational nuclear weapons” (both under #15).25

McNamara made the point again several minutes later, now as a direct challenge to the president (#16 in figure 4.2). This is reproduced in excerpt 4.2. The context is a discussion of the air strike variation that would have targeted not only missiles but Soviet aircraft as well. Kennedy just asked whether this would eliminate the threat of retaliation by those aircraft. In lines 1– 8 McNamara and Taylor reply that some planes could remain. The president responds by raising the question of nuclear weapons, but then dismisses this, essentially on the grounds that the Soviets would not want to start a nuclear war. But in saying this, Kennedy generalizes beyond airplane- borne nuclear bombs (which, everyone basically agreed, would probably not be used) to nuclear weapons in general,26 inviting McNamara to make his point again, that nuclear weapons might be fired even without authorization (e.g., by some Soviet officer in Cuba upon finding himself under attack). Then comes his refrain: “all of these (.9) cases are premised on the assumption there ↑are ↓no operational nuclear weapons 
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there (.9) if there’s ↑any possibility ↓of that I would ↑strongly recommend↓ 

that these plans be modified substantially↓” (lines 20– 24). 

This exchange is important because it shows that McNamara’s concern about bombing operational missiles persisted into the third meeting, and also that he was willing to directly challenge the president. Yet what happened next is all the more surprising as a result. After a long stretch during which the postwarning strike option failed to thrive, its fortunes suddenly turned, with six consecutive stories involving this scenario (##17– 22 in figure 4.2) delivered without any objection from McNamara or anyone else. The first was about forty- three minutes into the meeting. After Thompson expressed a preference for the blockade option, Kennedy asked how he proposed to deal with the missiles already on the island. Thompson responded, “demand they’re (.2) uh dismantled or and and say that we’re gon-  s-  uh (.3) maintain constant surveillance and if they are armed we would then take them out (.3) uh and then maybe ↑do ↓it” (#17 in figure 4.2).27

The second instance (#18) was a few minutes later, and is reproduced in lines 4– 6 of excerpt 2.4. This time Thompson merely alluded to the  threat of an air strike, and only haltingly and incompletely: “I think uh it would be useful to say that if they are ((clears throat)) if they’re made operational we might (.8) er er would (.7)”28— though in this context the import was clear enough. Then, a bit later Ball told a similar story, saying that, if Khrushchev did not back down after a warning, “you go ahead [with an air strike] I mean you can’t be stopped” 

(#19 in figure 4.2).29

After these three tellings of the warning- then- strike story, Kennedy began telling it as well, and then did so three times in succession (##20– 22 in figure 4.2). One is reproduced in excerpt 4.3 (#21). Shortly after an exchange about the disadvantages of a surprise air strike, Kennedy returns to the advance warning plan (one virtue of which was that it would not have involved a Pearl Harbor- like surprise attack),30 saying that an announcement about the missiles on Friday (“tomorrow” in line 1) would be followed by an air strike the next day (lines 9– 10). Then Bundy checks that the strike would include Russian aircraft and talk segues into the timing of the announcement and air strike. 

Four things are noteworthy. First, in each of these six cases the reference to the air strike was oblique, involving variations on “we take them out” and 

“we go ahead,” and the mere suggestion of a threat to strike in excerpt 2.4. The casualness here is too consistent to be by chance; one interpretation is that each speaker hoped to thwart an objection from McNamara by denying him a well-formed narrative clause on which he could hang his objection. Second, the first three of these six stories were delivered by someone  other than the president— 

two by Thompson and one by Ball— so this was not simply a case of the president taking a stand and others falling into line.31 Third, these stories effectively ignored earlier worries about bombing operational missiles, as if they had never been expressed. Thus Fursenko and Naftali are wrong in saying that Kennedy 
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“overruled concerns— especially those expressed by McNamara— that any use of force implied taking the risk of an inadvertent nuclear war,”32 for this suggests that Kennedy declared them ungrounded, which is not what happened. 

Finally, in every case but one, immediately subsequent talk continued to flesh out the warning- then- air strike scenario, whether through discussion of the details of the blockade (##17, 20), the timing of the air strike (#21), or other possible Soviet responses to the blockade or advance warning (##18, 22). (In the remaining case, #19, Bundy interrupted to speculate about Khrushchev’s plans for announcing the missiles.) In contrast, whenever McNamara had earlier warned of the danger of a nuclear response to an air strike following an advance warning, further planning for that scenario never occurred. This is exactly the sort of path dependency anticipated in chapter 2, with the trajectory of the story depending on whether someone narrated nuclear reprisal at the point at which the United States was imagined bombing (possibly) operational missiles. But now there is an added twist, that the story also had to lack a disastrous ending as a precondition for the narrative backtracking needed to fill out the details of how to bring it to pass. 

What is surprising here is not that some people found an advance warning appealing, for as many scholars have observed, this seemed like a strong action (at least in combination with a blockade) that did not run the immediate risk of escalating the crisis beyond control (at least until such a time as the United States had to fire on a Soviet ship that resisted inspection).33 Instead, what is surprising is that on these occasions, as in excerpt 4.1, talk of an air strike after a warning survived in spite of the fact that a strong, and unanswered, objection to such a plan had been voiced repeatedly in this and the earlier meetings. That means not only did McNamara not object, but also that no one mentioned his objection or took him to task for not objecting. Further, after the third of the six consecutive blockade- then- strike stories, McNamara said that the disadvantage from the loss of surprise “is not very great,”34 without being called 
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to account for contradicting all of his earlier warnings. (I speculate about his motives later.)

I take this collaborative not- saying as one form of  suppression, under the assumption that while one person can simply forget to make a pertinent observation when the opportunity presents itself, or for some reason find himself or herself fleetingly unable to do so (say, for reason of beverage sipping), something more deliberate is at work when many people fail to repeat it. But something else is at work here, for it is not merely that some earlier objection was not revived, but, moreover, that immediately subsequent talk proceeded as if that objection had never been voiced. This suggests that the primary narrative requirement was not to tell a story that was sensible and defensible given everything that had been said before, or even just very recently, but to tell a story that was plausible taken in isolation. More important than the long- term synthesis of information and perspectives, in other words, was the immediate, episodic, even if amnesic, telling of stories— which was just about the only way hopeful stories  could be told. 

Then, though, perhaps remembering his defense secretary’s objection, Kennedy raised the issue of the loss of surprise (#23); see excerpt 4.4. Shortly after the end of excerpt 4.3, Sorensen questioned the need for an advance warning to Khrushchev and proposed that he be notified of the attack at the time it commenced. Bobby and Rusk countered with the moral argument against a surprise attack against a small country, and then excerpt 4.4 begins. The real danger of a surprise attack, Thompson says, is that the conflict would escalate, starting with the death of Russians and continuing with a U.S. invasion (lines 1– 3). McNamara concurs. Kennedy responds by reviving the warning- then-air strike alternative narrative, which would give Khrushchev time to get his people out of the way of American bombs. Then, in lines 16– 18, he acknowledges the resulting loss of surprise. However, rather than talk about the implications of loss of surprise for the missile threat, Kennedy begins with the threat of bomb- carrying Soviet aircraft, which he dismisses in such a way as to project a contrast with something else: “I’m not so worried about the ↑air↓” 

(lines 19– 20), where the “so” and the intonational emphasis on “air” anticipate a comparison. The obvious one is to the missiles, but it is not forthcoming. 

Instead there are two substantial pauses separated by Kennedy’s “uh” in line 26. 

For periods during which nothing was said, these are pregnant with meaning, for these were in fact opportunities for  anyone to raise the missile threat, yet no one did. Thus, here we have another act of suppression in which everyone was complicit: the president for not completing his thought though he is given the time to do so, and everyone else for not proffering a completion, though Kennedy gives  them the time to do so. Instead, Alexis Johnson changes the topic to the president’s upcoming meeting with Soviet foreign minister Gromyko. 

Talk of advance warning, then, made the co- consequences of a threat from aircraft and a threat from missiles relevant, but Kennedy restricted himself to the 
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former even as he anticipated, but failed to deliver, and failed to induce anyone else to deliver, the second. 

The third meeting witnessed three more storytelling episodes that assumed a warning to Khrushchev before an air strike (##24, 27, and 28). Again, none were contested. But then, toward the end of the third meeting, there were three occasions on which someone  did try to raise concerns about an air strike against operational missiles, but was in some way foiled. In two cases, this was due to an emergent feature of group talk anticipated in chapter 2, namely the ever-present possibility that one utterance will trigger simultaneous responses from two or more other people, where the overlap potentially downgrades the sequential implicativeness, or consequentiality,35 of one or both responses. And in the third, it was due to even more overt forms of suppression, including narrative interdiction. I examine each in turn. 

Excerpt 4.5 (#25) occurred in the context of continued indecision about how to respond to the missiles: with an immediate air strike, or a blockade followed soon afterward by a strike, or possibly a blockade without the threat of a strike. 

In lines 1– 4, Kennedy and Bundy identify the argument for a quick strike, that any delay would give the Soviets the chance to ready some of the missiles for 
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firing. But then Kennedy appears to embark on the familiar response, that the Soviets are unlikely to fire missiles from Cuba unless they are prepared for nuclear war, in which case they could just as well fire them from somewhere else. This essentially negates an argument in favor of a surprise attack, and Taylor, an advocate (along with the other Joint Chiefs) of such an attack, interrupts Kennedy when he pauses mid- TCU at the end of line 9 so as to make a (fairly bland) recommendation that appears to take the surprise air strike for granted (lines 10, 12– 14). In the midst of this, Bundy attempts his own response, beginning somewhat belatedly but answering Kennedy as if he had finished his point while disregarding Taylor’s existing claim to speakership. Kennedy’s incipient suggestion that the Russians would never fire their missiles, he says, assumes their rationality (line 11), something that the ExComm had good reason to wonder about given the great risks the Soviets were running in placing missiles in Cuba to begin with. (In this he implies an alternative consequence: the firing of missiles.) His point is interactionally lost, however, for it is engulfed by Taylor’s. This is in spite of the fact that while both Bundy and Taylor appear to be resisting Kennedy’s slight movement away from an air strike, it is Bundy’s response that is the more pointedly relevant to Kennedy’s line of (incompletely articulated) argument. Yet the fact that Taylor is speaking at the same time (lines 10– 11), and continues speaking for some time after Bundy finishes (lines 12– 14), makes it possible for Kennedy to avoid acknowledging the point or its relevance to the air strike- versus- blockade debate, where it further helps that McNamara speaks after Taylor, putting more distance between Bundy’s objection and Kennedy’s next turn- at- talk. 
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Something similar happens to the attorney general a minute later. In excerpt 4.6 (#26 in figure 4.2), Bobby asks for the best date for an air strike from the perspective of military planning and preparation. McNamara and Taylor are characteristically at odds over the issue, with McNamara (catering to the president) providing the earlier date and Taylor (responsive to military planners) the later one (lines 7– 9). Bobby then attempts to point out that the missile sites could be completed in the meantime (even without putting the Soviets on notice), apparently in response to the estimate from Taylor, with the implication (communicated by “even though”) that this would be a problem. In line 12, Taylor begins speaking in the midst of Bobby’s turn-constructional unit and is thereby able to evade the sequential implicativeness of Bobby’s (at overlap onset) half- formed objection. This affords Taylor the chance to explain the benefit of the additional preparation time, starting with “in other words,” 

which marks this reformulation as a continuation of his turn in line 9. In line 14, Bobby apparently tries to make his point again (now addressing Taylor by name). Now, however, his entire turn overlaps with simultaneous talk from several other individuals (indicated by the double underlining). Rusk is the next undisputed speaker, and connects his remark to the importance of giving the military time to prepare (somewhat oddly under the circumstances, for fear that “somebody ↑really gets hurt”) that so concerned Taylor, effectively 
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responding to the last person to successfully monopolize the floor. Thus Bobby attempts to resurrect McNamara’s earlier concern about the threat from the missiles, but conversational caprice downgrades his remarks twice in succession, rendering them interactionally inconsequential.36

Bobby’s failure to secure uptake from Taylor or Rusk may or may not have been willful in excerpt 4.6, and the same can be said of Bundy in excerpt 4.5, but when Bobby is prevented from making his point a few minutes later the suppression is almost certainly deliberate. Excerpt 4.7 (#29 in figure 4.2) is 
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from the end of the third recorded meeting, at which point (perhaps importantly) the president is no longer in the room (though he left the recorder running). Bobby presses his point again but finds himself repeatedly thwarted by none other than McNamara, now determined to exploit the chronological nature of narratives and other turn- taking devices to suppress a narrative that otherwise threatens to derail the scenario to which he has become increasingly attached. 

In the excerpt, Bobby tries no fewer than  eight  times to launch a future narrative about the consequences of a blockade. From the excerpt, it is plain that his intention is to point out some peril of the plan of action then favored by most of the group, and eventually to be selected by the president. McNamara, perhaps impressed with the difficulty of destroying so many missiles from the 
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air (the number seemed to increase with every new cache of photographs), now strongly favors that plan, but  without the threat of later military action; rather, he imagines negotiations. Virtually everyone else, though, assumes that an air strike (and perhaps invasion) will be necessary, and it seems that McNamara has decided to suppress the frightening consequences of such an air strike lest they count against the blockade in the minds of other ExComm members, though those consequences had originally come from his very mouth. (This would also explain why he suddenly stopped warning about those consequences earlier in the meeting: not because he was, say, distracted or tired of repeating himself, but because he realized that every time he predicted a nuclear attack in the event of an air strike against operational missiles, he was putting his own variation of the blockade plan at risk.)

McNamara accomplishes this suppression through effective use of four tactics. First, he exploits opportunities created by Bobby’s penchant for asking the secretary to affirm the narrative’s first step, namely that the Soviets would be permitted to complete some of the missiles. Second, he exploits the chronological nature of narratives to build on Bobby’s narrative beginnings with his own view of how events will unfold, in terms of simple consequences or subsequences; this is what I refer to as “narrative interdiction.” Third, he resists the terms of Bobby’s questions and charges, offering “pseudo- responses” 

that begin as responses but then advance his own vision of the blockade- and-negotiate narrative. Fourth, he exploits a vulnerability in Bobby’s phraseol-ogy, namely the use of variations on the formulation “you tell them they can continue building the missiles.” And then, as if Bobby were not already having a hard enough time, third parties repeatedly interject, on one occasion requiring Bobby to restart his project from scratch and on another forcing him to abandon it entirely. 

I analyze each attempt in turn. To help the reader follow along, each attempt, along with one lengthy interlude and one shorter side exchange, is marked off by dashed lines in the excerpt. 

 Attempt 1 (Lines 1– 13)

Bobby gets off to a convoluted start, apparently asking McNamara about the likelihood of surveillance detecting further progress on the missiles even after a U.S. ultimatum. Or at least this is how his question is understood by McNamara, who, in the context of this understanding, answers straightforwardly, agreeing that this is a likely scenario, with the opening “oh” suggesting that this was a view he held prior to being asked, pertaining to something about which he can speak authoritatively.37 Rather than take the narrative further (as he later tries to do), Bobby responds in lines 9– 10 by immediately challenging the necessity of this undesirable turn by pointing out that it could be avoided by an air strike (a negating cause). 
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In line 11, McNamara starts his response with “well I think this (.) this (.) goes back.”  Well frequently signals forthcoming dissent even as it postpones and cushions it, and  I  think announces (obviously) a personal opinion.38 McNamara’s “this goes back” then seems to presage an attempt to diagnose the problem with Bobby’s narrative, in which missile development can be stopped through bombing, as lying somewhere earlier in its (perhaps implicit) development. But then McNamara appears to misconstrue Bobby’s point, resisting the implication that the United States should threaten to use military force though in fact in lines 9– 10 Bobby seemed more interested in the actual use of force than in its threatened use. 

 Attempt 2 (Lines 14– 22)

Receiving little satisfaction from his first attempt, Bobby asks the question more pointedly in lines 14 and 16. McNamara responds with his version of the blockade- and- negotiate narrative rather than accepting the terms of the yes/no question put to him. As before, he announces his intention to respond evasively with “well,” and repeats the expression “this goes back.” On this second usage the latter’s function starts to become clear: to both qualify his turn  as a response while simultaneously offering a justification for the fact that it is not actually going to sound like an answer to the question.39 Perhaps feeling, however, that all of his talk about talking is underwhelming, McNamara offers something more decisive (lines 21– 22), namely the implementation of the blockade, and then underscores its decisiveness: “↑that’s ↓done.” 

 Attempt 3 (Lines 23– 25)

Bobby offers an agreement token (“all right”) and then uses the narrative connector  then to identify the likely consequence of the blockade: the completion of the missile sites. But McNamara interdicts Bobby’s attempt to carry the narrative further in order to offer his own subsequence: “and you ↑talk.” In contrast to excerpts 2.1 and 2.3, in this McNamara exploits one of the main forms of narrative relevance not to identify an undesirable consequence, but to prevent the identification of one (whatever Bobby had in mind with his interrupted “and you” in line 24) by putting something more hopeful in its place. 

 Attempt 4 (Lines 30– 35)

The dyadic exchange between the defense secretary and attorney general is briefly interrupted by a question from Thompson, most likely directed to McNamara and in any event answered by him (lines 26– 29). In lines 30– 31, Bobby makes a fourth attempt at his story, starting with “well” to signal discord though in fact his turn is not directed to McNamara’s answer to Thompson in lines  

96  •  Chapter 4

28– 29, but instead resumes the dyadic exchange that Thompson interrupted. 

(In chapter 2 I anticipated this as a rare violation of narrative relevance.) Then comes the story’s first step again, though worded not in terms of what the Soviets will do but in terms of what the United States will “tell them they can” do. 

Taking excerpt 4.7 as a whole, it is apparent that Bobby is less concerned with what the Soviets are  told than with what they actually  do, so his use of 

“we tell them” requires analysis. One possibility is that Bobby has been drawn into McNamara’s way of describing U.S. actions in terms of what the Soviets are told, either unconsciously or as a way of trying to overcome a persistent rhetorical divide. More likely, Bobby intends “we tell them” not to denote a communicative event but, rather, as a way to underscore U.S. responsibility for what seems to him the likely consequence of a blockade. Whichever it is, the formulation affords McNamara an immediate foundation for sharp dissent (line 32), followed by his prepared version of what the United States will literally say to the Soviets: the missiles are unacceptable and the outcome of negotiations must be their removal. 

 Attempt 5 (Lines 36– 46)

Bobby responds with the agreement token “right,” but the lack of a pause after it makes this sound dismissive (like the “all right” in line 23). Then he makes a fifth attempt at his own story, now formulated as a blunt prediction of Soviet behavior. Perhaps lacking an easy means of evasion this time around, Mc Namara agrees (line 38). Then there is a brief exchange with Taylor about overflights (lines 39– 40), but Bobby quickly resumes his story, reiterating its most recent addition (“they put the missiles in place”) and then extending it: “and then they announce they’ve got atomic weapons” (lines 41– 43). McNamara is unfazed, and uses a simple consequence (an announcement by the United States) to return the narrative to the blockade- and- negotiate track (lines 44– 46), derailing Bobby’s narrative again. 

 Interlude (Lines 47– 67)

Then the dyadic exchange between Bobby and McNamara is interrupted again, this time more seriously by a succession of questions from Sorensen, Thompson, and Taylor, with the last of these leading to further participation by still others. An interesting feature of this exchange is that it briefly changes the narrative terms of the discussion. For the most part, excerpt 4.7 is dedicated to Bobby’s attempt to construct a narrative that follows from the strategy favored by McNamara, and McNamara’s attempt to thwart that narrative. Taylor’s question in lines 56– 58, in contrast, affords McNamara the chance to identify the undesirable consequence (dead Russians) of the alternative scenario that 
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Taylor, and it seems Bobby (perhaps playing devil’s advocate), prefers instead of the blockade— an immediate air strike. 

 Attempt 6 (Lines 68– 73)

Near the start of line 69 Bobby has regained the floor, heading off McNamara’s move to enumerate other options, and finding that his narrative has been seriously disrupted, restarts it. And then, tactically speaking, he repeats one of his earlier mistakes, framing a prediction of a Soviet response to a blockade as what the United States will “tell them” they can do. McNamara seizes the opening as before but Bobby, realizing his mistake, corrects himself: “you don’t tell them but they go ahead.” Bobby’s self- correction (which supports my earlier analysis of this expression) comes too late, however, arriving in the midst of a response by McNamara that effectively ignores it (lines 71, 73). 

 Attempt 7 (Lines 74– 77)

Bobby tries yet again in line 74, but is interrupted by McNamara, whose turn in lines 76– 77 seems designed as a continuation of his turn in line 73. In this McNamara appears to exploit Bobby’s “uh (.2),” which marks trouble in turn production, as an excuse to take the floor before Bobby can produce a complete turn to which a response might need to be supplied. 

 Attempt 8 (Lines 78– 81)

Bobby tries one more time, but before he can get very far, or elicit a response from McNamara, the reality of the lives of policymakers sets in: Bundy announces he has to leave, there is a brief exchange about the next meeting time, and then Bobby (along with some others) apparently exits the room for while Bundy, McNamara, Taylor, and Sorensen continue talking, the attorney general is not heard from (or addressed by name) again. 

What is at the root of Robert Kennedy’s difficulties here? The attorney general clearly wants to tell a story about the blockade that will narrate the delete-rious consequences of giving the Soviets the opportunity to complete work on the missiles already in Cuba. He could do that best were he to be given solitary speaker privileges for the duration of his story. Not having lived through the future, however, he has no epistemic basis on which to claim such a privilege, so that there is nothing to prevent Secretary McNamara, now apparently determined to suppress the very consequences he earlier warned about (for fear of their implications for subsequent deliberations, per the principle of path dependency), from speaking at virtually every opportunity. 

But why does Bobby feel compelled to keep restarting his narrative? This appears to be his undoing, for it is not for lack of total speaking time that he is 
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unable to make his case. Presumably, his objective is to tell a convincing story about the consequences of a blockade in which cause and effect are made plain. 

That effort is subverted every time someone interjects, and particularly when McNamara elbows in with his own narrative.40 This is because were Bobby to then simply pick up where he left off upon regaining the floor, his further narrative might be heard not as a continuation of his earlier, interrupted narrative, but of whatever competing story was developed in the interim. 

Also striking, of course, is McNamara, who went from the primary spokes-man of the danger of bombing Cuba after the Soviets were given time to complete some of the missiles to the primary agent preventing Bobby from making (or at least seeming to try to make) that same argument. As already explained, McNamara decided fairly early on that his preferred course of action was a blockade  without threat of an air strike. The problem was that the president, and many of his advisers, were only going to accept a blockade so long as it did not foreclose the possibility of military action— which, as I have said repeatedly, they believed would be needed— and by partway into the first Thursday meeting McNamara may have grown into the realization that it was best to defend the blockade plan against the very charge he had so often leveled against it, perhaps thinking that after the blockade was implemented the president would be reluctant to carry out the threatened strike for fear of the missiles. 

October 19, Starting at 11:00 a.m. (Not Recorded)

The meeting on the evening of the eighteenth was not tape recorded, and no minutes were taken. Afterward, though, Kennedy dictated some observations, the main one being that his advisers had shifted, over the course of the day, from favoring an immediate air strike to favoring a blockade.41 Whether or not Kennedy was right in this characterization, the next day (Friday, October 19, when the president was traveling) opinion very much ranged from those favoring immediate military action to those favoring an initial blockade. The minutes from this day’s meetings (which started at 11:00 a.m. and ran off and on throughout the day) are not especially detailed, but one thing is directly relevant to my analysis. To quote from the minutes:

In the course of the afternoon discussion, the military representatives, especially Secretary McNamara, came to expressing the view that an air strike could be made some time after the blockade was instituted in the event the blockade did not produce results as to the missile bases in Cuba. The Attorney General took particular note of this shift, and toward the end of the day made clear that he firmly favored blockade as the first step; other steps subsequently were not precluded and could be considered; he thought it was now pretty clear what the decision should be.42
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According to the minutes, the “military representatives” included, in addition to McNamara, to whom this view is principally attributed, his subordinates Ros well Gilpatric and Paul Nitze, as well as Maxwell Taylor. Taylor, however, had explicitly ruled out an air strike after a blockade earlier in the meeting: 

“General Taylor said that a decision now to impose a blockade was a decision to abandon the possibility of an air strike. A strike would be feasible for only a few more days; after that the missiles would be operational.”43 Thus it seems that this was mainly McNamara’s opinion, perhaps with some support from Gilpatric and Nitze, and one not based in any new intelligence that Taylor was aware of. 

This was an important development, including in the eyes of the minute-taker and Bobby Kennedy, for it supports my claim that a sticking point for the blockade was the difficulty of a later air strike. With this shift, McNamara— 

though without the support of the uniformed military— dealt a definitive blow, at least in Bobby’s mind, against the “shoals or rocks or troublesome gales”44 

that had made the blockade route a difficult one to embark on. 

October 20, 2:30 p.m.– 5:10 p.m. (Not Recorded)

Again, we lack an audio recording of the Saturday ExComm meeting. We do, however, have exceptionally detailed meeting minutes, as suggested not only by their length (ten typed pages) but also by the number of occasions on which two- turn exchanges are reproduced: one person expressed a view and someone else “responded,” or they “agreed,” or they “sharply rejected” some assertion, or someone asked a question and was answered. While we still have to take this record with a grain of salt— the superiority of recordings over witness accounts being a primary methodological premise of this book— the minutes are illuminating about the way in which the blockade- then- strike plan overcame the still- relevant objections that could be raised against it and are our best glimpse into how the foregoing discussions, both taped and untaped, culminated in a decision. 

What we find are three weak and undernarrated allusions to the risks of military action after a blockade, one firmer warning whose implications were only fleetingly acknowledged, and eight firmly narrated statements (in two groups of four) in favor of an air strike after advance warning (not always in connection with a blockade) without, so far as we can judge, direct challenge. 

The meeting started with an intelligence report, as usual. Then, after the president was handed a document by Sorensen laying out the “blockade route,” McNamara listed that alternative’s disadvantages and advantages. Missing from the former was any risk of later having to bomb operational missiles, the reason presumably being that McNamara envisioned negotiations (possibly including an offer to remove nuclear missiles from Italy and Turkey) rather than a threat  

[image: Image 30]
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of, or preparations for, military action. Kennedy pointed out, apparently in direct response, that during the blockade some missiles would be made operational, as a result of which “the threat would increase” (#30 in figure 4.2)— without, however, specifically tying this to a subsequent air strike.45 Then after an exchange between Kennedy and Taylor about the effectiveness and timing of an air strike early in the week, “Rusk asked Taylor whether we dared to attack operational strategic missile sites,” to which Taylor responded, evasively, that “the risk of these missiles being used against us was less than if we permitted the missiles to remain there” (#31).46

Sometime later the president was handed a document laying out the immediate air strike scenario. Kennedy suggested giving the Russians at least two hours advance notice, Taylor indicated that “the military would be prepared to live with a twenty- four hour advance notice,”47 and Kennedy increased his recommendation to seven hours. Because even seven hours would, by some estimates, have given the Soviets time to ready some of the missiles for firing, all of these proposals are subsumed under #32 in figure 4.2, as an instance of a story involving advance warning before an air strike, albeit not, in this instance, in connection with a blockade. After a brief discussion about a possible letter to Castro, and a remark by the president to the effect that the United States would have to learn to live with Soviet nuclear bombers in Cuba, Bobby stated his support for a blockade followed by a later air strike, if needed (#33). Shortly afterward, Dillon proposed a seventy- two hour wait between the start of the blockade and an air strike (#34), and then McCone echoed this recommendation (#35). In each instance (##32– 35), no objection was immediately raised, though it had been alluded to only minutes before. 

Dillon, however, then went on to raise this very concern himself, admitting that “the limited use of force involved in a blockade would make the military task much harder and would involve the great danger of the launching of these missiles by the Cubans” (#36).48 (Most likely he said, or at least meant, “Russians.”) This, of course, was the crucial point, but its effects on the discussion were modest and short lived. Gilpatric “doubted that . . . [a blockade] could be combined with a later air strike,” which was at least consistent with Dillon’s worry (though I consider it too vague for inclusion in figure 4.2).49 Then Taylor made another vague reference to the risk, arguing “that a blockade would not solve our problem or end the Cuban missile threat. He said that eventually we would have to use military force and, if we waited, the use of military force would be much more costly” (#37).50

These revived concerns notwithstanding, soon afterward Rusk “urged that we start the blockade and only go on to an air attack when we knew the reaction of the Russians and of our allies” to the blockade (#38).51 Then after another interval there were three more tellings in quick succession: Thompson stated his support for a blockade followed by an air strike (#39); “the president said he was ready to go ahead with the blockade and to take actions 
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necessary to put us in a position to undertake an air strike on the missiles and missile sites by Monday or Tuesday” (#40);52 and Bobby “said we could implement a blockade very quickly and prepare for an air strike to be launched later if we so decided” (#41).53 Again, in none of these cases (##38– 41) did anyone object. 

With the next to last of these (#40) Kennedy seemed to have made up his mind to go with the blockade with preparations for military action. Yet not long afterward, he was back to talking about the possibility of a surprise air strike. Regardless, the direction of the deliberations, and Kennedy’s thinking, was clear, and it was the blockade with preparations for military action that he decided on once and for all after the meeting.54

Again, the minutes are no substitute for audio recording, but the congruence between the minutes of this meeting and the audio recordings of the earlier meetings is striking. Though we cannot expect the minutes to contain traces of suppressed talk (such as in excerpts 4.5– 4.7), we find, as before, stories about a postwarning air strike that met with no immediate objection, though such objections were indisputably relevant and, furthermore, “in the air,” in the sense of having been recently (if for the most part vaguely) voiced. 

That this enabled Kennedy to make a deliberatively warranted decision, announced to the public on the twenty- second, does not mean that he was actually persuaded that an air strike could be safely conducted days after the Soviets were alerted to U.S. knowledge of the missiles. During the days following his decision to start with a blockade, Kennedy fretted repeatedly about the possibility of a missile launch against the United States in the event of military action, including in a meeting with congressional leaders on the twenty-second, in an ExComm meeting on the twenty- third, in a phone call to the British Prime Minister Macmillan on the twenty- fourth, and in a conversation with John McCone on the twenty- sixth.55 Yet when the ExComm seriously returned to planning for an air strike on the twenty- fifth, amid evidence of ac-celerated work on the missiles, there were a dozen or so occasions on which the possibility of an air strike was mentioned without a single expressed concern about the danger that operational missiles might be fired.56 Though puzzling taken by itself, this is consistent with what happened during the third taped meeting, when such an attack became the elephant in the room that ceased to be narrated though nothing had been said to eliminate the need to worry. Further, now the ExComm had even more on its plate, including talks at the UN, questions about surveillance, the interception of ships at the blockade line (the subject of chapter 5), and on the twenty- seventh, Khrushchev’s contradictory offers (the subject of chapter 6) and the downing of a U- 2. Overall, there seems to have been a sense that the initial decision in favor of the blockade, with the threat of military action, had set the United States on this particular path, so that all the ExComm could do was plan for the air strike even as it hoped for a diplomatic breakthrough. 
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Conclusion: Decision Making by Suppression

The ExComm began the Cuban missile crisis with a serious problem and one bit of good fortune. The problem, as I have said, was that all options appeared bad at the start and hardly improved until the end of the crisis. In Schutz’s terms, the goal to which the ExComm aspired seemed beyond its grasp to achieve, yet it was not a goal it could abandon as “fantasy.”57 The bit of good fortune was that the ExComm’s knowledge of the Soviet missiles was not known to the Soviets, or virtually anyone else outside of top civilian and military circles, until Kennedy’s announcement on the twenty- second. This gave the group several days to deliberate, in Dewey’s sense of imaging the consequences of 

“various competing lines of action . . . to see what the resultant action would be like if it were entered upon,”58 without having to make an immediate decision that would gear irrevocably into the world.59

It would be nice to think that, during those days, the ExComm systematically and exhaustively explored all possibilities, calculating their respective costs and odds of success in advance of a rational selection. Indeed, this is the view held by Janis60 and virtually everyone else who has taken the ExComm’s deliberations as a model of clear- sighted decision making. What we find, instead, is that the ExComm mainly used those days to cycle through the various stories again and again, often renarrating each story (and in particular, the blockade story) as if for the first time, with little express recollection of earlier tellings and their disparate endings. But though this seems strange, it gave the ExComm a way forward, for if each story gets told again and again, there is a chance that on some telling— or better yet, some string of tellings— one story will come together in such a way that it can be construed, under force of pressure, as Bergson’s overripe fruit.61

The crucial mechanism behind the ultimate selection of the blockade option was suppression, and specifically, suppression of the dangers of having to subsequently bomb operational missiles (a risk inherent in any plan that gave Khrushchev advance warning before an attack). The apparent willingness to see that earlier objection suppressed is a striking finding. Part of the story, I suggested, was that McNamara supported the version of the blockade that did not carry with it the threat of subsequent military action, and eventually decided to defend it against that very critique. That only explains one man’s behavior, however, and it is abundantly evident that most other committee members wanted to keep the option of subsequent military action open. What we need to explain, then, is the systematic and largely consensual nonsaying of something that could have been said, or its only vague saying, and the complicity in its suppression when someone like Bundy, Bobby, Taylor, or Dillon tried to warn about it. 

I propose that, faced with no good options, the ExComm’s practical problem shifted from finding a solution to the problem of the missiles to finding a 
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solution to the problem of seeming to find a solution. While this meant putting serious reservations out of mind, or mouth, it may have seemed necessary if hours of meetings were to leave the president with anything more than a uniformly grim assessment of all of the options. And from Kennedy’s perspective, the need to take  some action may have become paramount once the goal of divining the  best action proved elusive. As William James once wrote, “we grow tired of long hesitation and inconclusiveness, and the hour may come when we feel that even a bad decision is better than no decision at all” (1890, p. 532). 

Conversation provided a ready way to do this. Conversational rules, constraints, and procedures operate locally, limiting what can be said (or at least said economically and intelligibly) now as a function of what was said last, or at least very recently.62 This is nowhere more true than in the context of storytelling, including with regard to future events, where one is held first and foremost to making claims (about what will happen next) that are consistent with the narrative as it has already developed  on  this  occasion. The ExComm took full advantage of this, retelling stories until such a time that one, involving a blockade with preparation for military action, was discussed on a succession of occasions without the threat of a nuclear response being narratively affixed to it, though that threat had been repeatedly stated not long before, though some people tried unsuccessfully to reintroduce it, though it was still being alluded to on the twentieth, and though Kennedy fretted about it to all and sundry in the days after the blockade was announced.63

But why did the ExComm work to suppress the consequences of giving Khrushchev advance warning before an air strike rather than the consequences of a surprise air strike— that the Soviets would retaliate against Turkey or Italy or, worst of all, West Berlin? Had they done so, the implication of my argument is that  that might have been Kennedy’s choice. Here it is tempting to fall back on the conventional explanation that Kennedy felt compelled to do  something and feared that a surprise air strike could send the crisis spiraling out of control,64 and there is probably some truth in this. However, we should be wary of this sort of ex post search for preferences, partly because we could have spun an equally convincing preference- based story had Kennedy ordered an immediate air strike instead (he wanted to get rid of the missiles and thought this would provide Khrushchev with a fait accompli) or nothing whatsoever (more than anything, he feared nuclear war). 

A processual explanation, and one more faithful to the data, changes the question from  why Kennedy chose a blockade to  how the blockade option emerged from the fray as viable. Then the answer is this: early on, McNamara took charge of warning against bombing operational missiles; when he abandoned this role on the eighteenth, others were slow to fill in the vacuum; when some eventually tried, they encountered difficulty in securing the floor, or encountered resistance from a defense secretary now determined to defend his own view of the blockade plan (involving negotiations); at a critical moment 
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on the nineteenth McNamara downplayed the risks of a postwarning air strike, perhaps betting that it could be averted; and on the twentieth, with a blockade clearly in the cards, ExComm members except for Dillon limited themselves to vague allusions to the risks of an air strike against operational missiles, even as others, sensing that a solution had been found to the problem of seeming to find a solution, converged on the blockade- then- air strike narrative, the president among them. Far from determined by prior interests and beliefs, then, Kennedy’s choice of a blockade emerged from a discursive state lying at the end of a long chain of discussions shaped by one man’s changing interactional strategy, conversational vicissitudes, and a growing determination to reach some kind of consensus, if not for the sake of group cohesion, then at least for the sake of enabling Kennedy to act before the United States lost its precarious initiative. 

Ex post accounts notwithstanding,65 it is easy, in light of the foregoing, to imagine Kennedy choosing differently. If, for example, McNamara, Bundy, Dillon, and Robert Kennedy had been more successful (or in McNamara’s case, more consistent) in articulating the dangers of bombing operational missiles, or if Kennedy had been forced to make his decision on the sixteenth (say, because of a media leak), he might have ordered a surprise air strike instead.66 Alternatively, had the president imposed the blockade sooner than he did, the navy might have tried to intercept the  Aleksandrovsk, a warhead- carrying freighter that slipped into Cuba just before the blockade was put into effect, and which was instructed to sink itself rather than be boarded.67 In either scenario and many others besides, Khrushchev might have felt compelled to retaliate, and both leaders feared their inability to (borrowing an image from one of Khrushchev’s missives) untie the knots of war once they were pulled tight. 

Description of Statements in Figure 4.2

1.  McNamara warns that any air strike would have to take place before the missiles become operational because otherwise they could be launched against the United States. He then talks about plans for a strike. 

2.  McNamara, in response to Rusk’s challenge to #1: “we ↓don’t know what kinds of communications the Soviets have with those sites↑ we don’t know what kinds of control they have over the warheads↓.”68 Then Kennedy changes the topic to Soviet intentions. 

3.  JFK: If we warn the Soviets they will prepare the missiles to be fired and then “we ↑don’t↓ take them out.”69 Then talk turns to air strike options, seeming to assume a surprise attack. 

4. JFK: At most we should warn the British before an air strike. Robert Kennedy then raises the possibility of an invasion, and talk turns to military preparations. 
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5. JFK: One question is “how much ti:me we’ve got on these particular missiles before they’re (.5) ready to go.”70 Talk then turns to intelligence about missile readiness. 

6. McNamara: “we ↑started  ↓with the assumption the air attack ↑must (.8) ↓take them by surprise↓.”71 McNamara then continues talking about general military preparations. 

7.  JFK: “I don’t think we’ve got much (.2) ti:me on these missiles (( . . .)) we may just have to just take them out. ”72 Kennedy then lists options for an immediate strike. 

8. McNamara: A warning “<almost uh stops↓> (.7) subsequent military 

↓action (.4) ↑because the danger of starting military action after they acquire (.4) a nuclear capability is so great I believe we would decide against  ↓it.”73 McNamara then continues listing options, including a blockade (seemingly without threat of an air strike, though with the threat to retaliate against the Soviet Union in the event of an attack from Cuba). 

9. JFK: A warning would secure more “political support” from U.S. allies but would come at the cost of loss of surprise.74 Kennedy then continues to waver about whether to make an announcement before a strike. 

10. McNamara: A warning would allow the Soviets time to complete the missiles and would also increase the chance of Soviet bombers attacking the East Coast. Then there is a period of talk about U.S. vulnerability to such bombers, and whether they might carry nuclear weapons. 

11.  JFK: “it’s quite obviously to our advantage to (.2) surface this thing.” (See excerpt 4.1.) Robert Kennedy then asks whether U.S. surveillance planes could monitor the missiles after an announcement. 

12. McNamara: If any warning is given to the Soviets the missiles could be readied, which would pose “a very very great danger to this (.7) this coast↓…if you (.) are going to strike you shouldn’t make an announcement.”75 Dillon then challenges the wisdom of an announcement, and Ball proposes that only close allies (France and Britain) be informed. 

13. McNamara (with Kennedy out of the room): If you start with a political approach, “I don’t think you’re gonna ↑have ↓any opportunity for a military operation.”76 Then there is some vague talk about the likelihood that a purely political approach could solve the crisis, which McNamara places at “not zero.”77

14. Rusk: “now these uh (.6) considerations (I’m/I’ve) just mentioned (.8) would (.5) militate in ↑favor↓ of (.5) uh a uh (.7) a uh (.3) consultation with Khrushchev (1.5) and an implication that we will act.”78 Rusk then continues a long monologue, turning to an OAS vote backing U.S. action and then the dangers of the alternative, a surprise air attack. 

15.  McNamara: “all of these pla:ns (.8) are based on one very important assumption↓ (.5) that we would attack uh (.7) with conventional weapons 
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(1.1) against an enemy (.9) who is ↑not ↓equipped (.4) with operational nuclear↓ weapons.”79 McNamara then recommends an invasion as the only “applicable military option.”80

16. McNamara: “I (.8) underline this assumption that all of these (.9) cases are premised on the assumption there ↑are  ↓no operational nuclear weapons there.” (See excerpt 4.2.) McNamara goes on to argue that the missiles do not change the balance of power but do present political problems and might also embolden Khrushchev. 

17. After Thompson expresses his “preference” for a blockade, Kennedy asks 

“what do we do with the weapons already there?” Thompson replies: “demand they’re (.2) uh dismantled or and and say that we’re gon- s- uh (.3) maintain constant surveillance and if they are armed we would then take them out (.3) uh and then maybe ↑do ↓it.”81 Talk continues on to the details of the blockade. 

18. Thompson seems about to say that the United States would threaten to attack Cuba after the imposition of a blockade “if they’re made operational” when he is interrupted.82 (See excerpt 2.4.) Kennedy and Thompson then argue about the threats and demands Khrushchev would make in response to a blockade. 

19.  Ball: If, after a warning, Khrushchev makes threats, “you go ahead [with an air strike] I mean you can’t be stopped.”83 Bundy then interrupts to speculate about when Khrushchev intends to announce the missiles. 

20. JFK: “we do the message (.3) to k- uh: Khrushchev (1.7) and tell him that if work continues etcetera etcetera we at the same time uh launch the blockade (1.6) uh (.8) if the work continues uh we (1.0) go in (.4) and uh take them (.2) out.”84 Talk continues on to whether a formal declaration of war is needed. 

21. JFK: We announce the missiles on Friday, then “we go ahead Saturday and we take them out.” (See excerpt 4.3.) Talk continues on to the timing of the (postwarning) air strike. 

22.  JFK: “we’re gonna call Congress back then we go ahead and ↑do ↓it the next morning.”85 Taylor then expresses concern that the warning would give the Soviets time to hide “the planes and so on” before a strike. 

23. JFK: An announcement before an air strike sacrifices surprise but Russian aircraft carrying nuclear bombs can be shot down. (Missiles not mentioned; see excerpt 4.4). Alexis Johnson then changes the topic to the president’s meeting with Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko. 

24. Thompson: After a warning we say we will “knock these things off if there were (.) any further work done on them.”86 Then come several remarks about how the blockade would be more acceptable than a surprise attack to U.S. allies, and from the perspective of “history.” 

25. JFK says that the Soviets would not fire missiles in the event of an air strike after a warning, and Bundy responds “if they were rational,” but in 
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overlap. Talk continues on to military preparations for an air strike. (See excerpt 4.5.)

26. Taylor says that the best day for an air strike, from the perspective of military preparations, would be on Tuesday. Bobby objects that the missiles would be ready to fire by then, but in overlap. (See excerpt 4.6.) Talk continues about military preparations. 

27.  Sorensen: There’s general (if not unanimous) agreement that Khrushchev would be approached before any air strike. Kennedy agrees: “(yes) well we have to have certainly to do the Khrushchev.”87 Then follows an exchange about the ExComm splitting into subgroups to analyze options, and plans for the next meeting. 

28. Thompson: A blockade would be accompanied by “(the) announcement that you’re going to ↑overfly ↓that (.) you ↑were ↓going to strike if if uh: if things went ↑on.”88 Then there are several remarks about the advantages of a blockade, and soon thereafter about the need for OAS support. 

29. Bobby Kennedy tries to tell a story about the dangers of allowing the missiles to be readied, but is continuously thwarted by McNamara. Then the meeting ends. (See excerpt 4.7.)

(The remaining entries in figure 4.2 are based on national security minutes.) 30.  After McNamara listed advantages of a blockade, “the President pointed out that during a blockade, more missiles would become operational, and upon the completion of sites and launching pads, the threat would increase.”89

31. After Taylor advocated an air strike on Tuesday (October 23), “Secretary Rusk asked General Taylor whether we dared to attack operational strategic missile sites in Cuba. General Taylor responded that the risk of these missiles being used against us was less than if we permitted the missiles to remain there.”90

32.  President Kennedy suggested giving the Soviets a few hours advance notice before an air strike. (No objection recorded.)

33.  Bobby Kennedy advocated a blockade followed by an air strike if needed. 

(No objection recorded.)

34. Dillon suggested waiting seventy- two hours after the instituting of a blockade before an air strike. (No objection recorded.)

35. McCone also suggested waiting seventy- two hours between the start of a blockade and an air strike. (No objection recorded.)

36. Dillon (not apparently responding directly to McCone): “the limited use of force involved in a blockade would make the military task much harder and would involve the great danger of the launching of these missiles by the Cubans.” Gilpatric then stated his support for a blockade while acknowledging that it would probably come at the expense of later military action.91
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37.  Taylor: Starting with a blockade would make later military action “much more costly.”92

38. Rusk “urged that we start the blockade and only go on to an air attack when we knew the reaction of the Russians and of our allies.”93 (No objection recorded.)

39.  Thompson advocated a blockade followed by an air strike if needed. (No objection recorded.)

40. “The President said he was ready to go ahead with the blockade and to take actions necessary to put us in a position to undertake an air strike on the missiles and missile sites by Monday or Tuesday.”94 (No objection recorded.)

41.  “The Attorney General said we could implement a blockade very quickly and prepare for an air strike to be launched later if we so decided.”95 (No objection recorded.)

C H A P T E R   5

The Blockade

President Kennedy announced the blockade, or quarantine,1 on the evening of October 22. Twenty Soviet ships turned around the next morning, though the ExComm did not learn of this until the morning of October 24 (and then they believed the number to be fourteen). These, we now know, included all ships with military cargo, including those carrying missiles.2 Yet other Soviet (and Soviet- chartered) ships continued on course to Cuba. While Kennedy, in particular, doubted that any of these carried nuclear weapons, his advisers were less certain, and in any event the credibility of the blockade seemed to depend on its eventual enforcement. 

The ExComm was therefore faced with a series of decisions about which ships to confront, board, and search, for the navy had been instructed to refer all such decisions to the White House.3 Now, though, the temporal pacing of the crisis had changed. Whereas during the first few days the ExComm met in secrecy and was able to postpone any action that would be construed, by the Soviets,  as an action, with the announcement of the blockade events were set in motion that the United States had to constantly respond to, or be perceived as meaningfully  not responding. 

Figure 5.1 is a timeline of the key events at the quarantine line, with the timing of ExComm meetings— between one and three a day— indicated. 

Again, missile- carrying ships received instructions from the Kremlin to turn around very soon after Kennedy’s public address. Then, at 7:15 a.m. on October 25, the Soviet tanker  Bucharest turned up at the quarantine line. On orders from the White House, this was allowed to continue past after identifying itself and declaring that its cargo was benign.4 Later that day or early the next an East German passenger ship, the  Völkerfreundschaft, thought to carry Soviet technicians, was permitted through the line.5 Then, later on the twenty- sixth, the navy attempted to intercept two non- Soviet ships under Soviet charter: the Lebanese dry cargo ship  Marucla, which allowed itself to be boarded and searched (the boarding party was offered coffee), and the Swedish dry cargo ship  Coolangatta, which astonished everyone by refusing to stop, apparently because its irritable captain feared that his cargo of potatoes was starting to rot.6 

Finally, the  Grozny, a Soviet cargo ship with suspicious deck cargo targeted for interception, stopped just short of the quarantine line when Washington and Moscow struck the deal that ended the crisis.7
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Figure 5.1.  Timeline of blockade-related events and ExComm meetings The ExComm deliberated about the interception of four ships: the  Kimovsk, which was one of the missile- carrying ships that immediately turned around; the  Bucharest, which though permitted to pass could have been stopped and searched subsequently; the  Völkerfreundschaft; and the  Grozny. All indications are that the ExComm intended to intercept the  Kimovsk but did not have the chance. But after that the ExComm seemed to lose its nerve, deciding  against intercepting the  Bucharest and  Völkerfreundschaft, and seriously considering not intercepting the  Grozny either when the issue became moot. To put the matter more starkly, the United States decided  not to enforce the blockade against the two Soviet bloc ships that came within its reach, and was tempted not to intercept a third that came close, though U.S. credibility seemed to be on the line. This is the central puzzle of this chapter. 

The story typically told in retrospect is that Kennedy passed up the chance to intercept several ships so as not to escalate the crisis.8 While Kennedy and his advisers were indeed reluctant to intercept any ships, my contention is that this reluctance had to be interactionally safeguarded against the objections that could be raised against it. Further, we will see that at the critical moment it was the failure to reach any decision whatsoever that mattered. 

My argument runs as follows. Though Schutz often wrote as if we first imagine a desired future and then devise a plan to bring it about,9 the blockade never really seemed appropriate for the goal of getting the missiles removed, in the sense that it was difficult to construct a narrative that began with the blockade and eventuated in the crating of the missiles without an (increasingly perilous) air strike. President Kennedy, of all people, recognized this: “well now the ↑quarantine itself ↓won’t remove the ↓weapons (.3) ↑so we’ve only got two way of removing the weapons↓ is ↑one is to the (.5) with the (.7) is to negotiate ↓them out in other words ↑trade ↓them out or the other is to go 
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in and uh ↑take ↓them out ↑I don’t see any other way you’re gonna get the weapons out.”10

This mismatch between means and ends was in the background of every exchange about which ships to intercept during the period October 23– 27. 

It was manifested in three ways. First, it was evident in disagreement about the immediate  objective of the blockade, such as between those who believed that the objective was to seize evidence of weapons shipments and those who believed the objective was to prevent additional weapons from reaching the island. Second, because neither this question, nor the question about whether to board a particular ship, could be resolved using the narrative practices that were so central to the last chapter, the narratives tended to be very shallow, and the situation favored stories that could quickly reach a vivid consequence, however irrelevant to the missiles. Third, more prominent than narratives of whatever depth were  justifications  of  inaction, one strange property of which was that, in their enthusiasm for this particular “language game,”11 ExComm members seemed to lose sight of the different, and differently interested, audiences for whom this justification was relevant. In particular, it lost sight of the situation as seen by the Russians, presumably watching every U.S. move for a sign of weakness. 

I start with some episodes of talk that reveal, and that revealed to ExComm members, the diverse and largely incompatible goals that the blockade was thought to serve. Then I analyze talk about whether to intercept the  Bucharest, Völkerfreundschaft, and  Grozny in turn. (Now that the ExComm was formally constituted and no longer meeting in secret, and now that Kennedy no longer had to work the campaign trail to maintain appearances, all ExComm meetings were tape recorded.) I devote the most attention to the  Bucharest because arguably that decision (or rather, as we will see, lack of a decision) was the most consequential, for, unlike the  Grozny (and earlier, the  Kimovsk), the United States actually had the chance to intercept the  Bucharest, and unlike the  Völkerfreundschaft, it seriously considered doing so. Granted, according to the analytical strategy used so far in this book, I should elide over discussions about the Grozny altogether, as not consequential for anything that actually happened. 

But the ExComm’s hesitation to intercept the  Grozny was part of a larger pattern witnessed in talk about the  Bucharest and  Völkerfreundschaft; thus all three are important to the story. 

The Clash of Goals

That ExComm members harbored different ideas about the goal of the blockade was immediately evident when the group first gave sustained attention to procedures for interception a few minutes into the 6:00 p.m. meeting of October 23. McNamara asked whether the navy was to be instructed to pursue 
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a ship that turned around upon being confronted and suggested that the answer should be no. Bobby responded that it would be advantageous to seize some weapons as evidence and suggested that the United States do so under the pretense that a ship that was turning around might be taking evasive action, and preparing to approach Cuba by a different route. After a thirty- four second excision, McNamara agreed that this was a priority and pointed to the  Kimovsk as a candidate. A minute later Rusk objected:

the problem here is that from ↓the (.8) ↑point ↓from the (.3) ↑Soviet point of view they’re gonna be sensitive as a boil the question is whether they’ll think we’re really (.6) trying to ↑capture↓ and seize and (1.1) and (.6) and analyze examine (.5) their missiles and their warheads and ↓things (1.8) 

↑now the purpose is to keep them out of Cuba↓.12

Here, then, we already have two goals: to seize weapons as evidence of offensive armaments, and to prevent more weapons from being delivered. Each entailed different instructions to the navy regarding the interception of Soviet ships executing a U- turn, which shows how ambiguity in the objective of the blockade was unsustainable once concrete decisions had to be made about actions at sea. 

This disagreement about goals did not abate. It also came up during discussions about the  Bucharest and  Völkerfreundschaft, which I consider shortly, and was still unresolved on the twenty- fifth when it arose in connection with the Grozny but was quickly generalized to the goal of the blockade as such. This exchange is in excerpt 5.1. What interests me here is the multiplicity of goals and the way in which they are articulated, defended (or rather, not defended), and related to one another. 

Immediately preceding talk was about a possible announcement that the blockade was being extended to missile fuel, which would serve as notice that tankers would be included in the quarantine. Paul Nitze and Bobby warned that the  Grozny might be turned around in response, before it could be intercepted. A moment later, Rusk, in lines 1– 2, asks, “isn’t our purpose to turn it 

[the  Grozny] around without shooting if we can?” This has the form of a question, but the negative interrogative (here, starting with “isn’t . . . ?”) is actually a vehicle for conveying an opinion along with a challenge to others to disagree,13 

and Rusk uses this one to reprise his earlier position, that the goal of the blockade is to turn ships away from Cuba. This has the for- the- first- time character that we have so often encountered in these pages, for Rusk gives no indication that this very question has been in contention the entire time. A long pause ensues. A possible explanation is that the question was directed to some specific individual, such as Nitze or Bobby, who does not immediately respond even as others wait. A second explanation is that no one is eager to argue with Rusk. A third explanation for the pause is that it takes the other committee members a moment to uncover the relevance of Rusk’s question to the exchange that preceded it,14 since it was not a response to the immediately preceding turn (about 
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officially extending the blockade to include missile fuel) and indeed was only a response to one possible implication of comments from Nitze and Bundy several turns earlier, that it would be undesirable to have the  Grozny turn around. 

Whatever the reason for the pause, several people then begin speaking at once. One may be Rusk, rephrasing his question more tentatively, and very soon Bundy joins in to suggest a competing objective, to get the “principle out” 

through “gentle escalation”— which presumably means intercepting the ship. In lines 6– 9, Bobby, emerging from the fray as solitary speaker, suggests another goal still, to ensure that the first ship intercepted has something more than 

“baby food” on it. Nitze responds that this should be a secondary goal, though he seems to misinterpret what has just been said, speaking as if Bobby had proposed chasing down a ship that had weapons on it, whereas what Bobby said was that when the time comes to intercept a ship, it would be best if its cargo supported U.S. accusations. In line 13, Bundy offers a candidate implication, or 

“upshot,”15 of Nitze’s remark, which seems to support Bundy’s own view that 
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the goal is to demonstrate that the blockade is in force. This hands the floor back to Nitze, who by the rules of upshot- drawing is entitled and expected to accept or reject Bundy’s formulation. Nitze does neither right away, but instead attempts to bridge Rusk’s and Bundy’s positions, saying that it would be best to induce ships to turn around before they have to be intercepted, but also that those that are not turned around have to be boarded. In lines 18– 19, Bundy agrees with the second part of this, again trying to interpret Nitze’s position as consistent with his own (regarding the need to intercept something), and then Ball, after offering a token agreement, basically restates Rusk’s position. Bundy interrupts him in line 26 to offer some mild resistance, but then Ball resumes his turn (briefly overlapping with Bundy) to complete his statement of the blockade’s purpose. Kennedy attempts to turn the discussion to the approaching  Bucharest, though (after the excerpt ends) that is quickly supplanted by talk of negotiations at the UN. 

As usual, one purpose of such detailed examination is to show how individual utterances— now pertaining to the goal of the blockade and associated decisions at the blockade line— are not stand- alone declarations but, instead, are shaped by sequential contexts that draw out some ideas and thwart the expression of others. Here, Rusk discovers in previous talk a hint of a goal of the blockade with which he does not agree and issues his challenge. Each statement of what that goal should be then spawns further statements, in this order: to turn ships around (Rusk) → to establish a principle (Bundy) → to avoid intercepting a ship  without weapons (Bobby, though it is unclear whether he is responding to Bundy or Rusk) → to turn ships around but enforce the blockade against those that continue on their course to Cuba (Nitze) → to turn ships around (Ball). 

In addition to providing evidence of the mishmash of objectives, this excerpt illustrates the ExComm’s inability to compare them through the kind of storytelling so typical in chapter 4, resulting in a string of here’s- what- I- think assertions with little effort at justification. In fact, many begin, literally, with 

“I think,” an opening associated with statements that cannot be “externally verified” for lack of evidence, but which are believed nonetheless.16 The only prediction of consequences is Ball’s worry that intercepting a ship that is in the process of turning around would not be “defensible” (lines 24), which hardly connects events at the blockade line with the missiles. Again, my argument is that this lack of narrative depth (or “reach”) is attributable to the lack of a strong connection between the blockade and the goal of forcing Khrushchev to remove the missiles. At this stage of the crisis the ExComm’s main responsibility was to make decisions about implementation of the blockade, but without a clear sense of how this related to the larger crisis, there was little phenomenological or discursive basis for doing so. 

When it came time to talk about particular ships, however, the ExComm found another way to occupy its time. The  Kimovsk would have been a strong 
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candidate for interception because of the kind of ship it was, and it is hard to imagine that Kennedy would have allowed it to pass had it continued on its course to Cuba, but the  Bucharest and  Völkerfreundschaft were less attrac-tive candidates. Consequently, talk about them was largely consumed with the question of whether to attempt interception at all, which created a space for a new kind of language game: the justification of  in action. 

The  Bucharest

Because the  Kimovsk reversed course so quickly once the blockade was announced, the ExComm’s first real decision was about the  Bucharest, a tanker believed incapable of carrying anything but oil. Members of the ExComm began talking about this late on the twenty- fourth, but no decision was reached before it appeared at the quarantine line at 7:15 the next morning when, on orders from the White House, it was permitted through upon declaring that its cargo was not prohibited.17 Thus talk about the  Bucharest on October 25 was really talk about whether to chase it down and board it belatedly. This placed the ExComm on the temporal knife’s edge, halfway between a decision already in the past and a decision which lay waiting in the immediate future, an edge that it was not permitted to balance on for long. 

All talk about the  Bucharest on the twenty- fifth occurred during the 10:00 

a.m. meeting. The first discussion about whether to board and search it occurred about twenty- eight minutes into the meeting. What, asked the president, is the 

“political effect of our letting that pass?” Is it better to board this ship or wait until the twenty- sixth and board the  Grozny? Excerpt 5.2 begins a moment later, with Rusk’s argument in favor of letting the  Bucharest through. With this, ExComm launched into an extended effort not to talk through the consequences of boarding versus not boarding the ship, but to generate justifications for  not boarding, and indeed Kennedy and his advisers practically fall over one another in their enthusiasm for the exercise. Rusk starts by saying that the Bucharest should not be boarded because it is not likely to carry weapons (lines 1– 8), which is consistent with his view that the purpose of the blockade is to prevent additional missiles from reaching Cuba. This comports with Kennedy’s view that any missile- carrying ships would have turned around already, but the president worries about the impression that will be created once word gets out that the ship was allowed through (lines 9– 15). This seems to invite speculation about consequences, but McNamara opts for another justification instead. 

This one is expressly intended as something the president could “say” (line 16), though to whom it is not clear, and indeed the justification— that the blockade was already effective because it forced the captain of the  Bucharest to answer some questions over the radio— would probably not have impressed anyone, least of all the Soviets. Kennedy is unimpressed (lines 26, 28) and suggests two 
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more justifications (the second belying the authenticity of the first promised by “the only reason” in lines 29– 30): to give the Kremlin time to communicate with the ships, and to give UN Acting Secretary General U Thant more time to mediate.18 Then, after Rusk stumbles while foraging for a “truthful” justification (lines 37– 38)— further evidence of the blurring line between sincere and 
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purported reasons— Kennedy restates Rusk’s original justification (where now this is the “only” one) and his own point about the UN, and then frets anew about letting the  Bucharest through after brief radio contact (particularly upon imagining how that would be perceived at the United Nations, which that very day was debating a U.S.- introduced resolution demanding the removal of the missiles). 

My claim that the ExComm was mainly searching for excuses for inaction at this point is further corroborated by the exchange in excerpt 5.3, from just a few minutes later. “We can say lots of things,” begins McNamara, who goes on to offer an extended version of the explanation that the United States was satisfied that the  Bucharest carried nothing but POL (shorthand for petroleum, oil, and lubricants). Bobby interrupts with his own justification for not stopping the ship, namely that a claim as to the blockade’s success does not require it since so many Soviet ships have already turned back (lines 13– 15). 

This, however, would not have been relevant to the Soviet perception of U.S. 

resolve, and indeed is even worded as if addressed to some third party, with 

“the Russians” referred to in the third person (line 14). Rusk next repeats his preferred justification (lines 19– 21, 23), with no acknowledgment that it came from McNamara’s mouth only seconds before. McNamara provides supportive backchanneling (“yeah . . . yeah . . . no” in lines 22 and 24) and concludes that 

“we’re in a reasonably strong position.” 
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Justifications need not be mutually exclusive, but as a form of “account” some justifications are better than others.19 In this context, a good account is one that addresses past or anticipated actions, does not set inconvenient limits on future actions, and advances the sort of image the justifier is trying to project. The complication, however, is that not all audiences have similar interests. While in sociable encounters one can expect others to respect one’s explanations for per-formative lapses,20 in adversarial settings a justification can be readily dismissed if it is thought to be merely an attempt to cover up an exploitable weakness. 

And it is this that, I am suggesting, McNamara and Bobby are losing sight of in the last two excerpts, formulating justifications that appear to be designed for a sympathetic audience— or perhaps, to borrow an idea from Mead, for an undifferentiated “generalized other”21— whereas it was the unsympathetic audience (one would think) that should have most concerned them. 

This is not to say that such justifications were all judged to be equally convincing. I have already noted Kennedy’s overt disapproval of McNamara’s suggestion in lines 26 and 28 of excerpt 5.2. And in excerpt 5.3, Rusk begins his turn in line 19 as if to add an additional, and compatible, justification, as did McNamara in the turn that gets interrupted thereby, but then he restarts his remark with a telling correction: “we could als-  we could simply say.” This turns an additional justification into an exclusive one, with the implication that it is better than the one that preceded it. But even the justification that Rusk offers in its place sounds better suited for a sympathetic audience than for an adver-sary apparently willing to risk a major conflagration. 

What is lacking from these excerpts, then, is any sustained attempt to consider the consequences of letting the  Bucharest through, in terms of the Soviet reaction. The president was concerned, however, and repeatedly pressed the issue. This seems to be what he is driving at in lines 11– 15 of excerpt 5.2. 

Another example is in excerpt 5.4, where he asks “what impression they will get over there?” upon receiving word that the tanker was not searched (lines 3– 4). McNamara responds, in essence, that the Soviets will take the United States at its word (though it is interesting that no one refers to them by name), once again as if they were looking to be reassured rather than watching the United States for any sign of indecision or weakness. No one challenges this, though a counterprediction is sequentially relevant. Then comes a brief exchange about the  Grozny (omitted), after which Kennedy calls on McNamara by name to explain the “advantage” of letting the  Bucharest go (lines 11– 12). After clearing up some misunderstanding about which ship the president has in mind, McNamara identifies a possible consequence of intercepting, namely that there could be a “shooting incident,” though it is the “public” interpretation of that, rather than the Soviet response, that seems to worry him (lines 14– 18). 

In fact, Kennedy did not have to rely on McNamara to tell this (minimal) story (consisting of a single claim: interception→shooting incident). During the 
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evening meeting of October 23, the president narrated a longer version of an even worse scenario. Were the United States to try to stop a Soviet ship, he said, that’s what could happen they’re gonna s-  keep going and we’re gonna try to shoot the rudder off or the boiler (.4) and then we’re gonna try to board it and they’re gonna fire a gun then machine guns and we’re gonna have one hell of a time getting aboard that thing getting control of it because they’re pretty tough and I suppose there may be (.8) armed er (.3) soldiers or marines aboard there they certainly may have technicians who are (.2) military so I would think that the .hh ↑taking ↓of those ships are gonna be a major operation you may have to ↑sink ↓it (.5) rather than just ↑take ↓it.22

What we see, then, is the emergence of a discursive state characterized by narrative asymmetry: any attempt to stop and board a ship could have bad consequences, but the failure to board a ship would be entirely accountable and the Soviets would readily accept such an account. Arguments in favor of intercepting, or against not intercepting, in contrast, were not only narratively shallow but almost narratively nonexistent, appealing to vague rationales. In his first turn in excerpt 5.2, for instance, Kennedy worries that not intercepting the ship might “create a separate pattern” (lines 14– 15), but this is an indistinct prediction and, furthermore, phrased as a question that invites reassurance. For another example, a few minutes after the end of excerpt 5.2, Sorensen recommended boarding the  Bucharest “if it’s important to board a Russian ship,” and in his response Kennedy conceded that, absent evidence 
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that a delay would be advantageous, “I suppose you have to grasp the nettle,” 

without actually saying why.23

Most concerned about the implications of not boarding the  Bucharest was Bundy, but he seemed unable to mount much of an argument. Shortly after excerpt 5.3 ends, for instance, Bundy said, “I don’t see how you can let an unde-fined cargo ship go through on (.) on the announcement of the master,”24 but again there were no concrete consequences attached to such a decision. And then, on the one occasion when Bundy did manage to insert the missile sites into the discussion, the point was interactionally suppressed. 

This is reproduced in excerpt 5.5. Unfortunately, whatever immediately preceded the transcribed portion is lost to history, as there was an interruption in the recording when the tape reel had to be changed.25 When the recording resumes, we find Bundy describing the objective: “prompting them (.) to liquidate the missile↓ sites.” McNamara agrees with this goal and affirms the need to “establish a forceful position” in order to achieve it (lines 3– 4). Then he adds that letting the  Bucharest pass does not undermine that. The intonation of this claim is telling, but here we run up against the limits of CA transcription. 

A solution is to use the “interlinear tonetic” method of transcribing stress and intonation, wherein the vertical dimension represent pitch, dots correspond to syllables, the size of a dot roughly corresponds to volume, and lines are used to indicate rising or falling intonation within a syllable (though the last of these is not relevant in this instance).26 The utterance in question can thus be represented as in figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2.  Interlinear tonetic diagram for lines 4–6 of excerpt 5.5. 

To my ear, this sounds defensive, rising abruptly relative to the “that” at the end of his previous sentence, and with special emphasis on the first part of “weakened.” This suggests that McNamara is responding to a charge to the contrary, missed by the tape recorder, where Bundy is the obvious culprit. Dillon concurs but worries about a proposal to board another country’s tanker to set an example (lines 8– 9, 11– 12). In the midst of this, Bundy attempts a delayed response to McNamara, judging from the negative interrogative in line 10, but his turn is swallowed by Dillon’s, which started earlier, finishes later (because Bundy apparently abandons his remark), and receives uptake from McNamara (in line 16) that turns the boarding of tankers, as a general policy, into the topic of discussion. Thus, as in excerpt 4.5, Bundy loses out in the competition to speak, failing to monopolize the floor and, perhaps for that reason, failing to generate further discussion about his concern. 

For a time, Kennedy appeared convinced by these justifications for inaction, seeming to conclude that the  Bucharest would not be boarded. “We might as well wait,” he said shortly after the end of excerpt 5.3. It did not take long for the issue to be reopened, however. We see this at the end of excerpt 5.1 (which actually occurred fourteen minutes after excerpt 5.3), where the general question of the purpose of the blockade makes newly relevant the boarding of the Bucharest, in light of Nitze and Bundy’s stance regarding the importance of blockade enforcement. And it came up again at the end of the meeting, as a possibility that simply would not die and on this occasion was deliberately left undead. 

Excerpt 5.6 is long but important, for it is in the course of this exchange that Kennedy actually makes a decision about the  Bucharest, namely to postpone any decision until the next meeting. First let us consider how the issue came up again given strong ExComm support for letting the ship pass and Kennedy’s apparent receptivity to the cornucopia of arguments. The group had become concerned that it was about to let itself be drawn into a “plateau,” 

where no ships challenged the blockade, and thus none were stopped, even as the missile deployment continued. The risk of that seemed especially great were the United States to pass up the opportunity to intercept the  Bucharest and  Grozny, for it would be days before any additional ships reached the line. 
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 continued
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Excerpt 5.6.  continued

Thus there was some talk about how to deliberately “escalate” the crisis so as to ratchet up the pressure on Khrushchev, which brings us to the excerpt. 

I begin with some general observations. First, the pro- intercept position is more effectively represented here than at any point previously, with Bundy holding the floor for longer than usual and mobilizing Nitze as an ally. Second, Bundy makes two revealing metacomments, about how the argument in favor of stopping the  Bucharest “has perhaps not been presented as strongly this morning as as it ↑could ↓be,” and how— directly after McNamara repeats his opposition to stopping the ship— “there is (.5) ↑good ↓substantial argument and a lot of people in the argument on the other side” (lines 32– 34, 69– 70). In chapter 2, I suggested that these sorts of remarks are symptoms of conversational suppression, of things  not being said that  could have been. Third, there is continued debate over the goal of the blockade, with Kennedy breaking with Rusk in lines 48– 52 

by saying that the objective is not to keep weapons out of Cuba— the horse was already out of that barn— but to provoke a confrontation. Fourth, both sides continue to justify their positions in narratively flat and indistinct terms, not in terms of how either course of action contributes to, or detracts from, the goal of having the missiles removed, but in terms of doing “what we said we’d do” (line 36), what would be “easiest in the end” (line 88), or how intercepting “may ↑weaken↓ our position for the ↑next ↓step” (lines 65– 66). Fifth, there are  twenty- one instances of “I think,” “I don’t think,” and “I would think,” which reinforces the idea that, lacking the ability to justify their views through foretalk about concrete (if hypothetical) event chains, those views can only be presented as personal opinions and preferences. Sixth, the whole exchange ends on an inconclusive note, with Kennedy deferring a decision until a later meeting, a kind of antidecision that, I will explain, was turned into a de facto choice by the course of events. 

Now I undertake a more detailed analysis, with the usual goal of showing how the trajectory of talk was shaped by the intersection of local exigencies, the deployment of particular conversational resources, and (at this point) the fairly 
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durable positions of ExComm members, with the additional goal of showing how this trajectory culminated in something that can be construed as “a decision.” The excerpt starts when Kennedy suggests boarding the  Bucharest the next morning as a solution to the plateau problem. McNamara assures him that this could be easily managed, Soviet submarines notwithstanding. Kennedy begins speaking in line 16 but is interrupted by Bundy, in the manner so typical of the security adviser (recall figure 3.2). Any delay in intercepting, Bundy says, will convey the impression of indecisiveness;27 therefore the interception should either happen immediately or not at all. This is noncommittal in terms of the option Bundy actually prefers, and McNamara interprets it as opposition to boarding with which he can agree (lines 25– 27). Kennedy appears to express the opposing view in lines 28 and 30, that any ship that crosses the line should be stopped, though not all of this turn is intelligible, partly due to overlap with McNamara. In any event, Bundy, starting to speak just as the end of Kennedy’s TCU 

is in sight (“thing” being the foreseeable successor to “important” in this context), does not explicitly tie his next turn to the president’s, instead making his first metacomment (lines 32– 38), that there is a “case to be made” for interception and that that case has not been made forcefully enough. The relevant sequential context here is obviously McNamara’s (we now see) misconstrual of Bundy in lines 25– 27, for Bundy would not need to remark on the ExComm’s neglect of the pro- intercept position had McNamara not just recommended against intercepting. But like McNamara, Bundy is vague as to consequences, and indeed it might be because Bundy is unable to narrate any distinct consequences of not intercepting that he begins with, and hardly moves beyond, metatalk, claiming that an argument in favor of intercepting could be made without actually making it. 

Rusk responds with an agreement token (line 39) and then disagrees with the implication that the ship should be intercepted, saying that the blockade is not directed at the POL that the  Bucharest is presumed to be carrying. Bundy concedes that the cargo is unlikely to be anything but POL (lines 44– 45). Rusk seems about to restate his opposition to intercepting when Kennedy takes issue with what he sees as Rusk’s assumption, that the goal of the blockade is to prevent more weapons from being delivered. This is something that both McNamara and Bundy can agree with (lines 56– 57) in response to Kennedy’s tag question (“isn’t that . . . ?”), but then Rusk and McNamara, as so often allies in this matter, mount their response, that even if the goal is confrontation the Bucharest doesn’t provide much of an “excuse ↓for a showdown↑” that could 

“↑weaken↓ our position for the ↑next ↓step” (lines 64– 66). 

Bundy then repeats his claim that there is a good argument to be made for “the other side,” though as before he does not actually make it. Instead he seems to invoke Nitze’s views on the matter. Before Nitze can speak for himself, however, Rusk makes a fairly bald attempt at cutting the pro- intercept faction out of the advice- giving process altogether, proposing that he and McNamara take charge of formulating a recommendation (lines 74– 77). Rusk’s turn does 
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not garner any immediate uptake, however, and instead Nitze takes the opportunity to make the sort of argument that Bundy kept alluding to (lines 78– 88). 

Despite all of Bundy’s advance advertising, however, this too remains short on narrative depth, appealing to what is “easiest in the end” as a rationale for boarding the  Bucharest. Bundy lends his quiet support and then, in lines 90– 97, Rusk attempts to redirect the conversation, with some stilted and convoluted talk about (it seems) the ships that have already turned around. Bundy’s “on the Cuban” (line 98) is an attempt to clarify what it is Rusk is talking about, or at least Rusk takes it that way, repeating Bundy’s words and thereby confirming the interpretation (of Rusk’s previous turn) that he takes them to be offering.28 

Rusk goes on to opine that the pace of escalation has been adequately fast (lines 99– 100), the implication of which is that another provocative act (on the part of the United States) is not currently needed. 

The consequence of all of this conflicting advice is a discursive state in which the argument in favor of intercepting has recently been voiced, and in that context, Kennedy makes the obvious decision, which is to postpone a final decision about the  Bucharest until later in the day (line 131), justifying the delay as appropriate in light of goings- on at the UN.29 At the same time, he is clearly leaning toward ordering the interception (lines 104, 114– 118). It is consequently surprising to learn that, only forty minutes after the exchange in excerpt 5.6 took place (after which the meeting adjourned), the Pentagon held a news briefing at which it was announced that the  Bucharest had been permitted through the quarantine line after it was “ascertained that the tanker had only petroleum aboard.”30 That, after all, made it impossible for the navy to subsequently chase down and board the ship. The puzzle is solved by an October 26 article in the  New  York  Times about the briefing. It turns out that that announcement was hastily added after word leaked that the ship had been allowed through (provisionally, the ExComm had thought) following a State Department briefing of New York- area legislators.31

The “decision” to let the  Bucharest past thus gets deconstructed into an unresolved plan for dealing with the ship when it turned up at the blockade line, a hasty decision by the White House once it did, an inconclusive ExComm meeting, and a press leak that demanded a response. This contrasts with the common view that the decision to let the  Bucharest pass was simply good judgment on the part of a president reluctant to start shooting,32 a view supported by the president’s brother.33 While the president may indeed have wanted to avoid that, he actually seemed very reluctant to rule out an interception once and for all, in spite of all the work his advisers did to justify just that. 

The  Völkerfreundschaft

With the passage of the  Bucharest now an irreversible fact, the 5:00 p.m. meeting of the twenty- fifth was dedicated to discussion about the next two ships 
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expected at the quarantine line: the East German passenger ship  Völkerfreundschaft,34 thought to be carrying Soviet nuclear technicians, and the tanker Grozny. There was, in fact, little stomach for intercepting the  Völkerfreundschaft, for though it carried some cargo and thus was more likely to be transporting weapons than the  Bucharest, there was considerable worry that any attempt to stop it could result in a significant loss of life, given that the ship was believed to be carrying fifteen hundred people. 

Yet the main exchange about the  Völkerfreundschaft, in excerpt 5.7, is nonetheless revealing. McNamara starts by throwing down the consequentialist 
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gauntlet, asking, “what we gain↓ by stopping” the ship. “I can see some possible loss,” he continues, “but what do we gain if we ↑stop ↓it?” This is hardly a neutral question, for as I have said, it was precisely the connection between the blockade and any resolution to the crisis that was proving so difficult to narrate. 

At the same time, it was in the nature of things that the  failure to enforce the blockade actually could make a satisfactory resolution harder to achieve, if the United States appeared weak and indecisive. 

If this seems like splitting hairs, it turns out that it was a hair that ExComm members were themselves prepared to bisect. After a nearly tautological response from the president in lines 5– 6 (which seems to amount to saying, what we gain from stopping the ship before it gets to Cuba is that the ship is prevented from reaching Cuba unstopped), Dillon and Bundy resist the terms of McNamara’s question, insisting on answering in terms of what is lost by  not stopping the ship. Dillon starts to do this in lines 7– 9, but when he and Bundy speak simultaneously it is Bundy’s words that we can make out: “what you lose I think the most dangerous thing you lose↑ ↓is the (.7) is the evidence to the bloc↑ ↓that you’re not stopping.” (The effort to reframe the question gets Bundy tangled up here, for it is not the evidence that would be lost; rather, the loss would  be the evidence provided to the Soviets that the blockade is not to be enforced.)35

Bundy does not spell out the downstream consequences of such a loss, but the ExComm is nonetheless in foretalk mode now. Kennedy responds with a benefit to not stopping the ship, namely that such forbearance would be the negating cause of an “incident” just as U Thant is attempting to defuse the immediate crisis with a request that the Soviets keep their ships away from the blockade line. But this is only a reason to postpone interception, he continues, for once the Soviets give their answer (a refusal, most expected) enforcement can proceed (lines 17– 25). McNamara is called on to offer his opinion and, with a little help from the president, spells out what such an incident might consist of, and opines that the United States would be seen as having acted 

“irresponsibly,” though again without further specification of how that might affect the missiles (lines 27– 35). Now, with the interception plan on the defensive, it is the “only reason for picking ↑this ↓ship up” that needs reprising (lines 37– 39; compare with lines 17– 18), and McNamara uses this as a bridge to talk about the  Grozny, the interception of which could also provide evidence of enforcement. 

The  Grozny

Discussions about the  Bucharest and  Völkerfreundschaft involved frequent comparisons to the  Grozny, which, as a cargo ship with suspicious deck cargo, seemed a superior candidate for boarding, especially to McNamara and, 
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somewhat more tacitly, Rusk (whose main argument against searching the Bucharest was that it could only be transporting oil). Yet by the time the crisis ended, Kennedy was, if anything, leaning  against intercepting the  Grozny, though, again, the failure to have done so could have been interpreted by the Soviets as indicating a lack of resolve. 

The   Grozny came up repeatedly during the 10:00 a.m. meeting on the twenty- fifth as an obvious candidate for boarding, and the ExComm seemed committed to doing so.36 The first time the ship was discussed during the 5:00 

p.m. meeting is in lines 40– 43 of excerpt 5.7, about half an hour into the meeting.37 After the excerpt ends, McNamara went on to summarize intelligence about the  Grozny’s location and said, “we can intercept that tomorrow it will be at that point seven to eight hundred miles from Cuba (1.3) and I would 

↑strongly↓ recommend that we do just that.”38

Note McNamara’s stance here, for soon afterward he changed course entirely. Just as he finished saying this Bobby walked into the room.39 The attorney general immediately took a very long turn, in the course of which he recommended letting the  Grozny past, on the grounds that it was a tanker, and then declaring the blockade successful because some ships had turned back and no other ship would arrive for days. He also offered that “we might deci:de that it would be better rather than have the confrontation with the Russians at 

↑sea (.2) .hh (.2) ↓that there might be better to have uh (.) knocked out their uh missile base (.) as the first step,”40 which came close to suggesting that the blockade be scrapped entirely. 

Excerpt 5.8 starts with the end of Bobby’s long turn, and shows talk directly following his proposal that, contrary to what everyone had been saying thus far, the  Grozny should not be intercepted. ExComm members, and particularly Rusk and McNamara, show themselves to be remarkably willing to abandon their positions of only a moment before, and to do so without any comment on that fact (and no comment from anyone else). First, though, Dillon seeks confirmation of the rationale behind Bobby’s suggestion, to have the confrontation in Cuba rather than— here we may reasonably guess what was to come— at sea (lines 6– 8). This is essentially what Bobby just said but in responding Bobby adds another argument, that it buys the United States some time before any further escalation of the crisis (lines 10– 11). Rusk’s turn in lines 12– 16 has a peculiar start, a negative interrogative though there is no obvious recipient for the challenge it conveys;41 this may explain the turn’s halting construction. 

Echoing an argument previously made by Bobby, Rusk suggests that the blockade can already be declared “fully effective.” Not surprisingly, Bobby agrees, perhaps joined by McCone, but then Bundy resists, referring to the  Völkerfreundschaft’s unknown cargo (lines 20– 22). 

Bundy’s objection is followed by the longest pause in the whole exchange, a full 1.7 seconds. What is conversationally relevant at this point is support for his contention that the passing of the  Völkerfreundschaft belies the claim 
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of the blockade’s success, or alternatively, an argument in the other direction. 

Because Bundy appears to have been responding to Rusk, it might be that everyone is waiting for him to answer, but after the delay it is Bobby who responds, to offer a fairly faint reply that the story would still allow the United States to save face (lines 23– 25)— though in whose eyes, exactly, is not specified. Bundy does not have a chance to respond, for McNamara launches an extended turn using terminal overlap,42 in which he proposes postponing any interception (of the  Grozny or  Bucharest) for forty- eight hours, though only moments before he “strongly” recommended an interception the next morning. Then (after the excerpt ends) he talked for a while about surveillance, part of it to be conducted at night using flares which he gushingly described as 

“really quite startling.” This, he concluded, echoing Bobby, “will (.7) convince both our ↑public↓ and the ↑world↓ that (uh) we ↑are ↓maintaining a (.4) forceful position,”43 speaking once again as if it was someone other than the Soviets who needed to be convinced. 
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Two minutes later Bobby fleetingly acknowledged that this course of action might seem weak to the Soviets:

I don’t know that it gi-  uh the ↑only (.4) weakness↓ in in (.2) my judgment is the ide:a to the Russians that we are (.5) backing off and that we’re weak and eh I:’d like to get Tommy on that D if you did uh some of these other things ↑quickly↓ (.9) and uh: and ↑then ↓uh:: fact that you’ve announced it’s a ↑hell of a thing ↓really when you ↑think ↓of it that fifteen ships have turned ↑back↓ and I mean ↑I ↓don’t think we have any a↑pol↓ogies to make (.7).44

This is an interesting remark because Bobby raises the concern that the Russians might perceive weakness in the U.S. position were another ship permitted to continue on to Cuba, ostensibly invites Thompson to offer a potentially contrary opinion, prevents Thompson from actually providing that opinion by rushing through the next TRP (indicated by a D),45 and then recycles his favorite justification for  not acting though it is least of all relevant to the Russians and is not actually portrayed as such. Something similar happened a bit later when Thompson worried about the perception of American weakness and he and Bobby agreed that the Soviets were the ones showing weakness. The discussion basically ended with Kennedy deciding to wait forty- eight hours, to give Khrushchev the chance to agree to U Thant’s request that he stop his ships. 

This seems reasonable, and on the morning of the twenty- sixth, word was received that Khrushchev had accepted U Thant’s appeal and ordered his ships to stay away from the quarantine line. But amidst evidence that some Soviet ships continued steaming toward Cuba, there were renewed calls for the  Grozny’s interception during the first two meetings of the (meeting- packed) twenty-seventh, including from Bundy, Thompson (twice), and even Mc Namara, while Bobby came out once again in opposition. 

The final exchange about the  Grozny was eleven minutes into the 9:00 

p.m. meeting of the twenty- seventh. Bobby seemed to be conferring with his brother in hushed tones, and offered a rambling and not especially coherent argument for not stopping the ship:

it’s just a question whether we want to intercept that at all tomorrow (.9) they came through uh I think that (there’s) an argument against uh (.4) intercepting (.) which is they’re gonna uh (.2) then they uh (.8) they fired and (.5) the provocation (really) comes from them and we end up uh (.) tomorrow afternoon or next day firing on a Russian ↑ship (.9) ↓and uh Monday we’re gonna perhaps fire on all of ↑Cuba↓ (1.1) whether this ship gets in or not it’s not really gonna count in the big picture (1.3) whether uh once we uh tell.46

At this point his brother cut him off and seemed to indicate that the ship would be allowed to pass as a test of Soviet intentions. Shortly afterward Rusk 
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listed the actions already taken that day, including various messages and statements to U Thant and the American public, the activation of air squadrons, and an announcement promising more surveillance. He concluded that this was enough by way of “building up” the pressure for one day, and Kennedy reiterated his plan to see if the  Grozny stopped, and if it did not, to officially expand the blockade to POL and subsequently stop all tankers (exempting the  Grozny, though in fact no other ships were close to arriving, which for Bobby was the plan’s beauty). Thompson was not heard from during this final exchange, McNamara was merely called on to say how long the interception decision could be postponed, and Bundy limited himself to a question and a remark about Khrushchev’s promise to U Thant to stop his ships. 

We might say, then, that the anti- interception position was strongly presented in part because its skeptics kept quiet, but in truth Rusk and Bobby did not have a hard case to make. Rusk, in particular, was only encouraging the president to postpone any decision about the  Grozny, which was easily done since, according to McNamara, it would not reach the blockade line until the next day so no immediate decision was needed. Nonetheless, that Kennedy and so much of the ExComm was leaning against intercepting, or was silent, during these final exchanges is striking, given that the  Grozny seemed like such a strong candidate for interception and was indeed used as an excuse  not to board the  Bucharest or  Völkerfreundschaft, on the grounds that it was so preferable a candidate. 

Conclusion: Decision Making by Indecision

A majority of Kennedy’s advisers supported the blockade as an initial response to the Soviet missiles. However, when it came time to implement it, disagreement immediately arose over its objective. One candidate was to prevent additional missiles from being delivered, for which it was sufficient to force Soviet ships to turn around. Another was to board a ship carrying weapons so as to capture evidence of the shipments (especially useful given that the photographs could not definitively prove that nuclear warheads were on the island), in which case it was important to board a ship actually capable of carrying such weapons. 

A third was to demonstrate U.S. fortitude, which some thought would best be served by boarding  any ship that challenged the blockade line. 

The basic problem was clear enough to Kennedy: though the blockade seemed like a strong gesture, it was only tenuously related to the “project”47 of getting the missiles removed from Cuba. (Indeed, of the main options considered during the opening days, the blockade was arguably the  least pertinent to that goal.) For this reason, it was difficult to narrate, in the genre of foretalk, the consequences of any particular strategy of implementing the blockade vis-à- vis the goal of getting Khrushchev to take out the missiles. This helps explain 
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the disagreement over the immediate purpose of the blockade. It also helps explain the narrative flatness— what Mische would call lack of “reach”48— of talk during these discussions, which contrasts sharply with the complex narratives in chapter 4 and with those we will encounter in chapter 6. Finally, it helps explain the alternative language game that ExComm members settled into instead, namely of justifying  not intercepting ships. They were so successful at this that at times it seemed like the argumentative burden had shifted to those, like Bundy, who favored intercepting, in spite of the fact that while boarding a ship would have been dangerous, not boarding a ship could have been seen as a sign of weakness by the Kremlin. 

A peculiar but important feature of these justifications was the blurring of audiences. It was surely the Soviets’ impressions that the ExComm needed most to be concerned about, yet the justifications they devised were aimed, sometimes explicitly, at secondary audiences such as the allies, world opinion, the American public, and the UN Security Council. And when asked about the Soviet response (at the beginning of excerpt 5.4), McNamara seemed, if anything, surprised by the suggestion that what would satisfy sympathetic audiences would not also be persuasive to the enemy. 

But were the Soviets actually drawing conclusions about U.S. resolve at the quarantine line, particularly vis- à- vis the  Bucharest and  Völkerfreundschaft, considering that these ships were not, we know now, actually carrying weapons?49 

Judging from notes taken during meetings of the ruling Presidium, Khrushchev was relieved when Kennedy first opted for a blockade rather than an immediate attack on Cuba, and further heartened by Kennedy’s receptiveness to U Thant’s attempts to lay the groundwork for talks. Such reluctance to use military force, Khrushchev suggested to his colleagues, cast doubt on the president’s “bravery.” 

In fact, it seems that it was this hesitation that emboldened Khrushchev to add the demand that missiles be removed from Turkey to his original proposal (on the twenty- sixth) that the United States merely promise not to invade Cuba (see chapter 6). While Khrushchev does not appear to have commented on the American’s failure to intercept the  Bucharest and  Völkerfreundschaft per se, the lack of a naval confrontation in the Caribbean surely reinforced his growing suspicion that Kennedy was determined to avoid a fight at all costs.50

Moreover, Kennedy had added reason to worry that Khrushchev might read his decisions as bespeaking weakness. The president was cowed by the chairman during their June 1961 summit in Vienna. “Roughest thing in my life,” he told a  New  York  Times reporter afterward. “He just beat the hell out of me.”51 

The summit may have encouraged Khrushchev to undertake the Cuban missile deployment in the first place, and Kennedy could not have been unaware of the possibility that, at every stage, the chairman was judging his mettle. 

This might be one reason that Kennedy was never quite entirely persuaded to let the  Bucharest proceed to Cuba. (The same was later true of the  Grozny.) But here the deliberative process was cut short by events in the world: the 
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arrival of the  Bucharest at the blockade line before the ExComm had decided what to do with it, and a leak to the press that the ship had not been immediately stopped. Merleau- Ponty once wrote, “Even while I am deliberating, already I find it an effort to suspend time’s flow, and to keep open a situation which I feel is closed by a decision which is already there and which I am holding off.”52 The ExComm did indeed find it difficult to “suspend time’s flow” 

once Kennedy made his public address on the twenty- second, and ultimately failed to “keep open” the decision regarding the  Bucharest, so that in the end all the White House could do was pretend that an impromptu decision that preceded the onset of deliberations was actually their outcome. 

If Kennedy’s decision in favor of the blockade in the first stage of the crisis defined the terms of the second stage, by committing the United States to a strategy that was ill- suited to its purpose, his reluctance to intercept any ships at the blockade line during the second stage may have laid the groundwork for the third, by emboldening Khrushchev to demand more than the security of Cuba. Thus do solutions to immediate problems shape and compound subsequent difficulties.53

C H A P T E R   6

The Deal

On the evening of Friday, October 26, President Kennedy received a private letter from Khrushchev. After lecturing the president on the peaceful nature of communism and the difference between defensive and offensive armaments— insisting that the missiles on Cuba were defensive because Castro did not have the means of invading the U.S. mainland— and equating the blockade with “piracy,” Khrushchev appeared to offer to withdraw the missiles in return for a U.S. pledge not to invade the island:

If assurances were given by the President and the government of the United States that the USA itself would not participate in an attack on Cuba and would restrain others from actions of this sort, if you would recall your fleet, this would immediately change everything. I am not speaking for Fidel Castro, but I think that he and the Government of Cuba, evidently, would declare demobilization and would appeal to the people to get down to peaceful labor. Then, too, the question of armaments would disappear, since, if there is no threat, then armaments are a burden for every people.1

The ExComm met again the next day at 10:05 a.m. Before it could even begin to discuss Khrushchev’s letter, however, word arrived of a second message, this one released publicly (and already being reported by the news services), tying removal of Soviet missiles to the withdrawal of NATO Jupiter missiles from Turkey. Initially baffled, Kennedy’s advisers immediately united in opposition to such a deal, arguing that the Turks would oppose it and that, more important, any such trade would undermine the NATO alliance because it would appear that the United States was prepared to trade other countries’ security in pursuit of its own interests. Kennedy, however, predicted that to any “rational man” the deal would appear reasonable, and believed that NATO might be convinced to consent to the removal of the missiles once the consequences of  not doing so were made plain: the breakdown of negotiations, a U.S. strike on Cuba, and Soviet retaliation against Turkey, or worse still, West Berlin. 

This, however, was going to require consultation with NATO allies. (This would be advantageous even if they refused to go along, Kennedy thought.) Thus the president directed U.S. representative to NATO Thomas Finletter to convene a NATO meeting in Paris the next day (the twenty- eighth) for the purpose. No one seemed interested in sitting tight until the NATO meeting could be held, however, for fear that Turkey would take a strong stand that 
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would make a deal involving the Jupiter missiles impossible, and perhaps also for fear that Khrushchev would add additional demands. Thus on the twenty-seventh the ExComm discussed possible responses to the chairman, as well as the contents of a note to U Thant and a public statement to be issued that same day. 

Here there was contention. Kennedy wanted first and foremost to stop further work on the missiles, and to see those already in place rendered inoperable, and proposed to promise talks regarding Khrushchev’s second proposal contingent on this happening— although he agreed that the wording of this promise would have to be vague, to minimize alarm to the allies. His advisers, in contrast, believed that  any such promise would cause alarm, and further, that a better option was available: to accept Khrushchev’s  first offer as if the second one had not been made. Kennedy, however, was extremely skeptical about this plan, which later became known as the “Trollope Ploy” (and credited to Robert Kennedy though Bundy first proposed it),2 repeatedly stating that it was Khrushchev’s second, public offer that was the operative one, a belief soon reinforced by a statement to that effect by the Soviet ambassador to the UN.3 

Kennedy predicted that the Soviets would reject any offer that was limited to a no- invasion pledge, prolonging the crisis and increasing the likelihood of U.S. 

military action against Cuba (an encounter with the  Grozny also loomed), with all of the consequences that would entail. 

The main point of disagreement, then, was whether the United States should communicate acceptance of Khrushchev’s first offer, and this turned on opposing predictions (or stories) of how he would take such a response: that he would be content with such a deal or that he would not. The two sides reached a compromise when it came to the public statement and the note to U Thant, both of which simply demanded that work on the missiles cease, but Kennedy’s advisers pushed their position with renewed vigor with respect to the letter to Khrushchev. In this they were seemingly successful, for Kennedy eventually capitulated, agreeing to a version of the letter that included only a promise not to invade, conditional on removal of the missiles (though it did hint at later negotiations over “other armaments”). This did not, however, mean that the president was convinced by his advisers’ arguments, for after the letter was approved and sent off for transmission, he met with a subset of his advisers to pursue the matter. An important outcome of this smaller caucus was that Kennedy approved a suggestion from Rusk that Bobby, in a scheduled meeting with Soviet ambassador Dobrynin, emphasize not only the severity of the situation but also indicate that the president would see to the removal of the Turkish missiles once the crisis was resolved— with the important proviso that Khrushchev had to keep this part of the deal secret (thereby, one would think, diminishing its symbolic value). 

From the standpoint of talk, then, the question is how the ExComm dealt with this new situation, wherein Kennedy held one opinion and most of his 
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advisers thought just the opposite, and neither side was able to translate its opinion into action unilaterally: Kennedy because he respected the views of his trusted advisers, and perhaps, more cynically, because he did not want to take any action for which he alone would bear responsibility; and his advisers because it was not they who held the reins of power. How was this conflict managed such that, by the end, neither side had actually been persuaded by the other, even though moments of outright conflict were few? Or again, what was the nature of talk such that the outcome was a president acting against his better judgment and then subverting the very deliberative process that had meant so much to him up to that point? 

I show that this was managed in several ways. At first it was through “emulsified” talk in which the two sides intermixed their respective claims without attempting to establish the grounds for argument, much less agreement. Then it was through the suppression of relevant counterpredictions that, for a time, allowed each side to tell its story without interference from the other (at one point giving Kennedy the impression that others agreed with him, because no one had disagreed). Also noteworthy were attempts by Kennedy’s advisers to disregard at least one of his decisions, and to remove him from the process of letter- drafting altogether, something he ultimately consented to though only after grudgingly giving his blessing to the proposed content. 

First, though, I want to begin with something more basic. Whatever difficulties the ExComm faced in making sense of Khrushchev’s perplexing behavior, and selecting a response to it, there is no doubt that once his two offers were in hand, the ExComm reentered full foretalk mode, narrating the possible repercussions of responding in one way or another. This becomes immediately evident in early exchanges about the consequences of accepting, or even seeming willing to seriously consider, the Turkey deal. 

The Resumption of Foretalk

A deal involving the Jupiter missiles in Turkey certainly did not take the White House by surprise. The ExComm had discussed the possibility earlier in the crisis (starting on the eighteenth and at more length on the twentieth), and on the twenty- fourth the State Department had asked U.S. ambassador to Turkey Paul Hare for his opinion about a possible trade involving those very missiles.4 

Without actually asking the Turks outright, Hare predicted that they would vehemently object,5 something Nitze brought to the president’s attention as the ExComm took up Khrushchev’s second communication a few minutes into the 10:00 a.m. meeting of October 27: “Hare says that this is (.6) absolutely (1.2) anathema” to the Turks.6

No one expected the other NATO allies to be much more enthusiastic. 

About six minutes later, Bundy and Ball co- narrated the likely consequences 
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of any indication that the United States was entertaining a missile exchange, and together temporarily squelched the president’s attempt to explore the possibility. This exchange is in excerpt 6.1. The excerpt begins right after Rusk and Nitze recommended keeping the Turkish missiles and the situation in the Caribbean separate, which meant rejecting the missile exchange. In lines 1– 3, Bundy vaguely predicts that “if we accept the notion of the trade at this stage (.7) uh (.4) our position will come apart very fast.” Then he offers an alternative narrative, in which there was a prior understanding with the Turks that the missiles should come out, in which case “it would be different” (lines 5–7). Kennedy next seems to ask about the groundwork already laid for such a withdraw when Bundy interrupts to say: none at all (lines 9– 13, 15). After a period of overlapping (and only partly transcribable) talk involving Bundy and Rusk, Ball and Bundy go on to narrate the co- consequences of even raising the possibility with the Turks: the Soviets would learn about it (with the implication, spelled out on other occasions, that this would harden their 
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position), the Turks would be outraged, and NATO allies would conclude that the United States was willing to bargain away their security (lines 17– 34). 

Kennedy was not without a response to these predictions, though it evolved over time. At first it was merely that many people would consider the Turkey deal reasonable (“what people?” asked Bundy at one point), but before long he began to argue that if the alliance would suffer from negotiations over Turkey, it would also suffer from the fallout from a U.S. attack on Cuba and the Soviet response to that (making a strained alliance, once again, a convergent consequence). And this line of reasoning, he thought, was something that might persuade NATO allies to back a missile swap. 

As already indicated, however, everyone agreed that nothing could be promised regarding the Turkish missiles before NATO was consulted. Thus the main point of contention was whether an immediate letter to Khrushchev should indicate acceptance of the first offer, involving a no- invasion pledge, at the risk of appearing to reject the second one. And that hinged on competing interpretations of the two offers. 

Two Offers, Multiple Theories, Two Predictions

Kennedy’s advisers came up with several theories to account for the two letters, and for the inflated demands of the second. One was that the second proposal, which was communicated publicly, was meant to pressure the United States into accepting the first one, which was communicated privately, though this did not make a great deal of sense as it seemed merely to commit the Soviets to rejecting any deal that left out the Turkish missiles.7 A second theory was that the first letter was from Khrushchev and the second from harder- nosed colleagues who subsequently overruled him. A third was that Khrushchev thought that the United States was sending indications— in particular, through an October 25 column by journalist Walter Lippmann— that a deal involving Turkey would be acceptable and decided to try for it. A fourth was that he had simply changed his mind. 

In truth, it was the third of these. As explained in the last chapter, Khrushchev was emboldened by the lack of U.S. military action to issue his Saturday proposal adding the Jupiters, and took Lippmann’s column as a signal that Kennedy was prepared to give them up.8 At the time, however, the facts as the ExComm knew them were consistent with any of these interpretations, making it difficult for anyone to predict with confidence how Khrushchev (or whoever was in charge) would respond were the United States to accept the first offer. That is, once again no one could convincingly claim epistemic authority, though now not only because the future was inherently undecided but also because there was uncommon uncertainty about the present, regarding the state of affairs in the Kremlin and Khrushchev’s mind. This was the 
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ambiguous ground in which the two competing predictions— that Khrushchev would be content with an acceptance of his Friday offer and that he would not— took root. 

Khrushchev’s two offers were discussed during the first two meetings of October 27 (at 10:05 a.m. and 4:00 p.m.). The second of those meetings was almost four hours long, but the main thrust of the letter was set by about halfway through, at which point Bobby was instructed to leave the room to finalize the letter in consultation with Adlai Stevenson, the U.S. ambassador to the UN. 

While Bobby did not immediately leave the room, the matter of the content of the letter was not revisited (except for a brief exchange between Sorensen, who helped Bobby draft the letter, and Kennedy over a single line), and Kennedy subsequently signed the letter when he and Bobby were out of the room. Thus, although other members of the ExComm continued talking about the matter for the remainder of the (4:00 p.m.) meeting (with Kennedy mostly absent), the critical exchanges occurred earlier. 

Inception and Emulsification

The moment of inception of the Trollope Ploy, whereby the United States would accept Khrushchev’s first proposal as if the second one had not been received, is captured in excerpt 6.2. This occurred almost immediately after Kennedy brought up the matter of the second proposal (and several minutes before excerpt 6.1). Clearly there is some degree of incipient disagreement apparent here, with the president resisting the suggestion that the United States favor Khrushchev’s first offer, yet the basis for the disagreement is slow to take shape. In lines 1– 4, Nitze advocates limiting negotiations to Cuba but promising more extensive talks once the current crisis is resolved. Kennedy interrupts at the instant that the thrust of Nitze’s remark becomes clear and then resists that suggestion. He stumbles, however, restarting his turn so as to add a condition, and is then interrupted on his second attempt at his main point. 

The interrupter is Bundy. Bundy actually begins talking in line 9, producing a “no” that overlaps with Kennedy’s “the.” This disagreement token is ambiguous here, for at its point of production Kennedy has not said enough to warrant any disagreement; furthermore, disagreement this blunt is “dispreferred” 

in the sense that people usually bend over backward to avoid doing it.9 One possibility is that it is a signal of agreement,10 like McNamara’s “no” in line 24 

of excerpt 5.3, supporting Kennedy’s “I don’t think we can” based on a guess as to where that was leading. Another possibility is that this is a different sort of 

“no,” one that is more projective than reactive, anticipating Bundy’s claim that there is “nothing wrong” with sticking with Khrushchev’s first offer. Or perhaps Bundy simply intends to disagree, conversational norms notwithstanding. 

In any event, Bundy’s continuation in line 10 is definitely an interruption of 
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Kennedy’s turn- in- progress, and affords Bundy the chance to side with Nitze against the president before the latter can do anything more than foreshadow his reservations. 

Kennedy’s turn- initial “but” in line 16 anticipates an objection,11 but as in lines 5– 8 it is seems only half- formed when Bundy responds again, starting with his own “but” in line 20. After restarting his start to insert “I ↑still ↓think,” 

thereby announcing a position unaltered by the (barely articulated) counterargument, Bundy tweaks his argument slightly, challenging the legitimacy (for lack of a better word) of Khrushchev’s second proposal in light of the first one. Kennedy is unconvinced, responding that, regardless, Khrushchev “has changed” his offer, and that “this is his latest position” (lines 24– 25). Bundy then gives first articulation to the Trollope Ploy (though Nitze had hinted at it in lines 1– 4), proposing that the United States accept Khrushchev’s first offer while ignoring the second one. Someone offers quiet support (in typical I’m-not- taking- the- floor fashion), and Kennedy responds noncommittally. 

Taking a step back, what we see are the first moments of disagreement which was to persist until Kennedy sent his brother off to draft the letter to 
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Khrushchev, but though the fact of disagreement is acknowledged— for one, through the succession of turn- initial discourse markers of dissent ( but s and well s)— its terms are unclear. The deep question is whether Khrushchev’s second offer negated the first. This is, in fact, exactly the sort of temporal sequenc-ing issue that so much of this book has been dedicated to, though now at the level of communication between superpower leaders. Bundy’s view seems to be that Khrushchev violated the rules of the geopolitical game in changing his terms, analogous to a poker player raising a bet but then trying to rescind that raise upon seeing someone smile, and that his first offer is still sequentially available for a response by virtue of coming first. Kennedy’s view, in contrast, is that later demands supersede earlier ones, as indicative of the state of affairs in the present moment as opposed to those that may have prevailed (perhaps fleetingly) at some time in the past. This difference is also reflected in their different uses of the word  position.  For Kennedy, Khrushchev’s position (line 25) is equated with his most recent proposal, while Bundy is again more gamelike, speaking as if it is the combination of moves (offers) that defines the chairman’s current position (line 21), analogous to chess.12 Also, behind both sides is an implicit theory of “face work,”13 with Bundy’s “difficult position” comment (lines 20– 21) suggesting that Khrushchev loses face if he insists on the terms of the Saturday offer having earlier made the Friday one (especially if the Friday letter were to be made public, as some on the ExComm thought it should be), and Kennedy apparently convinced that Khrushchev would have a hard time backing down from the Saturday proposal without loss of face. 

A few minutes later there is another exchange of the same sort, though now the positions have crystallized and hardened further. As in excerpt 6.2, what results is less sustained disagreement than incommensurate but largely unelaborated views of how the world works, leaving the two sides talking past each other even as their turns interdigitate; we might say that their views are “emulsified,” intermixed but not actually reconciled. Immediately before excerpt 6.3 

starts, Kennedy repeated that the Turkey deal was hard to turn down if the alternative was a military clash. In lines 1– 2, Bundy reiterates his preference, that the United States respond positively to Khrushchev’s first offer. In the midst of Bundy’s turn, Kennedy tries to interrupt: “but that offer is a new one,” 

referring to the Turkey deal. Thompson’s response in lines 5– 6 is a bit strange, enough so that the published transcripts have him saying, “I hear you. And you think the public one is serious, when we have the private one.”14 In actuality, far from trying to restate, and thereby express at least a modicum of sympathy for, Kennedy’s point, Thompson suggests that the Friday offer negates the Saturday one, which is exactly the opposite of what the president is asserting. 

Kennedy is getting impatient,15 and restates his basic contention (lines 7– 9). 

But then Rusk and Bundy are back onto the idea of holding Khrushchev to the terms of his first offer, by making his letter public. Kennedy, perhaps wondering whether he is speaking a foreign language, tries again in lines 13– 16, 
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punctuating his turn with an exasperated laugh (imperfectly transcribed as “hh uh,” the second part of which is really just a grunt). Again, however, his remark is brushed aside, this time by Sorensen who observes that, given the choice, every one in the room would prefer a deal based on the Friday offer (lines 17– 

19). Only then does someone come to the president’s defense, but no sooner does Rusk say (after some stumbling) “we’re not (.2) being offered a ↑choice↓” 

then he hedges: “we ↑may ↓not be offered a choice.” Kennedy responds with a vague reference to the “disadvantages” of making any guarantees regarding Cuba and then repeats his refrain: the second proposal is “obviously” the operative one (lines 22– 27). 

Nonconfrontation and the (Mis)perception of Agreement

The heart of the disagreement ultimately came down to the narrative question of whether Khrushchev would accept a deal limited to a no- invasion pledge, for it was obvious that a deal that conceded less was better than one that conceded more. By the beginning of the second (4:00 p.m.) meeting, Kennedy had taken to pointedly predicting that the chairman would not, but with the advent of this counterprediction (for Bundy, Sorensen, and others obviously thought that 
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he might) we see an increasing amount of avoidance, evasion, inattention, and circumvention, one consequence of which was that the two sides sometimes seemed to disagree about what had been decided on, in spite of the fact that they were sitting around the same table. 

Shortly before excerpt 6.4 begins, Kennedy appeared to agree with Rusk and Dillon that any response to Khrushchev would contain a promise that the United States would not invade Cuba. But after some quibbling about the wording of that promise, Kennedy, in the excerpt, predicts that Khrushchev would reject a deal that offered nothing more than Cuba’s security. What is interesting about this excerpt is not only that Kennedy predicts outright that Khrushchev would not accept the no- invasion deal, but also that he is given so much time in which to do it, not only in clock time but in “turn- taking time,” as a succession of TRPs (transition- relevance places) come and go which no one avails himself of, leaving Kennedy with the floor. 

The TRPs are indicated by deltas (D) in the excerpt.16 That so many come and go suggests deliberate restraint on the part of other ExComm members. 

A structural motivation for such restraint follows from the idea that when one speaks, one is expected to say something relevant to whatever was said last. 

One implication is that “if you want to talk to something that’s just been said, then you know you have to talk to it ‘now’ or you may not get a chance to talk to it.”17 Conversely, if you  don’t want to speak to something that has just been said, then  don’t talk now. And that is precisely what Kennedy’s advisers do (or rather, do not do), to a man. (There seems to be a bit of overlapping talk in lines 3 and 4 but it is fleeting and does not come across as a serious attempt at speaker change.) Indeed, the turn continues for a whole 2:20, well beyond the end of the excerpt (which lasts for about fifty seconds), and by the time anyone does respond Kennedy has changed the topic to the U.S. demand that work on 
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the missiles stop, so that subsequent talk is about that, and then goings- on at the UN. 

I take this as evidence of widespread disinterest in engaging Kennedy on this particular point, though in fact his counterprediction directly challenges the plan that most of his advisers are now pushing, and will continue to push, so that such a challenge would be sequentially relevant, and indeed, one would think, urgently so. But the same thing happened again fourteen minutes later (in between they discussed the note to U Thant) when Kennedy repeated these arguments (the Soviets would not accept the no- invasion pledge by itself, the United States should promise to talk about Turkey once work on the missiles stopped) and once again there was only one person who tried, unsuccessfully, to interject, though Kennedy talked for 1:45, following which there was thirty- eight seconds of silence before the conversation returned to the note to U Thant (apparently because Kennedy was handed a draft). 

I have interpreted the lack of uptake as an indication of collective disagreement combined with conflict- avoidance (at least at this particular point in the crisis), but in truth silence is ambiguous and Kennedy appears to have reached the opposite conclusion. About a half an hour later— after Kennedy left the Cabinet Room for about seventeen minutes to take a phone call, and (on his return) further discussion about the U Thant letter, which was finalized and sent off18— there were two exchanges in quick succession in which the president seems to have been caught by surprise by the fact that others in the room continued to cling to a course of action that he apparently thought he had dissuaded them from. 

Both are in excerpt 6.5. Pursuing his idea of getting the allies involved in the decision about Turkey, in lines 1– 3 Kennedy proposes arranging for a NATO 

meeting the next morning. Bobby responds with a consequence of doing so, that it would undermine the plan to accept the no- invasion deal. He does not immediately explain his reasoning, however, and thus Kennedy is deprived of further clues of what his brother is referring to. “What?” asks the president in line 6. At first Bobby interprets this to mean that the president did not hear him, so he repeats his “blows the possibility” formulation, but the president responds that it is the possibility “of what” that is the source of the trouble. Bobby replies with the sought- after clarification (lines 9– 13), though it does not seem very clarifying, and is seconded by Bundy. 

The second part of excerpt 6.5 begins about thirty seconds later. In lines 16– 18 and 20, Bobby proposes postponing the NATO meeting for twenty-four hours to give Khrushchev a chance to respond to the no- invasion offer, ignoring his brother’s “what?” in line 19. We do not know what Kennedy says in line 21, but immediately after the overlap ends, Bobby repeats his brother’s own critique of the no- invasion offer (line 22), that the Soviets will not accept it, adding “yeah” at the end presumably to indicate that he is agreeing with a claim previously made by someone else, rather than originating it himself. 
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Kennedy is still puzzled, and in line 23 tests the possibility that “this other thing” Bobby referred to (in line 20) is the demand that work cease (which, I am suggesting, is Kennedy’s present understanding of what the letter is going to stipulate). In lines 24 and 26– 30 Bobby makes at least four attempts to reestablish intersubjectivity: “well no the with the (.2) proposal”; “the trade you know the (.2) the (.2) letter that he offered in which we accepted today↓”; 
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“↑we wrote him this letter that you’ve approved”; and “where we say we won’t invade Cuba in return for.” After each he pauses but the president fails to provide any signs of recognition— even nonverbally, we can safely infer. Ball then undertakes to summarize all of the day’s documents, apparently thinking that Kennedy requires a refresher. (The “blast” means the public statement of that morning, the “query” was the note to U Thant asking him to determine whether the Soviets would stop work on the missiles, and the “letter we are proposing” 

is the letter to Khrushchev.)

Presidential Disengagement and Reengagement

After presidential confusion about his advisers’ designs for a no- invasion pledge came several instances of presidential noninvolvement in its narration, where the narrative was told in spite of the president’s lack of participation though not in active defiance of him. At the end of excerpt 6.5, for instance, Ball offers a reason for thinking that Khrushchev might still be content with a no- invasion pledge, specifically that his public offer was “simply a kind of fishing expedition in Moscow” (lines 40– 41) that he would be willing to back down from. Bundy lends his support (after the excerpt ends), but Kennedy is silent. 

As always, one example proves nothing, but this was not an isolated episode. 

A short while later McNamara and Bobby both proposed accepting Khrushchev’s first offer (though only, McNamara said, after the Turkish missiles were defused so they would be a less tempting target). Except for a failed attempt to interrupt McNamara, Kennedy was silent until Bobby and Alexis Johnson recommended postponing the NATO meeting and Kennedy imagined, aloud, how the situation would be explained to the allies. 

Soon after, it was Ball and Bundy who were narrating the no- invasion offer; see excerpt 6.6. This follows Kennedy’s worrying that U.S. allies would come out against a Turkey deal. At the start of the excerpt, Ball is reciting the variation on the no- invasion narrative involving the release of Khrushchev’s first letter in an effort to hold him to its terms. Bundy collaborates with two sentence completions (lines 7 and 12), a common co- narration practice we have seen before,19 but Kennedy is silent until after Taylor changes the topic to what Finletter is to be instructed to tell NATO ambassadors, whereupon he pipes up. (The “he’d” in line 18 is ambiguous but it is clear from the context that it is Finletter and NATO, and not Khrushchev, that Kennedy is talking about.) Several minutes later, however, Kennedy began to push back. Sorensen repeated the suggestion that the NATO meeting be postponed for a day or two until Khrushchev could respond to a U.S. acceptance of his Friday offer, and as in the last few instances Kennedy did not respond. But then after Rusk read a draft letter to Khrushchev authored by Stevenson, which contained the 
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no- invasion offer, Kennedy suddenly reengaged. “But ↑he’s ↓gonna come back and say what about that proposal I made this morning,” he said, and suggested instead that the letter focus on the need to stop work on the missiles.20

Kennedy’s sudden reanimation at this point calls for explanation. One possibility is that it was easier for the president to disagree with a letter by someone in New York (Stevenson) than with someone in the room with him, though he had not seemed especially conflict- averse up to this point. More likely, talk of a concrete letter containing the no- invasion offer alarmed the president in a way that more hypothetical talk had not, drawing him back into the fray (which, so long as he kept his own council, had ceased to look very fraylike). Either way, no one responded to his prediction that Khrushchev would turn down the offer, and Kennedy, sounding frustrated and even angry at the lack of uptake, repeated the point a few turns later: “the ↑point of the matter is Khrushchev’s gonna come back and refer to his thing this morning↓ on ↑Turkey↓ (.6) and then we’re gonna be screwing around for another ↓forty- eight  hours.”21 Kennedy went on like this for a while, and Rusk responded that U Thant and Stevenson had not given up hope of keeping Turkey out of the negotiations, which was both fairly tepid as a challenge to the president’s prediction, and attributed to two people not in the room to boot. 

Circumvention

Kennedy’s advisers had, up to this point, been reluctant to directly argue with him, perhaps surprised by his uncharacteristic obstinacy. Yet they were determined to press forward with their version of the letter, and we have seen that 
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one strategy they employed to this end was neither agreeing nor disagreeing with his arguments. Another, at least on one occasion, was to ignore a presidential decision. 

At the start of excerpt 6.7, the group is still talking about Stevenson’s draft version of the letter to Khrushchev. In lines 1– 3 the president again predicts that Khrushchev would turn down a no- invasion deal and as before goes on to propose that the letter focus on cessation of missile work, as did the day’s earlier communications (to the press and U Thant). McNamara interrupts (line 18) so we do not know what else Kennedy was going to propose. The defense secretary then speaks as if the no- invasion deal is still very much the order of the day, and indeed proposes that the opening paragraph demanding work cessation be moved to the  end of the letter (lines 18– 22). Thus, while all the talk 
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of letter versions and paragraphs can get confusing, it seems that McNamara ignores the main implication of Kennedy’s initial turn here for the contents of the letter.22 On top of that, two other features of McNamara’s turn diminish the extent to which it can be heard as a response to the president. First, it starts in the middle of a TCU (after “then we’ll”), albeit at a pause and an attempted turn by someone else (line 16). Second, it is devoid of unambiguous “tying” 

devices, such as pronouns, by means of which one turn points to the previous one.23 (The “you” in line 22 does not really count because it can mean “one” and thus need not refer to any particular individual.)

Following that, there is a confusing and disorderly exchange about paragraph numbering, which is omitted from the excerpt, followed by Kennedy’s notion of what the letter is to propose: that work on the missiles stop as a precondition to discussion of “all these” (lines 24– 28, 30, 32). Several people immediately agree (possibly including Bundy and McNamara but it is difficult to be sure). It might seem surprising that Kennedy’s vision for the letter is met with such support all of a sudden, but what those men (as many as five of them if the unidentified speakers are all different, but assuming that McNamara agrees twice) are affirming is the premising of any deal on the end of missile work. Indeed, it might be because this was something that everyone  could agree with the president on that so many line up to lend their support. 

Eliciting Reasons

The pattern of conflict avoidance, evasion, and circumvention only came to an end when Kennedy forced it to, using conversational resources available to everyone to accomplish something that seems, in retrospect, very presidential. 

See excerpt 6.8. After a 2.9 second pause in the discussion, Rusk, in lines 1– 2, endorses Stevenson’s letter in spite of the president’s skepticism. Kennedy repeats his criticism in lines 3– 6 and 8, where “general détente” has come to mean a deal over NATO missiles in Europe, inclusive of those in Turkey (though in fact it was only the Turkish missiles that were seriously being discussed at this point). Rather than meet this criticism directly, Rusk attempts another form of circumvention, proposing that “a couple of us” try to reconcile the two versions of the letter to Khrushchev (lines 9– 11), where that “couple” certainly would not have included the president.24

Kennedy does not consent to this plan, instead repeating his prediction that Khrushchev would not accept any deal promising nothing with regard to the Turkish missiles (lines 12– 18). Now, though, he singles out Thompson, former ambassador to the Soviet Union, addressing him by name and making an assertion that he knows Thompson does not agree with. On the spot, Thompson, who comes closest to having the relevant epistemic authority, contests  Kennedy’s prediction, at first merely by saying that “there’s a chance” that Khrushchev will 
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“back down” and return to the terms of his Friday proposal (lines 19– 27, including interjections from the president and an unidentified speaker). Kennedy is skeptical as usual, and for the usual reason (lines 28– 30), but in following his opinion with a “tag question” in line 30, and one with sharply rising intonation, he draws Thompson back onto the floor to justify his position while simultaneously acknowledging his epistemic authority.25 Thompson, and then McCone, respond in what feels like a clarifying moment: Thompson speculates that the second letter was merely meant to put “pressure” on the United States to accept the first offer (although earlier I suggested that this was a dubious argument and it ended up being untrue), and McCone offers that Khrushchev would be able to declare victory if he could say that he saved Cuba from invasion (which was closer to the mark). Thus Kennedy created a reason- giving moment, and held tight to it, and found reasons forthcoming in greater concentration than theretofore. 

Conceding and Conceding Anew

In lines 44– 49, Kennedy appears to give in, drafting aloud a letter that would accept the terms of the Friday letter while hinting at later negotiations about other matters. Though he then goes on to emphasize that the “first ingredient” of any deal is cessation of work on the missiles and their deactivation (lines 50– 53), this is a significant concession, because his concern has been that Khrushchev would reject any deal that does not involve the Turkish missiles, so that by Kennedy’s earlier reckoning Khrushchev will reject the deal now being formulated. 

This is the sequential context for Sorensen’s statement of Kennedy’s position in lines 58– 63, which actually  un settles the question of whether the United States will pursue the first or second offer that, a moment before, seemed settled. Perhaps detecting the president’s unease, Sorensen offers an “in other words” formulation of Kennedy’s concern about the importance of demanding cessation of work on the missiles.26 In doing so, however, he neglects to incorporate Kennedy’s concession vis- à- vis the no- invasion pledge, with the result that the president’s position has now been restated without it. Sorensen’s turn ends with the two possibilities of what subsequent negotiations might consist of, a promise not to invade Cuba or negotiations over armaments in Europe, of which the Turkish missiles are a component. Finding both options in front of him, Kennedy uses the chance to doubt that the Soviets would accept any deal that did “nothing about ↑Turkey↓” (lines 64– 71). Finding their plan once again in jeopardy, Bundy, Thompson, Ball, and Bobby step forward to try to convince Kennedy all over again (lines 74– 88): Bundy, Thompson, and Ball remind him that the letter will promise negotiations about such matters later; Thompson observes that Khrushchev will be able to claim to have protected Cuba; and 
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Bobby opines (correctly) that Khrushchev’s first letter was an indication that he was “shaken up” and in a conciliatory mood. Kennedy starts to object again (line 89) but Bobby interrupts to insist on the possibility and Kennedy once again concedes. 

Kennedy is still not really convinced, however. His final turn in excerpt 6.8 

is prosodically telling, and once again only crudely reproduced in the excerpt. 

We can do better by once again using interlinear tonetic notation; see figure 6.1. The sharply rising intonation on “well,” its descent through “uh,” and its slight rise on “then,” all create the impression of a casual and offhand remark, as if to say that his capitulation is not to be taken seriously. And sure enough, a moment later he expressed his preference for a more vague assurance, such as that the United States “has no hostile intentions towards (1.5) Cuba”27 or will ensure “peace in the Caribbean,”28 and then predicted a “hell of a fight” (politically speaking) if he promised not to invade.29 Rusk then read a draft of the 
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Figure 6.1.  Interlinear tonetic diagram for lines 94–95 of excerpt 6.8. 

letter which used the “peace in the Caribbean” phrase, which was sufficiently far from an explicit acceptance of Khrushchev’s Friday offer that Bobby and Sorensen combined to protest the ambiguation. 

Now we enter the home stretch. A moment later Bobby continues as seen in the opening lines of excerpt 6.9. He proposes that the United States simply accept Khrushchev’s Friday offer; someone, perhaps Sorensen, concurs (lines 1– 6). Kennedy starts to object (judging from “well we can’t”) but stumbles, facilitating speaker transition to Sorensen who seems to suggest (like Rusk before him) that synthesis of the two letters be delegated to a smaller group (lines 8– 12). Bobby then makes the same suggestion even more pointedly, resulting in an explosion of laughter, perhaps at the audacity of the president’s younger brother and perhaps because it pointed at the interactional dilemma they had all been living with since the start of the discussion, namely that 
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the president alone was the principal obstacle to a consensus about what the president should do. 

After another minute of talk about the wording of the letter, Kennedy finally capitulates once and for all. This moment is captured in excerpt 6.10. 

Kennedy has not abandoned his belief that Khrushchev will turn down this offer but says “anyway we can ↑try↓ this thing” (lines 2– 3), and then reiterates the importance of demanding that work on the missiles stop. Bundy agrees, beginning his turn in the midst of “cessation” but once it is clear that is what Kennedy is going to say, but perhaps fearing that once again the president is starting to renege on his concession, reiterates the critical part (lines 8– 11). 

After a pause, Taylor tries to speak and then Kennedy does something peculiar (lines 13– 14), ostensibly offering a formulation of the plan being proposed as if it is only now becoming clear to him, despite the fact that this is the plan his advisers have been advocating all along, and despite the fact that Kennedy himself repeatedly challenged its premise, including just a few seconds before. 

Usually “in other words” formulations allow a speaker to test his or her understanding of the import of another’s talk for the task at hand.30 But here there is little question that Kennedy understands what his advisers are proposing, and is understood to understand it. Thus some further explanation is needed. 

First, this may be a way for Kennedy to sign on to a plan that he has for so long resisted, by speaking as if he only now understands what is being proposed. 

Second, he may be trying to get the historical record straight in terms of whose idea this is, perhaps with the tape recorder in mind. Third, he may be experiencing doubt, and using the formulation, and the response it would predictably garner, as a way to buy himself some time as he decides whether he wants to reverse direction yet again. Either way, this is consistent with something we 
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have seen again and again in these data: the privileging of local conversational order over a cumulative “discourse model.”31

Whatever the explanation, Bobby provides confirmation (lines 15– 18). 

After the excerpt ends, Taylor delivered the Joint Chiefs’ recommendation that the air strike take place no later than Monday morning unless there was “ir-refutable” evidence that work on the missiles had stopped. (Bobby responded, 

“well I’m surprised,” and there was another explosion of laughter.) Kennedy asked, Why Monday?— a Monday strike then being problematic in the event that Khrushchev demanded a concession on Turkey and NATO had to be mobilized to discuss that. Taylor responded that “uh they would just feel that the longer we wait now,” which Kennedy cut off with a dismissive “but there’s no (.2) right (.2) okay.” Then Dillon said something about surveillance, and Kennedy instructed Bobby to “go out now and get this letter (.3) set with Adlai.” 

Bobby did not immediately leave the room (and when he did it was with Sorensen) but, except for one line, the contents of the letter were not discussed again before the president, during a break in the meeting, gave his final approval and it was transmitted.32

This did not mark the end of the meeting. The group went on to discuss the timing of the NATO meeting, prospects for getting U.S. allies to approve a Turkey trade, and how to respond to news that a U- 2 spy plane had been shot down over Cuba. And then, with Kennedy out of the room (among other things, signing off on Bobby’s and Sorensen’s letter), those remaining talked about what the United States should say to NATO about the Turkish missiles and drafted a stern warning to Khrushchev about the downing of the U- 2 (which was never sent). Kennedy eventually returned and wrapped up the meeting. Then he met with his closest advisers in the Oval Office to devise the plan to secretly communicate a promise to remove the missiles from Turkey.33 This additional message was entrusted to Bobby, who conveyed it to Soviet ambassador Dobrynin with the stipulation that this part of the deal remain confidential. 

The ExComm met again that evening (9:00 p.m. on the twenty- seventh), but only briefly to talk about the  Grozny, surveillance (especially in light of the U- 2 downing), and plans for the meeting of NATO ambassadors scheduled for the next day. Those plans never had to be into operation, however, for shortly after 9:00 a.m. the next morning, Radio Moscow broadcasted a new message from Khrushchev, agreeing to the removal of the nuclear missiles from Cuba in return for a pledge from the United States not to invade the island. Khrushchev, we now know, had just informed the Presidium of his intention to withdraw his missiles from Cuba in return for the no- invasion pledge when word came from Dobrynin of Kennedy’s promise to remove NATO missiles from Turkey. In Dobbs’s words, this “clearly sweetened the proposed deal. . . . Any remaining desire to haggle about terms and conditions drained away.”34
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Conclusion: Decision Making by Division

Like Schrödinger’s cat, suspended between life and death, Khrushchev presented two simultaneous but contradictory views of himself: as someone ready to remove the missiles in return for a U.S. pledge not to invade Cuba, and as someone who was holding out for a bigger score, namely the withdrawal of Jupiter missiles from Turkey. This state of indeterminacy was directly absorbed into the ExComm’s discussions, where it spawned two contradictory stories: that Khrushchev would never accept a deal limited to a no- invasion pledge once he had issued his public statement about Turkey, and that he might. And out of this came a correspondingly multivocal response: the official letter accepting the Friday proposal in combination with the backstage concession to the Saturday demand. 

My focus in this chapter has been on how this indeterminacy was interactionally manifested. At first it was through what I called “emulsified” exchanges, in which the two views were sequentially interdigitated without being reconciled. Behind this, I suggested, was a fundamental difference regarding what the offer sequence meant, or could successfully be taken to mean, a difference that the two sides were slow to articulate and redress. Subsequent practices included narrative segregation, when each side was permitted to tell its story without interference (which Kennedy, at least, interpreted as lack of disagreement); disregard for sequential implicativeness (including one instance in which it seems that a presidential decision, or near- decision, was ignored); and attempts to remove Kennedy from the letter- drafting process altogether. Eventually, however, Kennedy seemed to give in, persuaded, perhaps, by Thompson when Kennedy challenged him directly, but more likely overwhelmed by the sheer number of advisers, including his trusted brother, who were telling him the same thing. That he then went on to offer Khrushchev something more does not mean that he was “no longer relying on the ExComm as a decision-making body,”35 exactly, but rather that he was so bound by their advice that he felt compelled to accept it, even though he so firmly rejected its premise that he also felt compelled to devise the backstage deal, as controversial as that could have been had word of it leaked. 

But why was the president so certain that Khrushchev would refuse any deal that did not involve the Jupiter missiles? Why was he so unwavering in this view, in this article of faith, and so disinclined to elaborate any argument in support of it? Here is one possibility. Bobby charged two journalists, Frank Holeman and Charles Bartlett, with floating the idea of a Turkish missile trade in conversations with (presumed) Soviet intelligence agent Georgi Bolshakov on October 23.36 Zelikow and May believe that in doing this Bobby had misinterpreted his brother’s instructions.37 By the twenty- seventh, however, the president may well have learned of this, but not wanting to implicate himself or his brother in suggesting something so controversial to the Soviets, did not 
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tell the other members of the ExComm. In that event, he would have thought that Khrushchev’s Saturday proposal was actually an acceptance of an idea that had (so far as the chairman knew) originated with Kennedy, but not felt free to say so. That would explain why he felt so certain that Khrushchev would not back down from the second proposal once it was made, and also why Kennedy was reluctant to suggest to him that he should.38

As in earlier chapters of this book, an important phenomenon in this one is that of “trying again.” As in chapter 4, in particular, the ExComm seemed to be going in circles, with repeated suggestions that the United States accept the Friday offer and repeated predictions that this would fail, and most such instances articulated as if for the first time. (Sometimes Kennedy’s exasperation was the only evidence of repetition.) This is consistent with the idea that conversational coherence first of all applies in the moment, but it also might reflect a deliberate conversational strategy. Recall the Bergson- Schutz idea, introduced in chapter 2, that as we cycle through alternatives, a given option looks different each time around because of the way in which we have been altered by the experience of considering the other ones. Knowing this, people may raise the same possibilities again and again, not for lack of recollection of earlier mentionings but in the hope that an idea that failed the last time around will fare better this time, by virtue of changing conversational circumstances: skeptics grow tired, get distracted, reconsider their positions, or for some other reason provide the needed uptake or at least do not prevent others from doing so. 

C H A P T E R   7

Conclusion

Reflecting on the decision-making process after the Cuban missile crisis was over, President Kennedy famously observed that “the essence of ultimate decision remains impenetrable to the observer— often, indeed, to the decider himself. . . . There will always be the dark and tangled stretches in the decision- making process— mysterious even to those who may be most intimately involved.”1 In this conclusion, I summarize my argument with an eye to making sense of this striking claim, wherein Kennedy appears to admit that even he felt baffled by what happened in the White House during his presidency. 

Let me begin by restating the book’s main argument, abstracted from the details for the moment:  Insofar  as  a  decision  arises  out  of  talk, and there is no 

 “right” answer simply waiting to be discovered or decreed, that decision emerges from the intersection of individuals’ perspectives and interests; conversational rules, procedures, and vicissitudes; and external events that may impinge on the decision-making process before it has run its course.  In the following sections I take up each component of this formulation in turn, starting with the initial scope conditions, and then considering the three intersecting ingredients: people’s perspectives, interests, and views (i.e., the contents of their minds); conversational rules, procedures, and vicissitudes, particularly those associated with foretalk; and external events (in the “environment”). With these pieces in place, I then summarize the empirical argument from the three main empirical chapters (chapters 4– 6) before returning to, and trying to make sense of, Kennedy’s memorable observation about the opacity of the decision- making process. 

Scope Conditions

Experimentalists sometimes talk about “scope conditions,” or the conditions under which a theory is thought to make accurate predictions.2 While my argument in this book has been highly inductive, and there is nary a testable prediction to be found, I take its most controversial claim, regarding the consequentiality of talk’s mechanisms and dynamics for decisions, to require that two conditions are met. One is that there is a genuine problem or, as Dewey would say,3 “perplexity” for which there is neither an obvious solution nor any powerful actor or faction that can impose its preferred solution through force 
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or incentives. That is, the outcome of deliberations is not foreseeable on prior grounds, as it is, for instance, when two- thirds of jurors believe that a defendant is not guilty prior to deliberations and the jury predictably delivers a guilty ver-dict,4 or when strong vested interests are in play and a powerful faction can over-ride, or buy off, all resistance to whatever decision it favors.5 In the ExComm case there was a succession of such problems, all of them revolving around the goal of removing the Soviet missiles, and no powerful person or coalition willing or able to impose its preferred solution on others. (The president was the only man who really could have, but he learned his lesson after the Bay of Pigs.) The second scope condition is that the decision is actually reached through talk, rather than through the workings of a solitary mind. That this was the case in the ExComm was due to the fact that Kennedy genuinely wanted input from his advisers, or in the very least he wanted only to make decisions for which responsibility could be shared. Moreover, he saw the virtues of the National Security Council meeting format, and opted to assemble his advisers in one place rather than have them approach him individually (though they often did that as well), and to encourage free and open exchanges rather than impose an artificial structure that might have inhibited participation or otherwise sent the wrong message about formality and protocol. Kennedy thus bound himself to make decisions, to the extent possible, that were sensible and justifiable against the backdrop of what I have referred to as the “discursive state,” meaning what had been said up to the moment of decision. A surprising finding was that what really mattered for the discursive state was what had been said recently rather than a cumulative record. 

Minds

I have made comparatively little in this book of ExComm members’ particular interests and leanings, or the contents of their minds. One reason is that talk of “hawks” and “doves,” so common in both popular and scholarly accounts, is more ex post description of what people were heard to have said than explanation of why they actually said it. And though Allison’s bureaucratic politics model predicts that people’s positions follow from their preexisting organizational identities,6 as noted in chapter 1 he did not actually try to make sense of ExComm members’ positions in these terms. Surely part of the reason is that they were fairly united in the goal of getting the missiles removed, and most were persuadable with regard to means (the Joint Chiefs, and perhaps John McCone, being the least flexible). Another reason that I shied away from talk of interests and perspectives is that if such things mattered, it was inasmuch as they were brought to bear during the key exchanges analyzed, so those perspectives were on full display already in the analysis, without my needing to make them out to be more fixed than they necessarily were. 
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There were, however, two occasions on which I paused to speculate about a particular ExComm member’s reasoning. One was when McNamara suddenly stopped warning about the danger of bombing operational missiles after an advance warning, such as a blockade would have provided. The other was when President Kennedy strenuously resisted his advisers’ seemingly unanimous recommendation that he accept the terms of Khrushchev’s first offer while ignoring the second one. Both cases warranted special consideration because both men’s behavior was surprisingly inconsistent in some way that was consequential for the course of the discussions: McNamara’s sudden change of tune allowed for others to line up behind a course of action that had previously been radioactive (so to speak), while Kennedy’s sudden and uncharacteristic obstinacy threatened the Trollope Ploy even as it set the tone for the smaller meeting at which Rusk proposed a solution to Kennedy’s unabated qualms. 

In both cases I suggested that something else was going on behind the scenes. 

McNamara, on his side, had decided that in order to advocate for a blockade without the threat of later military action he had to stop damning the blockade in the eyes of those who needed to think that a later air strike would be possible. As for Kennedy, I hypothesized that he assumed that Khrushchev would never accept a no- invasion pledge, having (perhaps inadvertently) deployed Bobby to float that very idea past the Soviets, but not wanting to own up to that fact. 

Such occasions aside, however, I resisted dwelling on the reasoning or perspectives of individual ExComm members except insofar as these were clearly manifested in particular episodes of talk, consistent with my assumption that it was talk that mattered for Kennedy’s decisions, particularly those that occurred, or at least ripened, during the actual ExComm meetings (as in fact all the key decisions did). This brings me to the next component. 

Foretalk

The ExComm’s most important conversational activity, from the perspective of the decisions Kennedy had to make, was telling stories about possible futures, or what I have called “foretalk.” In Janis’s view, the ExComm thoroughly canvassed a wide range of alternative courses of action; . . . carefully weighed the costs, drawbacks, and subtle risks of negative consequences, as well as the positive consequences, that could flow from what initially seemed the most advantageous courses of action; . . . [and] reexamined the positive and negative consequences of all the main alternatives, including those originally considered unacceptable, before making a final choice.7

I have repeatedly credited Janis with being at least partially right, for it is hard to listen to the ExComm tapes and not marvel at how earnestly the group 
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took the task of talking through consequences, and how much space Kennedy gave them to do it. Compared to many other crises, Janis is surely justified in giving his approval to the ExComm’s handling of this one.8 Yet it is also hard to completely square his account, based on retrospective accounts, with some telling observations made at the time, and later, about the group’s failure to systematically consider everything that could go wrong, something for which I have provided independent evidence. 

It was McNamara who most often remarked on this fact. For instance, well into the third meeting, after the ExComm had met over three days for almost  eleven hours (six unrecorded on the seventeenth), he complained, “what’s lacking here is a real (.4) well thought- out (.2) course of action or alternative courses u-  (.) of action.”9 And his story had not changed when, at a remarkable meeting of scholars (including Allison) and surviving ExComm members in 1987, he remarked, “We weren’t going through an unemotional, orderly, and comprehensive analytical decision- making process.”10 Moreover, this was not McNamara’s perception alone, but one apparently shared by the attending scholars, who “were perplexed as to why the ExComm did not seem to work through all, or at least some, of the various possible paths to an acceptable solution.”11

To what can we attribute this failure to systematically talk through all of the options during the most dangerous crisis in human history? The academics at the meetings were dumbfounded, and former ExComm members responded with impatience, and were probably too far removed from the crisis to give reliable answers anyway.12 This book provides an answer, and thereby moves us closer to an understanding of Kennedy’s surprising characterization of the decision- making process quoted at the start of the chapter. 

The machinery of conversation limits when a person can speak and what he or she can say upon obtaining the floor. It does the first through the general norm that one person speaks at a time (the so- called one- speaker rule) and the particular rules of turn- taking that, with the occasional lapse and abuse, safeguard that norm. It does the second by means of the mechanism of relevance, including both narrative relevance and the expectation that when one is asked a question, for instance, one will reply with an answer. Consequently, talk about a decision is necessarily shaped by the various processes that usher an idea from someone’s head to open expression, including some processes that give people new ideas, some that make it necessary to say things that one would rather not have,13 and some that make it necessary  not to say things that one wanted to. 

When it comes to foretalk, particularly when the options are many and causal chains are long and complicated, it is thus almost inevitable that particular narrative branches will be neglected, with the result that some options, and some contingencies, may be only dimly perceived. And there is no reason to assume that time will remedy the problem, especially when that is in short supply. 

Enter the environment. 
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Environment

“Environmental impatience” is the term proposed by Stephen Weiner to refer to the various ways in which external actors can pressure an organization into making a decision, perhaps before it is ready to.14 The ExComm faced various degrees, and forms, of environmental impatience as the crisis unfolded, according to whether the Soviets knew that the United States knew about the missiles (at first they did not and then they did), and then according to the pace of events at the UN, in the Kremlin, and in the Caribbean. This made the ExComm’s deliberations more or less urgent, and further, threatened it with various and shifting consequences for failing to decide in a timely manner, depending on the stage of the crisis. Moreover, the environment sometimes shook the ExComm even as it met, such as when the group learned of Khrushchev’s second offer and, later that day, the shooting down of a U- 2 by a Soviet surface-to- air  missile. 

Summary of Empirical Argument

To repeat my central claim, it was from the intersection of the thoughts and designs of particular ExComm members, the mechanisms of talk, and the temporality of events in the outside world that decisions, or the appearance of decision, sprang, where the first of these was invoked only sparingly. Table 7.1 

summarizes the empirical argument with respect to the three stages of the crisis. For each stage, the table indicates the constitutive dilemma; the degree and nature of environmental impatience; the conundrum that put an easy solution beyond reach; the decision outcome; and the conversational achievement, phenomenon, or dynamic that made that outcome possible. 

Kennedy’s, and thus the ExComm’s, first dilemma was how to respond to the discovery of the Soviet missiles. The options included doing nothing (basically ruled out from the start though McNamara periodically tried to resuscitate the possibility), an immediate military attack (of which there were several variations, ranging from a limited air strike against missiles sites to a massive invasion), and some sort of advance warning to Khrushchev to give him a chance to back down prior to an attack. The conundrum was that, hindsight notwithstanding, all options looked bad; recall figure 4.1. Yet because the administration’s knowledge of the missiles was a closely guarded secret, the ExComm had several days during which to talk. And talk it did, both in Kennedy’s presence (with the tape recorder running) and in his absence. The outcome of this talk was Kennedy’s choice of a blockade with very visible preparations for a military attack, in spite of the manifest danger of having to subsequently bomb operational nuclear weapons, something McNamara warned about during the first days of the crisis and Kennedy fretted about after he committed himself to 
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Table 7.1. Summary of the argument
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to deliberate 
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Justifications of 

of blockade 

at blockade line  disconnected 
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inaction squeeze
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not intercepting 

missiles
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Khrushchev’s 

U.S. accepts first 

Narrative 
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inscrutable 

offer and makes 
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two offers 

before terms 

behavior 

concession vis-à-vis  circumvention, 

(Ch. 6) 

of deal change 



Turkish missiles 

conflict 



again or allies 





avoidance 



rule out  



Turkey deal

the blockade. What happened in between was the fairly abrupt suppression of exactly this narrative branch through a variety of conversational mechanisms, including self- censorship, interruption, selective uptake following conversational overlap, ambiguation, and simple omission. We might say that instead of groupthink, the choice rested on group talk— on most ExComm members converging on the same story while preventing its discontents from raising an effective objection. 

Kennedy’s choice of a blockade set the stage for the second dilemma, regarding which ships, if any, to actually intercept (once those most suspected of carrying weapons had turned around). The conundrum now stemmed from the tenuous relationship between the blockade and the ultimate goal of forcing Khrushchev to remove the missiles. This resulted both in disagreement about the purpose of the blockade (e.g., to stop more missiles from being delivered versus to seize evidence of missile shipments) and then, with respect to particular ships, a preference for piling on justifications for not intercepting (very often addressed to some vague “generalized other”) over narrating the consequences of making one choice versus the other. These justifications were enough to stay Kennedy’s hand, yet more out of indecision than out of a 
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conviction that it was best to let the  Bucharest,  Völkerfreundschaft, and (planning ahead)  Grozny pass unharassed. Yet from the outside the lack of a decision to intercept was indistinguishable from a decision not to, given that the ships were not going to wait until a final decision was made, a lesson that the ExComm learned the hard way once word leaked that the  Bucharest had been permitted through the quarantine line. 

Kennedy’s indecisiveness at the blockade line may or may not have factored into Khrushchev’s decision to up the ante with a second proposal tying removal of Soviet missiles in Cuba to the removal of Jupiter missiles in Turkey. Regardless, the premier’s two offers caused a good deal of consternation because it was impossible to know what was behind this change of heart and, consequently, what terms he would actually be satisfied with. Corresponding to his two offers, consequently, were two stories about how he would respond were the United States to agree to the terms of his first (private) offer. Because neither story was clearly favored by the known facts, they coexisted, aided by various acts of evasion and avoidance. But this narrative indeterminacy was a luxury that the ExComm could not afford for long, given the need to respond before Khrushchev added additional demands or before NATO allies complicated the situation by taking an irrevocable stand against any deal involving Turkey. 

Thus Kennedy made a show of capitulating to his advisers and approving the Trollope Ploy of accepting Khrushchev’s Friday offer and more or less ignoring his Saturday offer. However, Kennedy’s fear that this would fail, and that the crisis would escalate as a result, resurfaced shortly thereafter, when he approved Rusk’s plan for a back- channel promise that the Jupiter missiles, a thorn in Khrushchev’s side, would soon be withdrawn. 

Penetrating the Impenetrable

Return, now, to Kennedy’s description of the decision- making process as 

“ impenetrable . . . mysterious even to those who may be most intimately involved.” According to our intuitive theory of decision making, options are weighed and that one selected for which the expected net benefits are the highest. That is, when we think about making a decision, we imagine a cerebral exercise in which the decision  maker is entirely in charge and at the mercy only of his or her cognitive limitations, the information available, and the sheer difficulty of the decision.15

If Kennedy expected that this was what the experience of making decisions on the basis of ExComm input would be like, he was in for a surprise. 

By placing himself into a setting of conversational deliberation, and denying himself the power to control the meetings, Kennedy subjected himself to the vagaries and momentary demands of talk, and of talk with more than a dozen other men who had minds of their own. And then add to this the buffeting the 
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group received from events in the outside world, and it should not be surprising that by the end of the ordeal Kennedy felt dizzied by the twists and turns of the decision- making process, given the degree to which it was at the mercy of events, people, and interactional exigencies that were not directly under his command and that, at every turn, he probably only imperfectly understood. 

Perhaps Kennedy’s remark points most of all to one of the most striking findings of this book. I am referring to the repetitive, circular, and in some ways amnesic nature of deliberative talk that allowed the ExComm to revisit each option again and again, perhaps in the hope that the “shoals or rocks or troublesome gales” encountered last time around would suddenly disappear on the next visit.16 After all, we take consistency in a person’s views— and most especially, his or her stories— over time to be an important indicator of mental (and interactional) competence. A possible implication is that in the most trying times, what is called forth, and indeed what might be indispensable, is behavior that, under normal circumstances, we would associate with cognitive slippage. For all of these reasons, then, the decision- making process may very well have struck Kennedy, after the fact, as “dark and tangled,” but it is not, in the end, so completely impenetrable to the analyst in possession of such incomparable data as Kennedy himself bequeathed. 

A P P E N D I X   A

Timeline of Events and ExComm Meetings

The following excludes non- ExComm meetings (e.g., of Kennedy with the Joint Chiefs and congressional leaders). Topics are indicated, based on recordings or, where those are unavailable,1 on minutes, attendee notes, and other sources reported in the published transcripts. Arrows indicate topical transitions in recorded meetings and meeting segments; otherwise topics are separated by semicolons. Short excisions were usually ignored so long as the topic after the excision was unchanged from before it. 

Tuesday, October 16

Meeting  (11:50 a.m.– 1:00 p.m.)

Topics: photographs → additional surveillance → military and nonmilitary options → Soviet motivation → leaks → military options → possible uprising in Cuba following attack → military preparations → Soviet reprisal → military options → political action preceding strike → surveillance.2

Meeting  (6:30 p.m.– 7:55 p.m.)

Topics: photographs → missile readiness → intelligence → possible message to Castro → repercussions of U.S. attack for Latin America and NATO → military and political options → vulnerability of Florida area to bombers → strategic impact of missiles → whom to give warning to, and disadvantages of that 

→ military options → military preparations → repercussions of an air strike → 

possibility of unrest in Cuba and need for invasion → military options and their consequences → Soviet motives → military planning → mining Cuban waters → scheduling → Gromyko and Dobrynin → Soviet motives → surveillance → scheduling → military and political options, including blockade.3

Wednesday, October 17

Kennedy’s advisers (without Kennedy) met in a series of meetings throughout the day (not recorded; notes taken by John McCone). 
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Topics: political action preceding air strike; attitude of allies; strategic impact of missiles; Soviet motives; missile readiness; blockade; military options; Rusk’s proposal to alert allies shortly before an air strike; political alternative; details of air strike; discussions with Eisenhower.4

Thursday, October 18

Meeting  (11:10 a.m.– 1:15 p.m.)

Topics: photographs → military and political options → possibility of Soviet reprisal → giving Khrushchev advance warning → blockade and repercussions, including demand for negotiations → Eisenhower’s opinions (reported by McCone) → giving Khrushchev advance warning → Soviet reprisal for surprise air strike → threat to Berlin → escalation and nuclear war → whether blockade required war declaration → OAS → whether Khrushchev would respect a blockade → military options → costs and benefits of advance warning → invasion → threat to Guantanamo → military preparations → letter to Khrushchev → Kennedy’s upcoming meeting with Gromyko → political and military options → Soviet reprisal → timing of air strike → Kennedy’s Friday campaign trip → the media → maintaining secrecy of the meetings → 

Gromyko  → giving Khrushchev advance warning → planning next meeting 

→ air strikes following a blockade → military and political options → consequences of blockade.5

Meeting  (9:15 p.m.– midnight, not recorded and no minutes taken) Topics: blockade; timing of announcement.6

Friday, October 19

Kennedy’s advisers (without Kennedy) met in a series of meetings throughout the day (not recorded). 

Topics: intelligence; declaration of war; international law; OAS vote; blockade vs. air strike; international law; blockade vs. air strike; Cuba after Castro; invasion; president’s speech. (Group then broke up and reconvened several hours later.) Topics: blockade option (as developed at length by a subgroup); air strike option (as developed at length by a subgroup); trade involving Turkish and Italian bases; nuclear conflict; strategic gains to Soviets; prospects for air strike after blockade/warning (McNamara suddenly more optimistic); possible terms of a negotiated deal; timing of next meeting.7
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Saturday, October 20

Meeting  (2:30 p.m.– 5:10 p.m., not recorded)

Topics: intelligence; McNamara blockade proposal (which anticipated negotiations over NATO missiles in Turkey and Italy); Bundy air strike proposal; giving advance warning; sending message to Castro; effect of missiles on balance of power; interval between imposition of blockade and air strike; perils of advance warning; Soviet reprisal vs. Berlin; air strike; how to answer questions about timing of blockade; possible negotiations over U.S. 

missiles; Guantanamo; blockade and planning for a later air strike; whether blockade should apply to POL; objective of blockade; possible negotiations over missiles in Turkey and Italy.8

 Kennedy  decides  in  favor  of  blockade  plus  ultimatum, with preparations for air strike.9

Sunday, October 21

Meeting  (2:30 p.m.– 4:50 p.m., not recorded)

Topics: intelligence; Kennedy’s speech draft; objective of the blockade; OAS; speech draft; possibility of meeting/summit with Khrushchev; Soviet reprisal vs. Berlin; communicating with Cuban people through television signal; speech draft; timing of invasion; military planning; Soviet response/

reprisal after speech; blockade mechanics; military preparations; rules of engagement; briefing allies; speech draft; tactics for Security Council meeting; prospects for withdrawing missiles from Turkey and Italy; summit with Khrushchev; OAS; speech draft.10

Monday, October 22

Meeting  (11:47 a.m.– 11:56 a.m., Berlin Group on Crisis Planning [subgroup of the ExComm])

Topics: precautions against unauthorized firing of Turkish missiles → communications with allies → news of Russian announcement in two hours and how that affected the timing of Kennedy’s address.11

Meeting  (3:00 p.m.– 4:00 p.m.)

Topics: message from British Prime Minister Macmillan; importance of winning OAS support; intelligence; importance of presenting a united front 
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when explaining blockade decision;12 explanation for why action was not taken earlier (e.g., lack of intelligence) → effectiveness of an air strike; justification for NATO missiles in Turkey → Soviet motives → how to explain threat from missiles in Cuba → incomparability of Berlin and Cuba (anticipating attempt to equate the two blockades) → whether to admit that immediate air strike was considered → how to deal with press inquiries about mobilization (maybe for invasion) → how to deal with media (and lessons from Korean war) → whether blockade applied to aircraft and what to say about that → fielding questions about mobilization → restrictions on gold transfers → implementation of blockade.13

 Kennedy  addresses  nation, announces blockade. 

Tuesday, October 23

 Many  Soviet  ships  reverse  course. 

Meeting  (10:00 a.m.– 11:03 a.m., now formally as the ExComm) Topics: role of Soviet personnel in Cuba → intelligence/photographs → consultations with Congressional leaders → newspapers → press conference → 

effect of blockades on Cuba and Berlin → photographs, and showing these to the press → implementation of blockade →  Kimovsk → why the United States couldn’t have prevented this crisis → how to respond to a hypothetical attack on a U- 2 → OAS resolution → military contingencies → military preparations (requisitioning ships) → POL → surveillance and photographs → air strike → 

military preparations → communications in Latin America; upcoming Security Council meeting (photographs for) → requisitioning ships → Berlin → 

next meeting.14

 United  States  wins  unanimous  support  from  OAS. 

Meeting  (6:00 p.m.– 7:10 p.m.)

Topics: wording of quarantine proclamation → purpose of the blockade/

when to intercept a ship → wording of proclamation → location of blockade line → wording of proclamation → draft letter to Khrushchev → protests against United States → what ships to intercept → difficulty of boarding a ship → towing a disabled ship → boarding a ship → instructions to the navy 

→ Soviet submarines → requisitioning ships → threats to merchant ships → 

photographs; U.S. readiness for nuclear attack.15
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Wednesday, October 24

 Strategic  Air  Command  moves  to  DEFCON  2 (the alert status one step short of imminent nuclear war). 

Meeting  (10:00 a.m.– 11:15 a.m.)

Topics: intelligence (about missiles and Soviet ships and forces) → deployment of radiation detectors → photographs → intelligence → vulnerability of U.S. airfields → readiness of U.S. aircraft → approaching Soviet ships (including  Kimovsk) → news that Soviet ships “reversed course” → procedures for dealing with Soviet submarines → goal of blockade → Russian speakers on U.S. ships → Soviet reprisal vs. Berlin for sinking of ship → confirmation that Soviet ships stopped/turned around → modified instructions to navy (not to intercept at this time) → communication network in Central and South America → ships turning around → communication network;16 Berlin.17

 Letter  from  Khrushchev  rejecting  blockade. 

Thursday, October 25

Meeting  (10:00 a.m.– 11:10 a.m.)

Topics: U.S. broadcasts to Cubans; ships that turned back; intelligence about Soviet missiles, ships, armed forces → surveillance → intelligence about Cuba 

→  Bucharest →  Völkerfreundschaft →  Grozny; surveillance → Soviet attempts to belatedly camouflage missiles → surveillance → air strike →  Bucharest → 

 Grozny →  Bucharest →  Grozny → other ships →  Bucharest → public statements → 

adding POL to quarantine list →  Grozny and other ships → goal of blockade 

→  Bucharest → communications with U Thant (about terms for talks) → Brazilian proposal for Latin American nuclear- free zone → Khrushchev’s letter 

→ how to intensify blockade →  Bucharest (decision to postpone decision).18

 Photographs  unveiled  to  UN  Security  Council. 

Meeting  (5:00 p.m.– 5:45 p.m.)

Topics: intelligence; run on gold; location of various ships; prospects for UN- sponsored talks; keeping pressure on the Soviets; restricting ship-ping to Cuba; surveillance; whether to board tankers;19  Völkerfreundschaft → 

 Grozny →  Völkerfreundschaft → surveillance → blockade enforcement (multiple ships) → adding POL → blockade enforcement → surveillance → blockade 
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enforcement → Khrushchev’s letter (challenging blockade) → Khrushchev; operational MRBMs.20

Friday, October 26

Meeting  (10:00 a.m.– 11:20 a.m.)

Topics: intelligence report (e.g., about missiles, ships); proposed clandestine CIA action in Cuba21 → intelligence- gathering ships;  Marucla →  Völkerfreundschaft → other ships → POL → escalation of blockade → surveillance → 

dropping leaflets on Cuba → preconditions for talks through the UN → Latin American nuclear- free zone → proposed message to Castro to be passed through Brazil → preconditions for talks → negotiations as a mechanism for getting missiles removed → demand that missiles be rendered inoperable and inspections to ensure that → public statement about continuing work on the missiles → dropping leaflets on Cuba.22

 Khrushchev  makes  his  first  proposal. 

Saturday, October 27

 Khrushchev  makes  his  second  proposal. 

Meeting  (10:05 a.m.– 11:55 a.m.)

Topics: intelligence (about missiles and ships); proposed message to Soviets clarifying location of blockade line;23 surveillance → Khrushchev’s second proposal → surveillance → how to respond to second proposal → demand that missiles on Cuba be rendered inoperable → motivation behind second proposal 

→ how to respond to second proposal → Turkey’s likely response (and how to discourage it) → implications of second proposal for U.S. forces in Turkey 

→ how to respond → nuclear weapons in Turkey → Berlin → drafts of public statement → how to respond to second proposal;24 possibility of drawn- out negotiations; public statement; letter to Khrushchev; next meeting.25

 U- 2 shot down. 

Meeting  (4:00 p.m.– 7:45 p.m.)

Topics: surveillance → proposed public statement about night surveillance 

→ radio transmissions to Cuba → draft letter to Khrushchev, and what to promise by way of negotiations over Turkey → message to U Thant ( asking for 
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assurances that work on the missiles will stop) → NATO response to second proposal → surveillance → U- 2 that strayed into Soviet airspace → surveillance 

→ draft letter to Khrushchev → message to U Thant → diplomatic  consequences of signaling willingness to negotiate over Turkish missiles → message to U 

Thant → letter (to Khrushchev?) → message to U Thant → military action against Cuba and McNamara’s proposal to deactivate missiles in Turkey in advance of that → Polaris submarine (as replacement for Turkish missiles) → 

message to U Thant → proposed NATO meeting and implications for deal limited to no- invasion pledge → letter to Khrushchev → NATO meeting → 

air strike vs. Cuba and preemptive deactivation of Turkish missiles → timing of NATO meeting → negotiations → letter to Khrushchev and consequences of rejecting second offer → proposal to have UN oversee destruction of missiles in Cuba → plan to preemptively deactivate Turkish missiles and Soviet response → mobilization → Khrushchev’s second offer → NATO response to second offer → NATO meeting → letter to Khrushchev and whether Khrushchev might accept terms of first offer → whether to release Khrushchev’s Friday letter → letter to Khrushchev → whether to release Khrushchev’s Friday letter → letter to Khrushchev, and whether this should offer no- invasion of Cuba (contents of letter decided) → Turkey and Italy → NATO meeting → 

surveillance and how to deal with SAMs (surface- to- air missiles threatening U.S. aircraft) → NATO meeting (how to explain the situation to members) 

→ Turkey’s position → downed U- 2 → retaliation against SAM sites → NATO 

meeting → Turkey missiles → letter to Khrushchev (small wording question) 

→ preparations for NATO meeting (advance letter to allied capitals) → deactivating Turkish missiles before air strike → Soviet reprisal for attack on Cuba and need to deactivate those missiles → deal involving Turkish missiles (suddenly appealing) → preparations for NATO meeting → contending letters to NATO capitals in advance of meeting → surveillance → Turkey deal → proposed letter to Khrushchev in response to U- 2 downing → letter to NATO 

capitals (meeting subsides for several minutes) → the day’s messages and letters → night surveillance → letter to Khrushchev → Congressional and domestic response to Turkey deal → how to persuade Turkey → Turkey deal (which might require the United States to take all forces out of Turkey) → motivation behind Khrushchev’s Saturday proposal → letter to Khrushchev threatening retaliation for attacks on surveillance aircraft → alternative communications to NATO → retaliation against SAM sites → downed U- 2 →  Grozny → Turkey deal and its implications.26

 Kennedy  accepts  first  proposal  but  makes  secret  concession  on  Turkish  missiles. 

Meeting  (9:00 p.m.– 9:45 p.m.)

Topics: Surveillance and retaliation for attacks on associated aircraft → mobilization → draft press statement → mobilization →  Grozny → surveillance → 
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 Grozny → mobilization → alternative letters to NATO allies → NATO meeting and what U.S. representative will say → public statement about surveillance  →   Grozny  → letter to closest allies → communication to Hare (U.S. 

ambassador to Turkey) → letter to closest allies → retaliation for attack on U.S. surveillance aircraft.27

Sunday, October 28

 Khrushchev  accepts  Kennedy’s offer(s); crisis ends. 

A P P E N D I X   B

Dramatis Personae

(ExComm members and other officials quoted or referred to, with positions in October 1962)

Ball, George W. 

under secretary of state

Bohlen, Charles E. (“Chip”) 

former ambassador to the Soviet 

Union, ambassador to France

Bundy, McGeorge (“Mac”) 

special assistant to the president for 

national security affairs

Carter, Marshall (“Pat”)

deputy director of central intelligence

Dillon, C. Douglas

secretary of the treasury

Gilpatric, Roswell L. 

deputy secretary of defense

Johnson, Lyndon B. 

vice president

Johnson, U. Alexis 

deputy under secretary of state for 

political affairs

Kennedy, John F. 

president

Kennedy, Robert F. (“Bobby”)

attorney general

Martin, Edwin M. 

assistant secretary of state for inter- 

American affairs

McCone, John A. 

director of central intelligence

McNamara, Robert S. 

secretary of defense

Nitze, Paul H. 

assistant secretary of defense for 

international security affairs

Rusk, Dean

secretary of state

Sorensen, Theodore C. 

special assistant to the president

Stevenson, Adlai E. 

U.S. ambassador to the United 

Nations

Taylor, Maxwell D. 

chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

Thompson, Llewellyn E. (“Tommy”)

former ambassador to the Soviet 

Union
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A P P E N D I X   C

Conversation- Analytic  Transcribing  Conventions

In the main, the book uses transcribing conventions customary in conversation analysis (CA), with some important modifications to accommodate limitations of the data, particularly the frequency of talk that is unintelligible either because it is too faint, because of background noise, or because it overlaps with the (transcribable or untranscribable) talk of one or more other people. (See appendix D for more information about the recordings.)

In contrast to some conversation analysis, spelling is usually standard, rather than phonetic. The reason is that phonetic renderings infrequently add anything, except a reminder that people have different ways of pronouncing words (the Kennedy brothers’ Boston accent being legendary), while it detracts from the readability of the excerpts, the content of which is important for the analysis. 

In the excerpts and in- text quotations from the recordings, capitals are only used for proper names and titles and for the first- person pronoun. Italics are only used for ship names. Periods and question marks are used in the in- text recording quotations per the usual rules of punctuation, but not in the excerpts, and carry no prosodic significance. 

Overlapping speech

Vertically aligned partial brackets indicate overlapping speech. 

A: seem to  me 

B:  

then we

Pauses

Numbers in parentheses indicate pauses in seconds, measured to one decimal value. A lone period (.) indicates a “micropause,” audible but too short to be measured reliably (generally < .15 second). 

what do we (.5) mean

hand (.) if

Self- interruptions

A hyphen indicates self- interruption. Sometimes this is a dental or gut-tural stop, but often the main purpose of the hyphen is merely to indicate a partial word. 

nu- 

nothing permanent
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Intonation

Arrows at the end of words indicate rising (↑) or falling (↓) pitch, with the number of arrows corresponding to the extent of the rise or fall. An arrow at the beginning of a word, or in the middle of a word, indicates a sudden jump or drop in intonation (with no appreciable change in volume; cf. stress, below), relative to the last intonational level. (See note below.) we were gonna be ready↑

if we can↑↑

if ↑we talked

a↑pol↓ogies

Stress

Bold face is used to indicate stress, a combination of volume and pitch. 

obviously they’re gonna have to do it then

Decreased volume

Degree marks enclose talk that is significantly softer than surrounding talk in the same speaking turn. When an entire turn is spoken at low volume, this is noted in double parentheses. (Cf. stress.)

ºyeahº

((quietly))

Sound stretching

One or more colons indicate that a sound within a word (that preceding the colon) is “stretched,” or prolonged. The more colons, the longer the prolongation. 

you would say that the:: the strike

Breathing

Audible breathing is transcribed with one or more  h s, with the number of  h s roughly reflecting the duration (approximately one  h for each .2 seconds of respiration). 

Inhaling is indicated with a leading period, and exhaling with the lack of a period. 

we .hh carry

Unclear speech

Single parentheses contain the transcriber’s guess as to speech that could not be discerned clearly. A slash separates alternative guesses. 

(one that) it was his right

(no/oh)
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Unintelligible speech

Unintelligible speech, fairly common in these data, is timed when not overlapping with other talk, and indicated by parentheses enclosing its duration (in seconds), followed by a hash symbol. 

no but it certainly (.4#)

Unintelligible overlapping speech

Unintelligible speech by an unidentifiable person that overlaps with someone else’s speech is indicated by underlining. Double underlining means that more that one other person is speaking in this (indecipherable and unidentifiable) manner. An underlined pause means that someone can be heard speaking during a lull in the named speaker’s turn. 

uh no sir

(.6)

Transcriber’s comments

Double parentheses contain the transcriber’s description of events, not spoken words. Ellipses enclosed in this way indicate talk omitted from a given speaking turn. Brackets enclose explanatory notes. 

((urgently))

(( . . .))

warning them [the allies]

Transition- relevance  place

A triangle (or delta) is sometimes used to indicate a transition- relevance place, situated between one turn- constructional unit (TCU) and the next. (As this is an analytical feature of talk rather than something transcribed from the audio, TRPs are only indicated when they are relevant to the analysis.) on that D if you

 Note   on   intonation: Intonation shifts are judged relative to previous intonational levels, and the “expected” intonational contours associated with a word’s natural accent. To prevent intonational arrows from cluttering up the excerpts, they are only applied to the most salient shifts. Intonational arrows are inserted into the middles of words sparingly, for the sake of readability. In particular, some arrows at the end of multisyllable words (e.g., “wouldn’t↓”) could often have been placed, somewhat more precisely, before the final syllable (“would↓n’t), but at the cost of making the content even harder to follow. 

Intonational judgments (like those involving changes in volume and speed of talk) are necessarily somewhat arbitrary, and readers are referred to the audio 
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recordings in the event that exact intonational information is consequential for an alternative interpretation of the data. Because conversation- analytic orthography provides only crude tools for the representation of intonation, interlinear tonetic notation is sometimes used in this book. 

A P P E N D I X   D

The Audio Recordings

The original recordings were made using Tandberg reel- to- reel tape recorders, which were high- quality machines for the time. After trading hands repeatedly for many years, the tapes were eventually remastered by the Archi-vist of the United States (apparently around 1980), and in 1993 were digitized by the John F. Kennedy Library.1 They are currently available through the web site of the Miller Center of the University of Virginia,  at http://whitehouse 

tapes.net/, in two formats: mp3 and FLAC. The FLAC format is “lossless,” in the sense that it is a compressed version of the original audio file which can be decompressed into an identical copy of that original, while mp3 is “lossy” in that its greater compression ratio is achieved at the expense of loss of information. For my purposes the two formats are indistinguishable, and thus for the sake of convenience I worked mainly with the mp3 files. 

There is no one- to- one correspondence of audio file to ExComm meeting. 

One reason is that the files include recordings of other meetings (e.g., with visiting dignitaries), so that the recording of an ExComm meeting might follow a recording of some other conversation in the same file. Another reason is that the recording was sometimes interrupted, either because Kennedy turned off the recorder (or did not activate it immediately upon the start of a meeting) or because one tape ran out and the recording stopped while a new reel was put in place by the assigned Secret Service agent. To remedy the first problem I include, as part of the header of each excerpt (but not bothering with quotations in the text), information on when the excerpt occurred vis- à- vis meeting time. Due to the second problem, however, these numbers are approximate, and are based on estimates of the unrecorded durations contained in the published transcripts.2 The precision of these times is further compromised if, as Zelikow and May suggest, the remastered tapes (from which the digitized files are derived) play at slightly faster than the original speed.3

The audio files also include some excisions, where the recording was erased to protect national security secrets (for example, judging from the contexts, plans for evacuating the Guantanamo Bay naval base and technology for tracking enemy submarines). There are forty- five such excisions in the audio files. 

These sum to about twenty- six minutes and forty- six seconds, with a mean of 37.3 seconds and a standard deviation of 70.1 seconds (indicating right skew, with many very short excisions and a few much longer ones; the longest is 
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5:59). These do not complicate meeting time calculations because the erased portions remain (as periods of silence) in the audio files. 

The recording quality ranges from fair to reasonably good (allowing that the recordings always sound “tinny”), though obviously such descriptions depend on one’s needs and expectations. There is a good deal of background noise, including the clattering of dishes and what sounds like the clanking of a radia-tor, though according to Stern the weather during this period would not have required heating.4 And sometimes ExComm members whispered and talked over each other, or simply spoke too softly to be clearly heard on the recordings. 

It is because of such imperfections in the recordings that I made the modifications to standard conversation- analytic orthographic practices, as detailed in appendix C. 
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3.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, p. 393. 



4.  Ball 1982, p. 295. 



5.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, p. 361, n. 5. 



6.  Tape 40, 39:59. 
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7.  This negotiating strategy is famously analyzed by Schelling 1960, pp. 21– 28. 



8.  Dobbs 2008, pp. 198– 99. 



9.  Lerner 1996a; Sacks 1987. 

10.  Jefferson 2002. 

11.  Schiffrin 1987, p. 175. 

12.  See DiCicco- Bloom and Gibson 2010. 

13.  Goffman 1967, pp. 5– 45. 

14.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, p. 364. 

15.  His “yes” at the beginning of line 7 is delivered in a relative high pitch for the president, but it is hard to convey this in the excerpt because the arrows are used to indicate intonational shifts  within speaking turns. The intonational drop that immediately follows (“↓I think”) actually returns Kennedy to something close to his usual pitch. 

16.  I resisted placing deltas after “this isn’t gonna be successful (.4)” and “we might as well realize that (2.1),” on the grounds that while these are grammatically complete claims that are interpretable as complete acts, Kennedy’s fellow ExComm members might understandably have wanted him to explain his position before they responded. 

17.  Sacks 1995, p. 556. 

18. This letter, like the earlier press release, emphasized the importance that work cease on the missiles prior to any negotiations, and did not specifically respond to the initial offer. 

19.  Eder 1988; Lerner 1996b. 

20.  Tape 41, 86:22. 

21.  Ibid., 87:14. 

22.  This may seem audacious of McNamara, but it is consistent with a famous observation about presidential directives, offered by an aide to Franklin Roosevelt: Half of a president’s suggestions, which theoretically carry the weight of orders, can be safely forgotten by a Cabinet member. And if the president asks about a suggestion a second time, he can be told that it is being investigated. If he asks a third time, a wise Cabinet officer will give him at least part of what he suggests. But only occasionally, except about the most important issues, do presidents ever get around to asking three times (qtd. in Allison 1971, p. 172). 

The case currently under examination is exceptional, however, in that Kennedy’s advisers resisted repeated suggestions that the United States could not simply accept Khrushchev’s Friday offer, and moreover, did so in his presence (which is different from agreeing to an order and then not following through). 

23.  Sacks 1995, vol. 1, pp. 150– 56. 

24. One version was drafted by Stevenson, the other by ExComm members. The contents of the latter were never read in their entirety, and a draft has never been located ( FRUS, p. 264), but from an earlier discussion it seems that it, like Stevenson’s letter, promised the security of Cuba in return for removal of the missiles. Thus Kennedy would not have been happy with either version. 

25.  Heritage and Raymond 2005; Cruttenden 1997, p. 89. 

26.  Heritage and Watson 1979. 

27.  Tape 41, 97:21. This was hardly credible given the botched Bay of Pigs invasion and ongoing clandestine operations against the Castro regime. 
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28.  Tape 41, 97:57. 

29.  Tape 41a, 1:00. 

30.  Heritage and Watson 1979; see also Schegloff 1996a. 

31.  The term, from Levelt 1989, refers to “a speaker’s record of what he believes to be shared knowledge about the content of the discourse as it has evolved” (p. 114). 

32.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, p. 477. 

33. According to Bundy’s recollection, these included Bundy, Rusk, McNamara, Bobby, Ball, Gilpatric, Thompson, and Sorensen (Bundy 1988, p. 432). 

34.  Dobbs 2008, p. 323. 

35.  Munton and Welch 2007, p. 79. 

36.  Word of this presumably reached Khrushchev and may have been as important as the Lippmann article in planting the idea in his head (Fursenko and Naftali 1997, pp. 

274– 75). 

37.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, pp. 178– 80, notes 56– 61. 

38.  A problem with this theory is that it does not explain how Bobby could advocate exactly the opposite response, given that (if the theory is correct) he would have been privy to the same information. Perhaps Bobby thought that the Trollope Ploy was worth trying anyway, and was less concerned than his brother with whatever judgment Khrushchev would pass. 

Chapter 7

Conclusion



1.  Sorensen 2005 [1963], pp. xxix, xxxi. 



2. For example, Foschi 1997. An example is the prediction that men will speak more than women in a task group situation, where the scope conditions include that there is a well- defined problem with no obvious solution and a reward for successful completion that will be distributed evenly to all group members, regardless of how much they contributed. 



3.  Dewey 1910, p. 11. 



4.  Devine et al. 2001. 



5.  Bueno de Mesquita 2009. 



6.  Allison 1971; Allison and Zelikow 1999. 



7.  Janis 1982, p. 136. 



8.  See also Herek, Janis, and Huth 1987. 



9.  Tape 30a, 43:13. 

10.  Blight and Welch 1989, p. 51. The meetings were not tape recorded, so the quotation is based on minutes (Blight and Welch 1989, p. 7). Thus it is impossible to know whether these were McNamara’s exact words. 

11.  Blight and Welch 1989, p. 123. 

12. In the commentary accompanying the published meeting transcripts, Blight and Welch opine that if scholarly opinion about the crisis was at odds with the views of former ExComm members, it was the former that was at fault, arguing that, after all, it was the ExComm members who lived through the crisis, whereas the academics could only analyze it in retrospect (1989, p. 112). I suspect, however, that both sides suffered from hindsight, and perhaps the members of the ExComm most of all, so accustomed 
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were they, at twenty- five years remove, to telling stories about themselves, subject to the standard biases of recall and attribution, and the additional temptation to claim credit for a successful outcome. 

13.  Sacks 1995, vol. 1, pp. 541– 42. 

14.  March and Olsen 1976, pp. 225– 50. See also Allison 1971, p. 168. 

15.  This is the basis for the “theory of rational choice” behind most of economics, a good part of political science, and an important slice of sociology. As a model of solitary thought it is wrong (Ariely 2008), but that particular line of critique is not my concern here. 

16.  Dewey 1922, p. 192. 

Appendix A

Timeline of Events and ExComm Meetings



1.  Some meetings were unrecorded, while other meetings were only incompletely recorded. Incomplete recordings were due to Kennedy’s late arrival to a meeting or when the activation of the recording equipment was for some other reason delayed; when the tape recorder was turned off before the end of a meeting; when the recording was interrupted (for example, because the reel needed to be changed) in the midst of a meeting; or when there was an excision. 



2.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 2, pp. 397– 427. 



3.  Ibid., pp. 429– 68. 

4. 

 FRUS, pp. 95– 100. 



5.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 2, pp. 516– 72. 



6.  Ibid., p. 576. 

7. 

 FRUS, pp. 116– 122. 



8.  Ibid., pp. 126– 36. 



9.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 2, p. 614. 

10. 

 FRUS, pp. 141– 49. 

11.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, pp. 33– 39. 

12. 

 FRUS  152– 56. 

13.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, pp. 42– 57. 

14.  Ibid., pp. 103– 40. 

15.  Ibid., pp. 151– 72. 

16.  Ibid., pp. 184– 205. 

17.  Ibid., pp. 205– 206. 

18.  Ibid., pp. 234– 69. 

19. 

 FRUS, pp. 204– 7. 

20.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, pp. 271– 80. 

21.  Ibid., pp. 287– 88. 

22.  Ibid., pp. 289– 321. 

23.  Ibid., pp. 356– 58. 

24.  Ibid., pp. 358– 85. 

25. 

 FRUS, pp. 252– 56. 

26.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, pp. 389– 482. 

27.  Ibid., pp. 490– 510. 
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Appendix D

The Audio Recordings



1.  Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 3, pp. xvii– xxi. 



2.  Zelikow and May 2001. 



3.  Zelikow and May, vol. 3., p. xxi. 



4.  Stern 2003, p. xviii. 
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Excerpt 5.1. 10/25 10:00 a.m. meeting, tape 38.1, 14:59 (approximately 47:58 into meeting)

but 1sn't our purpose to turn 1t around without
shooting 1f we can (2.1)

(1s that our purpose)

well we want some gentle escalation to
(principle out)

the point i1is that we may eventually have to

intercept a ship and uh and we'd like to 1ntercept a
ship that had something rather than a lot of (.3)
baby food for children; (.3)

I'd (.2) t1l1like to think that one would (.3) 1s:
secondary| (.2) or should be secondary (.3) to
intercept the ship that's got something 1in 1t (.7)
you think just interception (.4)

I think Dean's right 1f you can get all these ships
Russilan ships turned around that's 1fine (.5) Juh
but the (.4) but the problem i1s that those that 1do
1go through I think you've got to 1nspect (.5)

yveah (.2) clearly otherwise they're deciding what’s
uh (.2) what’s meets our proclamation

well I think that's right but I I (.) I think
personally 1t would be a t1great |mistake to
intercept a ship 1if i1t were i1n the process of
turning around because .hhh uh this puts us 1n no
position 1t seems to me no defensible position the
the purpose of the

can we all think about that

r(does 1t have to decide this)w

i of the quarantine ] is to stop them from

golng thhroughw

L well T J think the only question we've got at
least 1n the next twenty-four hours 1s whether we
ought to let this tanker ,go through (.2)

that's | right|
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Sorensen. ...

McNamara. ...

Thompson. ...

McNamara. .. .

McNamara. .. .

R. Kennedy..

McNamara. . ..
R. Kennedy..
McNamara. ...

R. Kennedy..
McNamara. ...
McNamara. ...

say we have ‘em i1n Turkey and we’re not gonna
tolerate; this

what 1s the relationship then between the blockade
and the (.2) danger| (.4)

well (.4) tall this time (.4) Castro 1s belng
strangled] (1.1)

why wouldn’t you why wouldn’t you say that 1f 1f

construction goes on you would (.4) you would
r(strike)w

| well J I might (.3) I imight (.7) but tthat’s
a more dangerous form of the block| ade |

Lwhat’sj your
objection to taking out the missiles and the
alrcraft; (uh:)
my treal |objection to 1t 1s you kill several
hundred Russians and I knew we’re gonna have
r(.3) a very strong response to itiw
L( )J all around the
world (they have)
then you start killing Russilans you get into (the)
escalationy (.7) (2.0)
well I (.2) all right then I’1ll go through the other
courses |of action

well let’s just pursue that a little bit they vyou
you vou put the uh blockade on .hh and you tell them

that they can go ahead and construct the
no I don’t | tell them what I say 1s |
Lyou don’t tell them but they go ahead J

that the danger must be removed
all right tH}ﬂ71 construct their uh (.2)
| but.
but I don’t say that 1t has to be stopped
F tomorrow |
Lokay they conlstruct their uh (.4) missiles

| ( ) |

Lcould I ask ( )J how the discussion 1s goiling to
proceed I'm sorry I have to ( ) ((...))

Note: Dashed lines separate the eight “attempts” described in the text, along with interruptions
of the dyadic exchange in lines 26-29 and 47-67.
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Excerpt 4.6. 10/18 11:10 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 46:37 (approximately 98:48 into meeting)

militarily (.4) uh: which would be the (.4) I mean uh
which would be the best day to strike Saturday Sunday
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R. Kennedy..

McNamara. .. .

R. Kennedy..
McNamara. . ..

or Monday militarily (.2) considering r( f}
Lk@ljancing

everything off (.3)
I think.rthat’s the entire question (before us)w

L ( ) | Max
1s figuring he’d say Monday 1I’d say Saturday\
no I’d say tTuesday] (.8)
well even though the (.) missiles
| will be in place |
L(in other words the)J t1more |time |we got the better
we can do |1t
the missiles will be 1n lace |though Max
(ceasefire) (.8)
Mister President ton |(that uh the uh (.4) uh (.4)
General Taylor mentioned yesterday that we’ve got a
relatively untrained (.6) uh armed forces jat the
moment (.6) 11n terms of uh (.5) combat experilence
(1.1) u:m (.7) 1t’s gonna take some very careful work
(.3) 1n all echelons| (.7)
targetsy
and 1f t1we (.3) Joverlook steps that are necessary to
(.3) give us the protection that we need agalnst say
mining and things of that sort (.9) through a rush
here and 1f somebody t1really gets hurt
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Excerpt 4.7. 10/18 11:10 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 65:11 (approximately 116:57 into meeting)
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R. Kennedy..

McNamara. .. .

R. Kennedy..

McNamara. . . .

R. Kennedy..
McNamara. ...
R. Kennedy..
McNamara. ...

R. Kennedy..
McNamara. . ..

R. Kennedy..

McNamara.. ..
Thompson. ...

McNamara. . . .

R. Kennedy..

McNamara. .. .

R. Kennedy..
McNamara. . ..
McNamara. ...

R. Kennedy..

McNamara. .. .

((...)) what are the chances are: uh of (.4) your
vou’ve got to say to him .hh they can’t uh continue
to build}, (.7) these missiles (.6) .hh all right uh
so you’re gonna have people flying over (all the
time well at tnight 1t looks a little different than
1t did the next morning| (.2)
oh he’s not gonna stop building;, (.) he’s gonna
continue to buildj r( )1
L(but) not 1f you knockJ them out
though Bob (.5)
well I think this (.) this (.) goes back to what vyou
say at the time of the blockade I’'m not sure you can
tsay |that
are you gonna | let him |
Lyou can’tJ
continue to builld the missile
well this this goes back to what you begin to
negotliate he says (.3) I'm tnot |gonna stop
buildingt you have them in Turkey, (1.1)
well
vou (.) at the time vou you acted by putting the
blockade on|, tthat’s |(done
all right tthen you let them build the missiles
(.6) and |vyoul
L ( )] and you +talk (.3)
1s yourt assumption that he would run the blockade I
1
no no (.) no but they have (.4) goods 1nside that

they could use to to uh carry on construction

well we tell them they can build as many missiles as
they want|
oh no (.) no twhat |we say 1s |we are gonna
blocktade |you (.5) thilis 1s a rtdanger t- to us we we
insist that we talk this out and the danger be
removed |
right tnow but they’re gonna go ahead and build the
misrsileslw

lthat’s]) right (.)
o— overflights (.7#) (.2)

o— overflights, definitely| so they | ( ) |
L(theyﬁj put the
missiles 1n place (.3) and then they announce
they’ve got atomic weapons | (.5#) |
L (.5#)] (.) sure and we
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Thompson. ...

McNamara. . . .

A. Johnson..

by far the strongest argument against it °;is: uh:°

tkilling (the/of) Russians which: to my mind would

mean that you are going (.4) to end up the whole way
°(and)?®

ves this this i1s why I don’t believe we can stop
with a (.2) with a large ailr |strike (.3) we've
killed Russilans we’re gonna have to go 1n (.5) 1tthey
lcan’t stop that’s the tmaln |reason you have to go
on (.06)

(.8#) let’s just say wait a sec uh (Bob/but) >what
about< we make this announcement say the afternoon
before we send a message to Khrushchev|] saylng this
1s .hh we said that we’d have to do 1t we’re gonna
have to do i1t (.4) .hhh and uh (.4) and uh he ought
to get (.9) the Russians out of |there 1n the next
twelve hours (1.0) now t1that (.9) we lose (.5) a
good deal of adwvantage (.5) as far as surprise (1.4)
but what of course we are t1trying, to do 1s to get
these missiles to be (.7) I’'m not so worried about
the tair, 1f they got (.4) atomic bombs they can get
a couple of them over on us anyway but at least the
alr you can take out can’t you uh after all they
don’t (1.6) maintain their position over that island

each time a plane takes off'r(because)w

L(no S1r )J
there aren’t that many after all (1.6) tuh (2.0)
you get a denial out of Gromyko this afternoon that
they thave |any bases there or that the Russians
tare |establishing anything there
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Excerpt 4.5. 10/18 11:10 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 45:41 (approximately 97:52 into meeting)
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McNamara. . . .

well now the only argument for going quicker than

that really uh not only 1s the one that 1t may leakt
lbut also that the rs—w
\jﬁﬂvel of readiness| (1.0)

I don’t know whether 1f they are two of them ready
whether that makes a hell of a difference anyway|
I don’t [think it] does
| because |

they’re gonna fire (.5) nuclear tmissiles, at (.5)
uh we may fifnd (more) 1 r( )1

Lif they were | | rational Mister President]
on this photography >that’s been taken< |Mister
President 1t’s thighly desirable to take out
everything that i1s visible at the time we go|
1t uh I (1t) would seem to me (.3) your 1nstructions
to us or our: assumptions ought that we were gonna
be readyt (.5) at the earliest possible moment (.4)
regardless of whether you want us to go there or

not ((...))
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(.6) go but uh u:h (.3) or because they're voting 1in

the Security Councilil we've got to gilve some
explanation (.8) because everybody else was gonna Ss-
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
lher
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Excerpt 5.3. 10/25 10:00 a.m. meeting, tape 38.1, 1:56 (approximately 34:55 into meeting)
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McNamara. .. .

R. Kennedy..

R. Kennedy..
McNamara.. ..

McNamara. .. .

we we can say lot of things (.6) we can say the
Bucharest had (.3) had hatches that were too small
to allow anything other than hoses > to go 1n<
ttankers come 1n several different categories some
tankers can carry nothing but POL other carriers
(.4) tankers can carry POL plus (.7) dry cargo
tunder deck (other carriers and tankers can carry
POL dry cargo tbelow deck jand a deck |locad (.5) rtuh
we can simply say the Bucharest was 1n the first
category couldn’t 1didn’t (have a deck 71load .hh
hatches were such that uh (.6)
| ( I po1 |
Land I suppose we can say thatJLobviouslyJ the as of
(.3) (the) present time .hh the Russilans are
observing the uh (.3) guarantine
veah (.)
they've sent all their other ships back (.)
and we could.r(say)w
L we J (.) we could als- we could
simply say that we've we’ve satisfied ourselves as
the cargo 1is ﬁk)IJW and POL 1s not thel_( )1
Lyeahj Lyeahj
contraband]
no (.5)
| that’s correct|

L1 I 11 | lthink we're 1n a reasonably
rstrong (position)w
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in view of U Thant’s (.2) up appeal we let this

McNamara. . . .

((...)) from tmy |point of viewt [the uh (.3) the uh
(.4) a tanker 1s not the best (.3) example; (1.0) I
mean uh we haven't got POL on the (.5) on the on the
list (.8) and uh (.2) 1f there's no visible (.)
susplcious cargo on tdeck |there's not much room for
anything under (.5) beneath deck (1.0) tthis 1s a
tanker that left home (.8) before all this fracas
developed
and i1t (.2) kept going (1.0) all right it's
obviously (.9#) wvessel they would have turned it
around (.5) the question really 1s 1t arrives 1n
Havana tomorrow wherever 1t arrives (1.0) and 1t
states that (the/uh) United States (.6) states what
happened (.9) does that then create a separate
patternt (.5)
well (.4) I (.4) I s+think (.6) (that we could s- say
that (.6) Khrushchev's message to you stated he had
instructed his ship captains (1.6) to not to deviate
from the norm of sea practice; (.2) t1he used the
word norm 1n his message| .hh twe consider this a
deviation from the norm of sea practice; (.8) 11t 1s
not (.9) customary practice to (.) ask what cargo
you're carrying and to get a response <1t 1s done
sometimes> but 1t I understand 1t’s not customary|
and ttherefore we could say (.3)
well we wouldn't want r to probably 1

L(or to) deviateJ
emphasize that 1t deviates as much as we (.6) 1t
seems to me the only ex— 1f we decide not to the
only reason for doing 1t 1s because we wanted to
give sufficient grace (.38) to the uh Soviet Union to
get these 1nstructions clear or for the UN to have a
chance to operate that seems to be a (.3) the best
grounds to tput (it on 1f we decide this 1sn't our
(.4) our uh:: (.5) our best our (.8) clearest 1case
(.4)
well (.4) couldn't we uh couldn’t we truthfully say
that we uh (1.0) um: (.7) we we uh
in view of U Thant I mean I I think the only grounds
to put 1t on 1s that (1.6) we r1looked jat the

vessel:t (yand) 1t was obvious what 1t was carrying

(.6) but i1t was not carrying offensive weapons 1t
responded .hh and we permitted 1t (.2) at this point






index-31_1.png
Excerpt 1.1. 10/16 6:30 p.m. meeting (from Zelikow and May 2001, vol. 2, p. 440),

corresponding to excerpt 1.2

1,3 JFK: We're not, talking overall, not a great deal of damage. If they get one
strike.

Taylor: No. But it certainly is [unclear]—

Dillon: What if they carry a nuclear weapon?

JFK: Well, if they carry a nuclear weapon ... you assume they wouldn't do
that.

Taylor: At minimum, | think we could expect some conventional bombing.

Rusk: | would not think that they would use a nuclear weapon unless they're
prepared for general nuclear war. | just don't see that possibility.

9 Bundy: | would agree.

10 Rusk: 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.

11 Bundy: May | ask a question in that context?

12,14 JFK: 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 Cuba.

15 Bundy: No. Except John McCone.

16 Carter: Mr. McCone.

17 JFK: Yeah.

Note: Turn numbers correspond to those in excerpt 1.2.
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(1.0) take a look at (.7) (pre—-) (be)fore us uh the
one these ships uh (.2) uh other than those bound
for Cuba (.3) thelr behavior (.3) we've already
mentioned that secondly uh (1.3) uh twhat the effect
l11st1 on uh (1.2) 1f the present Soviet conduct
about (.4) turning back ships (.9) conttinues| (.0)
on the Cuban (.2)
on the Cuban run (.8) (cause) 1n a certain sense
this has already escalated very (.3) very tfast (.2)
sh— | ( ) |
lall rightj'well 1n any case >I tell you what

let’s do let’s wailit (until the) we got to< (.2)
let’s come back this afternoon and take the ship I
don’t .hh I think we can always (.b5) your poilnt
about uh we did not uh: so >(eyeball to eyeball) we
could say well< we're walting for Khrushchev we're
walting for U Thant (.2) we don't want to
precipitate an incident (1.0) which may
r be better 1
| T was thinkingJ about 1t tomorrow morning r( )1

L okay J
well we still have then another six or seven hours I

think the (.6) only arguments for tnot |taking 1t

(.9) I think I think we’ve got to (.2) grab 1t just
one of these things sometime I don’t think 1t makes
>a hell of a lot of difference< what ship i1t 1is but
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McNamara. . . .

LwellJ I don’t think
1t I personally don't think this i1is a this ris ( )1
Lexceptj

the object 1s not to stop offensive weapons because
the offensive weapons are already there as much as
1t 1s to have a showdown with the Russians (1.2) of
one (one) kind or another (1.6) 1isn't that really?
1s that (kind that’s 1t)

that that that'’s

that'’s

rthat’s rightw

[ that's right. (.06)

well T think | ( ) | showdown though at the
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McNamara. ...

McNamara. ...

Land andJ

tpoint (.) |where 1t (.9) where we have a (.
stronger case than we have with the tanker| (.2)
this this would be |my view Mis—- (.3) Mister
President I (.) the ttanker doesn't give us (1.6) uh
much of a (.) a excuse |[for a showdownt and 1f a
showdown occurs 1t may tweaken| our position for the
tnext |step (.6) r( )1

| T think] it’s important for you to
know Mister President (.2) that there (.4) that
there 1s (.5) t1good |substantial argument and a lot
of people 1in the argument on the other side all of

whom will fall i1n with whatever decision you make
(.7) uh: (I think) Paul °(2.7#)°

| ( ) |

LI think we ought to (.6)J review this (and

fast/facts) and get the thing get something (behind
the present/president) (1.0) from Bob McNamara and
me °and uh (1.4) (and then) (.2) (take)® (.)

I think the distinction really 1s between whether
you look at the specific i1ncident the stopping of
the (.6) uh whether 1t's a tanker or some other ship
(.4) or whether you look at 1t as the tprinciple; of
a blockade (2.0) uh:: our view I think yesterday
afternoon was (.5) that you've declared a quarantine
(.8) which has (.7) i1mplied trules| (.8) which 1s go
ahead and carry out the rules indistcriminatelyy
against everybody not selecting ships or .hh types
of ships .hh but just go ahead and t1do |1t I think
that’s the easiest 1n the end (.5)

((quietly)) that's correct (.9)

Mister President I think there are certaln points

that (.6) Mister McCone and his (.7) people might um
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that (1.1) I don’t think we’ve weakened this forcetul position that will lead to
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Excerpt 5.6. 10/25 10:00 a.m. meeting, tape 38.1, 36:45 (approximately 69:44 into meeting)

1 uh twe can always we we can take the Bucharest 1in
2 the morning with much more risk can't |we (.6#) 1f
3 we give thenlr( )1 (no) (.)

4 McNamara. ... L we J

5* McNamara. . .. 1t won’t be much |risk (Mister President)

6 * we could take to the morning F( YW

] * c e Lyesj sir we can (.4)

8 * and we place ailr cover over our destroyers (we have
9 to) (.2)

10 c e oh (.2)

11 sure (.)

12 ryesw

13 ... L()] the (.2) the carrier's there the submarine

14 will probably won't be (moving 1n) the waters uh

15 (.4) uh I trdon't think there's much risk

16 we have the i1in other words we

17 | have notW[@.S#)WI_( )1

18 L( )J L(.S#LJLthere’s t some ldisadvantagej in
19 that Mister President because it will then appear
20 that we <have uh spent> twenty-four hours thinking
21 about what to do about this ship 1n tterms jo0of what
22 the secretary calls the eyeball to eyeball I think
23 1t's better (that’s) (.3) either to take her now or
24 to let her goy| (.7)

25 McNamara. . .. I I agree with Mac Mister President I don't think
26 the Bucharest 1s a very useful (.5) uh case (.5)

277 case for us to uh

28 (1f they) (.5#) | (.5#) | cross the barrier

29 [ (.54) ]

30 then that's the only important | (thing) |

31 L( )J there 1s

32 (.6) there 1s a rreal case to be made which has

33 perhaps not been presented as strongly this morning

34 as as 1t tcould |be (.7) t1for doing 1t (.3) and

35 getting it done] °on the ground that (.3) this is

36 what we said we'd do and that (.3) we are gonna have

37 to be the judges of the effectiveness of the

38 quarantine|® (1.3)

39 veah (.2) but the barrier 1s there the ((clears

40 throat)) the barrier 1s there though for (.5)

41 something else but POL (1.3) and uh (.2) 1f we have

47 any (.2) any (.4) reasonable doubt that this 1s POL

43 (.3) (.8#) [ ey e lle ) |

44 lwell T think] L(.2)]Llit | lis true that]
45 none of us doubts that i1t's POF(L)-W
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Excerpt 5.4. 10/25 10:00 a.m. meeting, tape 37.4, 31:06, 32:32 (approximately 32:09, 33:35 into
meeting)
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McNamara. . . .

McNamara. . . .

McNamara. . . .

now they've already wired back that uh they were
accosted by a destroyer and they were left at 1sea]
.hh what 1Impression will they get over there that we
we let this one tgo} (.3)

I I think their their 1mpression would be that (.7)
1t was not carrying prohibited cargo, (.2) 1t was
tobviously a tanker (.4) we queried 1t (.) they told
us (.6) 1t was carrying only (1.0) POL 1t was not on
our list and we let 1t go tthrough] (.3)

((1:04 omitted, about the Grozny))

(.5) Bob twhat’s |the advantage of (let us) letting
this one pass| (.8)

((whispering)) the Grozny (.3)

the Bucharest (.7) the only advantage 1s avoiliding a
shooting 1incident (.8) uh over a (.) (.3) a ship
that 1s (.2) uh (.3) appears to the public (.3) to
be (.5) an obvious example of a ship tnot| carrying

prohibited.r weapons |

Lyeah this] is the this is the polint this
1s not a very good (.9) a very good test case
(Mister President) (.D5)
the other ship 1s much better it has a ((...))
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Excerpt 5.5. 10/25 10:00 a.m. meeting, tape 38.1, 0:59 (approximately 33:58 into meeting)
((tape begins)) prompting them (.) to liguidate the

missile|] sites (.3)

McNamara. ... that that's right and to establish a forceful
position that will tlead to that (1.1) 1I don't
think we've tweakened| this forceful position that
will lead to (.8) removal of missile tsites |by
letting the Bucharest |go rthroughw

L T J don't either but

O J O U1 W W DN

O

the only thing that uh (.2) tuh
10~* don’t we r(put a strike)w
11* ' L( )J 1s boarding someone

12% SEERE |

13* >Lyeah I wouldn’tJ (board a)<

14 plain (.) ttanker|, uh i1f you don't board the

15 Bucharest|

16 McNamara. ... oh well that’s easy we can (order arrange r that 1)
17 Dillon | (hell) ]
18 vou can't do that (.2)

19 R. Kennedy.. well then I think you should say uh we (.3) maybe
20 establish the fact that we're not gonna 1tboard

21 (tankers ((...))

*Lines 10-13 are especially difficult to transcribe due to partially overlapping speech by multiple
individuals.
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Excerpt 5.8. 10/25 5:00 p.m. meeting, tape 38.2, 7:19 (approximately 32:53 into meeting)

R. Kennedy.. ((...)) 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 beiling
tough which 1s the (.2) really the point we
r have to 1
Lwell that’sj the basic logic of this: (.6) strike
(.4) uh (.3) action 1s to have the confrontation 1n
Cuba (.4) rather rthanw

LrathJer than to be
and then 1t gives you three or four days that

O J O U s WD

= O
-

perhaps you could | (walt) |

=
N

LTwouldn’tJ you |uh twouldn’t vyou

=
o

really (.4) Juh step back and t1look (at 1t for a

=
AN

second (.5) on based on any treal:|, (.3) suspicilous

=
U1

information that twe have; (.5) the blocka- the

=
(@)

quarantine 1s now fully effective] (.2)
R. Kennedy.. right (.2)
that’s correct (.8)
and you and (.3) ryou can say that 1
Lbut I don't thinkj'that can be said
about the East German tship (.4) |which went through

o npv YO P -
N PO O 00 J

Leningrad and picked up a lot of cargoy] (1.7)

N
w

R. Kennedy.. but you can get an you can have an ex-— (. /) excuse

O
TN

1f you want 1f you wanted to really wait without
losing'rfacew

O
U1

McNamara. . .. Lyes ] T T think the question 1s (.3) 1s

o DN
J O

twofold one (.5) 1t's a question of timing and the

N
OO

second 1s whom do you want to confront t1first (.7)

N
O

(now to t1timing we could well postpone| (.4) the

W
-

confrontation with teither| party for (.9) forty-

W
—

eight hours, and tduring this time we could appear

W
N

to be forceful (.5) by conducting (.) survelllance|

((...))

W
oy
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Excerpt 6.1. 10/27 10:05 a.m. meeting, tape 40, 46:47 (approximately 12:14 into meeting)

((...)) 1f we accept the notion of the trade at this
stage (.7) uh (.4) our position will come apart very
fast (.2) we're 1in a very (.3) difficult position 1t
isn't as 1f we got the missiles out Mister President
1t would be different or 1f we had .hh any
understanding with the Turks that they tought| to
come out 1t would be different tneither; of these 1s
the case .hh uh
((testily)) I'd just like to know how much we've
done about 1t and.r as 1 I say we talked r( )W
|l welll lwe decided |

O J O U s WD

— P P O
N R O

not to] Mister President (.5) uh we

del cided| | not to -erlay this directly with the |
()] lthe Turks] ¢ )

r(TurkS)W

L( )J uh our own representative 1s to their (.2)

— PP
J O U W

1f twe |talked to the Turks they would bring it up

=
O

in NATO this thing would be all over Western Europe

=
O

and tour |position would have been tunderminedy (.)
that's right|

| because Jun i- (.3) 1mmediately the (.2) the
the Soviet Union would know that that this thing was
being discussed .hh the Turks feel very strongly|
about this they uh (.9) 1we persuaded them that this
was an essential requirementt and they they feel

O DO DD DD
N O = W DN B O

that 1t's a matter of prestige and a matter of (.3)

real (.9) F( )1
|if we had talked to the Turks]| it would

already be clear that we were trying to sell our

w NN DN
O W 00 J

allies for our 1nterests] (.2) that would be the
view 1n all of NATO;, (.5)

r now 1t's 1rrational 1 and

Land 1t would be (all over)J

1t's ecrazy but 1t's (.2) r1terribly powerful fact

w w W W
s w N
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uh (1.0) uh whether i1it's a (.5) tanker
K ) |
Lwell we can letJ the (base) r( )1

LI would thinkj'the only
argument would be that (.2) with U Thant and the UN
asking us for a (.3)
we've gilven them a letter| (.3)
this 1s not the (.3) appropriate time to blow up a
ship (.5) so that uh (.7) maybe that uh and since I
wrote back to Khrushchev we could justify
we have two r( )1

i withholding ] our action
(t1ll) about five this afternoon 1f that's the way
so let's think a little more about (1t (.2)
right (.2)
*Whispered conversation(s) audible in the background but not transcribed.





index-144_1.png
Excerpt 5.7. 10/25 5:00 p.m. meeting, tape 38.2, 3:29 (approximately 30:04 into meeting)
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McNamara. .. .

McNamara. ...

McNamara. .. .

McNamara. . . .

what do we gain| by stopping i1t let's put 1t that
way I can see some possible loss but what do we gain
1f we r1stop 11t (.5)
what rdo you losew

L( )J prevented from (ac-) from going
into Cuba; (.2)
what do you lose 1f you uh (.5) which I think you
tdo] lose something 1f you let 1t go t1throughy
without (.3) comes out that they you let (.3) uh
1t's not only
| what vou lose I think the most dangerous thingw
L )
you loset |1s the (.7) 1s the evidence to the bloct
lthat you're not stopping (.7) that’s
r(the thing) worriles mew
L ) (.64#)
uh now I think the only uh argument for tnoty
stoppling 1t actually 1is this (.7) U Thant uh (.6)
thing when where we have an incident (.6) of a kind
tomorrow morning |(on a tship juh at a time when (.8)
supposedly he's asking the Russilans to stay out of
the area before there we've got an answer| (.5) the
minute we get an answer from them (.9) or not an
answer I would think then we have to pick up some
ship tomorrow| (.4) after (.7) the shoe drops (1.1)
°what do you think Bob° (.6)

well I I hate to start with a passenger ship | Mis- |

| (yeah) |
(.6) —ster President I I think there's (.4) rgreat

|problems uh

1t might be sunk |(you mean (.D5)
ves or (.4) seriously disabled and loss of 1life (.7)
under cilrcumstances that would 1ndicate we'd acted
irresponsibly| (and) tthis this I think would be
(.4) a.rseriouSW[f.B#)WI_( )1 (.4%)

| ( )] L(.3#)] Ltomorrow]

I (would have/wanna) actually the only reason for
picking t1this |ship up 1s we've got to prove sooner
or later that the blockade

all right now we there 1t1s (.3) |Jthe possibility
that's the second point (.5) the Grozny (uh) (.8)
which 1s a Soviet tanker with (.6) with a deck

carrgow
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Excerpt 3.2. 10/16 11:50 a.m. meeting, tape 28, 42:40 (approximately 41:44 into meeting)
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Johnson. .

one question Mister President 1s whether as a matter
of um (.6) tactics we ought tnot (.5) [to 1nterview|
(.2) |Senator Keating (.4) check out his (data (.5)
°lt 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 Presidentt1< (2.1)
I agree with tMac |(that rtthat Jought to be donetr I
think that uh (1.3) we're committed at any (.)
ttime; and we 1feel|] that there's .hh a buildup that
1n any way entdangers| to take whatever action we
tmust |take to (.4) ensure |our securityt (.9) |1
would think 1t (1.7) secretary's evaluation of (.3)
this thing being around all over the lot 1s a pretty
accurate one I wouldn't think 1t'd take a rtweek [to
tdo 1t I think you have a motive betrfore |thent
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Excerpt 3.3. 10/16 11:50 a.m. meeting, tape 28, 58:10 (approximately 57:15 into meeting)
we ought to stick with [ that if| we |want tol +do

| ( ) | | ) |

|something o ther lwise we glve ourselves away

L )]

so let's

may I make (.) one other col ver | plan suggestion|
Lyeahj

Mister President there will be meetings| 1n the

+White |House (.3) I t1think the best we can do 1s to
keep the people with a specific .hh Latin American:

1
2
3
4
5
S
]
8

— = W
— O

business black and describe the rest as i1ntensive

=
O

budget review |sessions ((...))
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Excerpt 2.4. 10/18 11:10 a.m. meeting, tape 30, 87:25 (approximately 44:11 into meeting)

1n other words under this uh (1.1) plan however we
would not take these (.2) missiles they <now have
out> or the planes they now have out (.7)

Thompson. ... not 1n the first t1stage; I think uh 1t would be
useful to say that 1f they are ((clears throat)) 1f
they’re made operational we might (.8) er er would
(.7)
of course then the| would say that 1f you do that
then we (will (2.9) (.4) (.7)

Thompson. ... as 1Chip [Bohlen] says| >I agree with him< that if

O J O U s WD

— = W
— O

1f they’re prepared to say all right (.4) you do

=
N

then thilis 1s nuclear world twar| then they would do
that anyway] uh uh (1.2) I think he’d make a lot of
threatening language but very vague terms 1n keeping

his | ( ) |
Lyeah I would think] it’s more likely that he

— PP
J O U W

would just grab Berli:n that’s the more likely
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Excerpt 3.1. 10/16 11:50 a.m. meeting, tape 28, 47:31 (approximately 46:35 into meeting)
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McNamara. .. .

((...)) how long does 1t take to get (.) (in a
position) we can i1nvade Cuba >1n other words a
month<t |(or t1two months
no |sir
Nno
no sir 1t's a (bare) seven days after the ailr strike
assuming the air strike starts the first of next
week (.5) now 1f the air strike were to start today
(.4) 1t wouldn't necessarily be seven |days after
today but 1- (.4) tI think you can basically
consider seven days |after the air strikel

Lyou could | get six
divisions or seven divisions into Cuba i1n s—- 1n
seven (.4) dayst
uh no sir there (the) (.3) the they’'re r1two two
plans we have| tone 1s to go at maximum speed, which
1s the one referred to you by Secretary McNamara
((quietly)) okay
about seven days after the strike] .hh twe put 1in
ninety thousand men;, 1n 1in elteven (days (.8) uh 1f
you have time i1if you can give us more time so we can
get t1all: the advance preparation and
prepositioning] we'd put the tsame |ninety thousand
in 1n tfive |(days (.5) we really >have the choice<
of those two (plans))
how would you get them 1n, by tship jor (by tair:)
by air
alrdrop and ship| ((someone clears throat))
simultaneous F alr and ship W

L(>do you think<) ninetyJ thousand are

enough (.8)
uh: at rt1least 1t's enough to start the thing goilng,

(.2) and I would say 1t’ll be 1t rought to be
enough |

*Loosely transcribed due to complex overlapping talk by multiple speakers.
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Excerpt 6.6. 10/27 4:00 p.m. meeting, tape 41, 74:43 (approximately 74:02 into meeting)
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(now) suppose that we give him a letter (.) which
addressed to his letter of yesterday|, .hh tand ask U

Thant to release them |both .hh the’s |the fellow
who releases 1t then he releases correspondence

which consists really of an offer from Khrushchev
and we (.2) we come back and (.4) r( )1
Lsayj thank you vyes

(.)

we’ll (pract- you) say thank you tyes Jand 1t
doesn’t tt1mention}|, uh Turkey (1.0) then 11t |seems
to mer that uh (.2)

he’s 1n a difficult position

((quietly)) yeah (.4)

how much will Finletter be allowed to tell the NATO
people what their view of the alternatives so they
can see the >(the) point of view you referred |to
Mister President< (.4)

well I think that he’d probably just say that the
work’s going tony ((...))
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Excerpt 6.7. 10/27 4:00 p.m. meeting, tape 41, 88:47, 90:04 (approximately 88:06, 89:23 into
meeting)
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McNamara. .. .

McNamara??. ..

now the tonly (.4) |problem with this letter again
on page three 1s when we get agreement on Cuba
>which he 1sn'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 polnt in this letter without opening up
|Turkeyt 1s the question will he (.2) 1n least in
the next twenty-four hours while we discuss all
these matters will he <agree: with me to stop the
work on the bases|> (.6) t1that's the only thing we
can we have (1.1) he either has to say yes or no to]
(.2) 11f he says no to that then we’re (1.2) at
least we have some indication (.) then we'rllw

lwelll (.2)
r(and say al- )1

Lyou could take] take out paragraph one and put 1t at
the end; (1.5) tmake that (.2) that isn't part of

the deal the (.3) the deal 1s 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 1f number one you'd uh agr- undertake
(immediately) to cease work on offensive missile
bases 1n Cuba,;, (.5) tand promptly render inoperable
all weapons system i1n Cuba and permit UN
verification] of this action (.D5)

right

that would be number one

right (.9)

then we would get 1nto discussion of all these
right (.2)

right

right

right
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R. Kennedy.. Mlister President while we’re considering this (.3)
problem tonight I think that we should also consider
what uh: Cuba’s gonna be: a tyear |from now (. /) or
ttwo |years from (now) assume that we go i1in 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 |from now (.) 1tbring
them.rin 1

[nu-]

nothing |permanent about it (.3)

O J O U s WD

— = W
— O

R. Kennedy.. >well then what< where are we six months from now:

=
N

uh that we’re 1n any better position or a- aren’t we

=
oy

in worse position 1f we go 1n and knock them out and

=
AN

say uh (.2) (.3) don’t do i1t uh I mean obviously

they’re gonna have to do it t1then (.2)

=
oY U

McNamara. ... you have to put a blockade i1n following any limited
(actrion W)
R. Kennedy.. | then| we're gonna have to sink Russian shl i P s

— =
O 00 -

McNamara. ... Lrightj
R. Kennedy.. then we’re gonna have to sink |Russ lian submarines

N
-

McNamara. ... Lrightj

N DN
N

R. Kennedy.. now whether i1t wouldn’t be: 1in in the argument 1if

N
oy

you want to get 1nto 1t at all:t1 uh (.2) whether we

N
RS

should just get 1nto i1t and get 1t over with and say
that uh take our losses ((...))

N
U1
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((...)) this 1sn’t gonna be successful (.4) we might
as well realize that (2.1) that's why I’'m just
wondering whether uh (3.4) he's gonna come back to
us (.) that way we’ve rejected 1t (.2) this 1s 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 1f we’re gonna discuss all these matters 1if
(he'll 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) 1n fact all these matters
ought to be uh (.4) can be discussed 1f he’ll cease

rwork (2.3) A Jotherwise he’s going to announce that

we rejected this proposal (4.7) A and then where are
lwe ((...))






index-53_1.png
a. Excerpt 2.1 b. Excerpt 2.2

Soviets attack Air strike vs. Blockade Declaration
West Berlin Cuba of Cuba of war

l \

U.S. troops fight Invasion of Soviets Soviets
l Cuba won’t respect

respect
U.S. troops are

overrun

l

U.S. responds with
tactical nuclear
weapons (implied)

l

General/nuclear war






index-163_1.png
Excerpt 6.5. 10/27 4:00 p.m. meeting, tape 41, 62:20, 63:15 (approximately 61:49, 62:34 into
meeting)

O J O U1 b WD

SO DN DWW W W W W W W W WNDNNNNDNNNMNNMNNDMNDMNNMNMNMNERERRRRERRRRERRPRO
B W N R O WOow-J0 0 b WNhE O WOw--JO0 0 WM EFE O WOow-J0 0 b W~ O

R. Kennedy..

R. Kennedy..

.)) we ought to (.6) get up a message to
Finletter 1nstructions (1.0) and he ought to call
for a meeting at nine or ten 1n the morning, (.7)
(no) I think blows the possibility of this other one
of course doesn't 1t (.3)
what (.3)
1t blow:s the possibility: in your first letter (.8)
of what (.4)
of getting an acceptance of the uh (.6) proposal
that goes up in your letter tnow] (.5) which 1s that
(Paris) [NATO headquarters] has has nothing to 1do
(with that and I think that >if they understand you
have a meeting (i1n)< NATO on (this)
that's the disadvantage of the council meeting (1.3)
((30.3 seconds omitted))
but what 1f they co- 1f (.2) you wait (.3) (point)
(.) possibility 1s 1f you wait (.) twenty-four
hours; (.)
what
.hh and see 1f they accept this other thing

| ( ) |

L(when they)J'well they not gonna accept 1t yeah (.3)

you mean the 1f the work ceasingt (.)

well no the with the (.2) proposal

| the trade of last nightw

L( )J the trade you know the (.2)
the (.2) letter that he offered 1n which we accepted
today| (.2) twe wrote him this letter that you'wve
approved (.6) where we say that we won't invade Cuba
in return for (.2)

you see the way the record would stand Mister
President 1s this (.) that we got out a blast this
morning 1n which we said look we don't think that uh
(.3) this 1s really rtrelevant, .hh t1then you get
(.6) you send a a re-— a query this afternoon as to
whether they're willing to stop work .hh then 1f we
send a letter .hh this afternoon (.3) along the
lines (of with) the letter we were (.) proposing .hh
which (.2) ties 1t back to his message of last
tnight .hh the the 1f this was simply a kind of
fishing expedition 1n Moscow to see 1f they 1rcould
lget beyvond what what he put in his last night's
letter .hh they may get the impression they can’t do

it ((...))
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Thompson. ...

Thompson. ...

A. Johnson..

1t seems to me that’s your twhole |posture even: 1f
you go 1n with a t1strike |your posture 1s 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) t1that thas |to be your posture ((5.2 seconds
omitted)) you will i1in fact get into the i1nvasion
before you’re through
well I mean you probably (.2)
either | way |

Lprobablly'will the other way t1too| 1n the
rend| uh very 1tlikely; (.4)
on the other hand;, (.) 1f you t1do |(declare a
blockade and the Soviets do obtserve |1t this could
very quickly bring down Castro within 1Cubay (.4)
very quickly (you know 1f) (.5) 1f they 1in effect
appear to be deserting him
and and.rtheirw

Lthis J 1s the problem of course 1n their

observ{ingw

LandJ Khrushchev’s atbility, (.) to observe 1t
would be greatly (.4) thelped 1f there r1werey, (.) a
tlegal, t1basis| (.7)
((urgently)) yes yes
don’t don’t |you think that that (would) (.4) be an
almost i1m:possible thing for him to acceptt (.2)

well except this ris the confrontation with themw

| with his prestige at stake |
rather than 1Cubaj
I I +I (don’t think he would recognize a blockade
(1.1) I think he would tell vyou (he’s)
| ( ) |
[T don’t think ( )]
(one that) 1t was his rightt (.2) and he would go
right tthrough|
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((...)) now I would suggest that what you do 1s you
(.8) (you) say we're prepared only to discuss 1Cubay
at this ti:me after (.6) the Cuban thing 1s settled
these things are out we're prepared to discuss tanyl
well I don't think we can eh uh (.2) eh 1f this 1is
an accurate and this 1s the whole (.5) 1deal; we'll
Jjust have to wait I don't think we can (.b5) rtake

[ 1the| position

[ no |

1t's very odd Mister President 1f he's changed his
terms from a long letter to tyoul (.6) and an urgent
appeal from the counselor only last tnight (.3) |set
in the purely 1Cuban| context 1t seems to me we're
well within our (.8) there's nothing (.5) no nothing
wrong with our posture in sticking to that rtline

but let's wait let's assume that this 1s uh uh this
1s an accurate report of what he's now proposing
this tmorning, (.3) (maybe) 1t tchanges| (over
there) (.8)

but he he he I don’t I I 1tstill think he's 1n a
difficult position to tchange |1t overnight having
tsent |you a .hh personal

communrication.wrbn the other (line)w
L( LJL well (now) let's J say he has
changed 1t thilis 1s his latest position (.8)

well I I 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 1t (1.1)

well now that's that’s what we ought to be
tthinking| about| ((...))
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1 we’re not uh talking overall not (.5) a great r1dealy
of damage
no but 1t certainly r(.4#)1

| (.4#)] (point) strike (.2)

well 1f they carry a nuclear weapon| (.2)
oh 1f they carry a nuclear tweapon| (.6) (.6) you
assume they wouldn’t do tthat
at a minimum I would think we’d (expect) expect some
conventional bombing (1.8)
I would tnot |think that they would use a nuclear
weapon unless they’re prepared for general nuclear
war|] (1.5) I just don’t s—- see that possibility (.4)
((very quietly)) I would agree (1.3)
((quietly)) I’'d (.3) agree (2.0)
that would mean that uh: you know we could be just
utterly wrong but uh (.4) we’ve never really
believed that (.5) that (.3) Khrushchev would (.4)
take on a general nuclear war over Cuba] (.7)

may I ask a question 1n that I context | |

| we certainlyJ have been

wrong about what he’s trying to do in Cuba there
isn’t any | doubt about that |

Ldoubt about thatj (.) we’ve been wrong
many of us thought that he was gonna put MRBMs on
Cuba
veah (.6) except John McCone (.)
Mister McCone (.4)
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Thompson. ...

Sorensen. ...

I don't see why we pick that track when he's offered
us the other r track within the last 1
Lbut that offer 1s a new oneJ

twenty—-four hours (.)

(but hey) (.2) can you take the public one as
serious when he has a private one (they sent) (.3)
((1mpatiliently)) ves |I think we have to assume that
this 1s thelr new: and latest position and 1it's a
public (one (.6)

what would you think of (.) releasing the letter of
vesterday, (2.3)

I think 1t has a good deal of virtue (2.0)

veah but I think we have to hh uh be now thinking
about what our position’s gonna be on tthis |one
(.2) because this 1s the one that's (1.0) <before us
(.3) and before the world> (.9)

well look (1.9) as between the two I think 1t's:
(.5) clear that practically everyone here would
favor the (.2) private (1.4) proposal

we're not we we’re we're not (.2) being offered a
rchoice| (.6) we tmay |not be offered a choice (.7)
they’re serious and there’s disadvantages also to
the private one which uh 1s a guarantee of Cuba
(2.3) uh but uh 1n any case this 1s now: his
official one we can release this other one and 1t's
different but this 1s the one that the Soviet

government obviously 1s going jon (1.1)
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McNamara.... well (and) twhen we’re |talking |about ttakingy
Bert+lin, (.3) twhat |do we (.5) tmean |exactly does
he t1take 1t with Soviet t1troops (.)
that’s what I would seem to[_nmew

Lthenj'we have I think
there’s a real possibility (that) we have U.S.
troops there what do tthey |1do (.8)
they fight (.3)
they fight |I think that’s tperfectly| clear
they get overrun (.7)

O J O U b WD
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ves they get overrun| exactlyy (.7)

=
O

well you have a (direct)

=
o

then |what do we do

=
RS

confrontation
then |what do we do (.8)

=
oY U

go to general twar |1f 1t’s 1n the i1interest of ours

—
-]

(yeah) 1t’s then general twar| consider the use of
(a nu-) (1.0)
yOou mean nuclear exchangetr (1.3)

N
O O

((quietly)) guess you have to
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McNamara. . . .

well >Mister President< I think the next question I
was going to ask 1s <t1i1if you are unavailable;> (.5)
which: (.2) on a tfifteen minute thing of this kind
we can't ever be certain jof (.2) .hh (.4) uh 1n
terms of the detail of the i1nformation do you want
to (.3) tdelegate (that authority tnow to the
secretary of defense Jor do you want to uh .hh uh:
(.4) or what's your
well +I uh rwhat we want to do (i1is (.2) I will
delegate to the secretary of defense on the uh
understanding that the .hh uh information would be
very tclear |that the (.5) accident that happened
was not a |malfunction]

L was 1n J fact a matter of military a-
action against | (it/us) (.7)
only 1f you're unavaillable and only 1f 1t's cleary
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((...)) let’s just uh let’s (.2) try to get an
answer to this question; thow mu- (.2) 1t’s quite
obviously to our advantage to (.2) surface this
thing (.8) to a degree: before (.9) first to inform
these tgovernments (1.2) Latin America (.7) the
secretary [of state] suggests secondly to uh: let
the NATO people who have the right (.3) to some
warning Macmillan (1.1) de Gaulle (1.2) uh (.5) how
much does this diminish (.5) >not that we’re gonna
do anything but the existence of them< (.9) without
any (say) about what we’re gonna t1do| let’s say we
(.4) twenty-four hours ahead of our doing |something
about 1t (.8) we infor:m Macmillan we make a public
statement these have been found °jon the island®
(1.8) rt1that would that would be notification 1n a
sense that uh: of their existence and everybody (.6)
could draw whatever conclusion they wanted to (1.4)
I would say tthilis |Mister President that I (would)
that 1f you’ve made a public statement you’ve got to

move 1mmediately or the (.2) you’re gonna have

a a r( )W in this country
loh no T ( )]
(no/oh) I 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
securlity and that (.6) appropriate action (.3) must
be t1taken)
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tyears| but I <tdon't know how we know> (1.7)
well we know from (.5) a number of sources i1ncluding
our IRONBARK sources (.2) as well as from (.)range

1firings (.7) which we have been °vetting for several

vears| (.5) as to the capabilities® t1but uh (1.6) I
would have to get the analysts 1n here to give you
the play-by-play account
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Thompson.. ..

(1t) seems to me that one (other) tpoint jon 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 1t seems to me
(.4) 1t 1s related to tthis|

I'm (.7) tsure |he was 1t (waiting) (1.2#) (1.2) but
Mister President you might be interested|(1.1) 1in
General Eisenhower's reaction ((1:58.1 omitted)) now
he said that without the benefit of (.7) of uh (.06)
specific knowledge of (.3) rt1troop |deployments (.8)
equlipment deployments and so forth of the: Soviets
(.4) or of the Cubans but I (.3) thought this would
be of interest to you (3.1)

Mister President tone jum (.7) thing I think would
)

have to be considered uh (. there would be a
number of steps that you’d (.4) thave |to ttake

| (for which) (.) on which you would need the
authority of a national emergency or a declaration

of war (...)
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there 1sn't any question (in) your mili:nd however
(what) that 1t 1s an 1ntermediate range [actually
medium-range] (.3) rmis—w

L Nno J (there's) no gquestion 1n
our minds at all|] these are (.7)
this 1s robviousw

Lthey’rej rall the characteristics: (.) that

we have seen (.2) rllive ones 1

O J O U B WD

Lyou've Seenj actual missiles
themselves and not just the boxes (.7#)
no we've seen (1.0) 11n the picture there 1s (.)

— = W
= O

lactual r misWsile

Lyeahj
(sure there 1is)

— P
O W N

ves (.6) (.8) uh there's no gquestion 1n our minds

sir and they are genuine| they are not uh (.3) .hh a

=
J O

camouflage] or (2.0) °covert attempt to (.3) r1fool
tus® (3.9)
.hh how much do we know; uh (.8) t1Pat 1tI don't mean

N R
O O

to go behind your (.) judgment] here °except that

)
—

there's® .hh tone thing that would be really

N
N

catastrophic would be to make (a) judgment here on

O
o

(.3) on a bad guess as to whether these things are]

N
AN

we mustn't do that® thow do we really know, what

N
U1

these missiles are and what their range |1s (3.4)

N
(@)

only that (.) from the treadout that we have now|

N
~J

and 1n the (.6) judgment of our analysts (.6) and of
the Guided Missile (.4) and Astronautics Committee

o DN
O OO

which has been convening all afternoon (.7) these

W
-

signatures (.4) are 1dentical with those (.6) that

W
—

we have (.3) tclearly|] earmarked 1n the Soviet

Y
N

Uniony, (1.5) tand have fully verified, (1.7)

W
w

what (made) the verification that's really my

o
1N

question (.3) how do we know what a given Soviet
missile will do (4.0)

we uh (.2) know tsomething| from the trange |firings
that we have (1.3) wvetted (.4) for the past two
yvears| .hh and we know also from comparison with the

w W W W
o J Oy Ol

characteristics (.2) <of our own> missiles (.5) °‘as

= W
O WO

to size and (.3) length and diameter (.9) uh as to

AN
—

these particular missiles (uh)° we have a family of

1N
N

Soviet missiles for which we have all accepted the

.hh uh Specifircations (1+this |18) 1

ERRT AN
= O

LI know that we have accepted thend and

1N
U1

I know that we've had these things i1in charts for
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McNamara. .. .

McNamara. .. .

y— you would have to assume by the tend of the |day
their air force (.4) would be tnearly destroyed, I
say nearly because there might be a few sporadic
weapons Jaround (.2)
ves I would tstress |the point >Mister President<
that we’ll never be
guar(antee(ing) 1 a hundred per(cent 1

Lthat’s rightJ Lthat'sj right
(bu— all we) but at least as far as thelr except
with nuclear; 1I would think you would have to go on

the assumption that they are not gonna permit

nuclear weapons to be used against the United States
from Cuba unless they’re gonna be using them from
everyplace| (.6)

well they (.3) I’'m not sure they can stop 1t this 1s
why I I emphasized the point I did I don’t believe
the Soviets (.5) would authorize their use against
the U.S. (.7) but they might nonetheless be used
(.3) and and therefore I I (.8) underline this
assumption that all of these (.9) cases are premised
on the assumption there tare |no operational nuclear
weapons there (.9) 1f there’s tany possibility |of
that I would tstrongly recommend, that these plans
be modified substantiallyy ((...))
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(...)) and tomorrow afternoon I’d announce these
those uh) (.5) existence °of these® (.9) missiles

4)

(
(
(1
((quletly)) (amen) (1.0)

and say that we’re calling congress tback (1.3) Jand
when we consider |them (.2) (uh) t1Saturday morning
so (everybody) (.5) knows |about 1t (1.5) 11t 1sn’t
uh Pearl Harbor in that sense uh (2.0) we’ve told
everybody uh: (.7) we go ahead Saturday and we take
them out (.7) and uh (1.6) and uh announce that
they’ve been taken outt jand 1f any more are put 1n
we'’re gonna take t1those |jout (2.3)

and the air |[force (.4)

and the air |[force ((...))
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R. Kennedy.. ((...)) I think we just say he made an offer we
accept the offert ((2 turns omitted)) well I think
1t's just an acceptance (1.0) 1t’s an acceptance of
what he said (.7) in my judgment (.5) °don't you
think® (.)

Sorensen?... ((quietly)) ves
well we can't uh (I tell you) (.9) the uh (.)

Sorensen.... I tell you Mister President I I think (.) Adlai I
think 1f we could (.6) take our letter i1ntroduce

O J O U s WD

= O
-

some of the elements of this |letter in the last
trpart Jof it °(1.1#)° that might do it I'm not (.2)
sure how r( )1

R. Kennedy.. Lwhy do we botiher you with 1t Mister

— PP
S wWw N

President why don't we try to work it out (.) and

give us | ( ) |
LI think we ought tojlmove I don’t uh there's

no question of bothering tme |I think somebody we're

_ P
0 ~J O Ul

gonna have to decide which letter we tsend

=
O

R. Kennedy.. why don't we (.2) try to work 1t out here without
(.) you here and then (.3) | (Fifty) |
Several L((loud laughter))J

N
-

O
=
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R. Kennedy..

as I say we're not gonna he’s not gonna he (.3) now
uh Tommy (.5) J1sn't so sure but anyway we can ttry|
this thing but he's gonna come tback jon Turkey but
>the only thing 1s< I don't want him (1.1) that’s
why we've gotta en- end with saylng whatewver we
gonna do we gotta get a (.)
cessartion of work (icommitment)w

i that's right Mister ] President but t I
think that uh Bobby's notion of a (.2) concrete
acceptance |on tour |part of how we read last
night's telegram 1s very 1mtportant] (2.1)
uh Mister President (.)

1n other words you want to your suggestion we say we

accept |your proposal of last night (.6)

spell 1t out and accept i1t and then say now you've
(made that) I just read (.3) you know the last
paragraph of the: other (.2) lettert (1.7) |however
way you tphrase |[that
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R. Kennedy.. Lyeah but I mean that] so that you can (.3) 1t's:

certainly conceivable that you could get him back to
that (.4) +I don't (uh think we should abandon |1t
all right twell I think Adlai's Juh letter’s all

right tthen
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Sorensen. ...

lletter (.9) and say i1t 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 vyour
letter (.6) sought to suggest and >we can go to
(1.0#) which are not insoluble|< (.4) (and/then) say
(1.2) t1first ingredient let me (.6) emphasize (.7)
for tany |solution 1s (.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
want to just come back to that because that (2.3)

otherwise <time uh> ticks away on us (5.2) °you uh

yvou want to take a look at this (policy) 1f we put
that (.5) at the end again about® (.8)
in other words Mister President your position 1:s
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Thompson. ...

R. Kennedy..

that (.2) ronce |he meets this condition of the (.8)
uh: halting work and the inoperability you're (.3)
tthen prepared to go ahead jon (.5) either the
specific Cuban track or what we call a general
détente |(track (.2)

veah now 1t all comes down uh uh (.5) that 1s a
substantive question because 1t (.4) really depends
on whether we belleve that we can get a deal on just
the Cuban or whether we have to agree to his
position 1s of tying them (.7) now Tommy doesn't
think we tdo |I think that having tmade |1t public
how can he take these missiles out of Cuba .hh 1f we
(just) do nothing about t1Turkey] (.5)

you gilive him somethling else (.2)

what

give him | something else |

| they should give] something else (.4) on
the broad |thing (.4)
((quietly)) yes (.3)

and and the promise that that when all this 1s over
there can be a larger (.3) larger (.) discussion

I see his position |

L(but now) he's gonna wannaJ (.2)

I his his position |

Lthat spelled out a littlej

even 1n this public statement i1is this 1is all uh (.6)
started by our threat to t1Cuba] (.2) and he's
retmoved,| that threat (.4)

he tmust |be a little shaken up or he wouldn't have
sent the message to you 1n the first |place

well that's last night but this

K ) |
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Thompson. ...

what Adlail says about what to do about Turkey and
other problems 1s pretty good (9.4)
the only thing i1is this 1s what the's |saying 1st
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 |uh |
>{he'sj not gonna atgree |to that< (.)
let a couple of us draft try to put the specifics of
this uh letter (.9) 1n betwee:n these paragraphs of
Adlai's (.9)
1t 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 i1f we r(don’t)w
| well |
I I don't agree Mister Presi/dent |
| (what)
I think there's still a chance that this uh this
| othler line | goWing
Lyeahj Lsurej
he'd back downt (.535)
well because he's already got this other proposal
which he put | forward | | uh |
Lyeah but] now (.8) |l this| other public
one 1t seems to me 1s (.3) become (.4) their (.7)
public potsitiony 1sn't 1ttt (2.4)
this 1s (.2) maybe just pressure on us I mean the
(.5) he kept the other (I mean) so far

he's (.8#) but we've accepted.rnon—invasion of Cubaw

| some promise of |
a larger negotiation afterward,
((clears throat)) (yeah) (.3)
>the i1mportant thing for Khrushchev seems to me 1s
to be able to say I saved Cuba I stopped an
invasion< (.6) and he can get away with this 1f he
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 1n that discussion
(he’ll/we’ll) probably i1take
all right what about at the end 1f 1f we use tthis






