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In an event that was perhaps the closest ever that the world came to nuclear annihilation, the two largest superpowers of the Cold War were involved in what is today known as Cuban Missile Crisis. The event itself reflects how close the world came to World War III. It is for this reason I chose this topic as this event was the epitome of diplomacy and was a time when diplomacy was most needed and ended up fulfilling its role. The puppet master of American diplomacy at this time, President John Fitzgerald Kennedy, has left a legacy on US foreign policy by successfully solving the Cuban missile crisis, a legacy that defines America’s decisions when faced with a critical foreign policy scenario. His legacy includes using the media as a successful tool to get a President’s message across, convincing the international community to recognize the threat to America by using a global stage, using rhetoric and forthright speeches to convey messages to the populace, working with little information to make big decisions, and expanding the United States’ nuclear arsenal to deter other nuclear attacks.

In the early years of the 1960’s, the United States had installed several Jupiter IRBM missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads on Turkey’s border with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republic (USSR) (Sherman 48). Although it is unknown who made the initiative for the plan, by the summer of 1962 the communist Cuban Revolutionary Government of Fidel Castro began to install the USSR’s mid-range missiles that were directed at the US, on the Cuban island (Roberts 46). However, it was not until the missiles were discovered by a U2 spy plane on October 14th 1962 that the Cuban Missile Crisis began to heat up (Sherman 48).


When President Kennedy saw these pictures he had a feeling of stunned surprised (Kennedy 28). The date was now October the 16th and election season was in the air (Kennedy 29). Republicans at the time claimed the proper measures to safeguard America from communism had not been taken after the Cuban Revolution, and some Republican Senators went as far as proposing a US military invasion of Cuba to overthrow Castro (Kennedy 29). Kennedy was in a conundrum. He was unsure if the sites in Cuba were in fact missiles (Wise and Ross 314). Furthermore, many previous reports about missiles in Cuba had turned out to be false, and the Soviet Ambassador to the US, Anitoly Dobrynin, carried a personal message from Soviet Premier Khrushchev stating that no missiles would be situated in Cuba (Kennedy 30, 33). However, evidence obtained by the CIA claimed that Fidel Castro’s pilot himself boasted while drunk that the USSR supplied Cuba with nuclear missiles (Kennedy 33). Also, additional photos taken on October 16th seemed to back up this claim (Kennedy 31, 32). Realizing the gravity of the task at hand, Kennedy called forth the best brains possible and formed the Executive Committee of the National Security Council, or ExComm for short, which was made up of several notable figures including: Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, Director of the CIA John McCone, Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson, and Ambassador to the UN Adlai Stevenson (Kennedy 34, 35).


The ExComm itself was divided. Many, especially the belligerent generals in the committee, felt that an air strike was needed to sterilize the missile threat (Kennedy 36). However, the problem with that was that the Intelligence Community predicted that the missiles in Cuba had the potential to carry half of the USSR’s nuclear warheads, and that these warheads would be launched in the case of an attack, thus there would be mutually assured destruction (Kennedy 39). Furthermore, striking first revoked memories of Pearl Harbor as the United States would be now playing the role of Japan and risk losing the moral support of the world (Wise and Ross 314). However, there was also a minority in the ExComm that felt the missiles posed no shift in power or threat, thus no action was necessary. However, the problem with this case was that these missiles were directed at specific US cities and when fired could cause up to 80 million American deaths (Kennedy 39). 


By this point, Kennedy and the majority of the ExComm were in favor of a blockade of Cuba (Kennedy 46, 51). To garner support for the blockade, Kennedy sought and earned the unanimous support of the Organization of American States as well as Western Europe and Canada (Kennedy 54, 55). Even though the CIA and Kennedy were both still unsure if missiles were in Cuba, Kennedy delivered his famous televised address to the American nation on October 22nd (Ross and Wise 315). 

In this address, Kennedy told the American public about the crisis and ordered the military blockade of Cuba while submarines and bombers circled the USSR in case of war (Sherman 49). During this time period, the US’ Ambassador to the UN Adlai Stevenson blatantly questioned the Soviet Ambassador about the pictures and what they meant at the UN Security Council. The Soviet Ambassador claimed that he could not presently answer the question (Woodward 2004, 291).

 On October 26, Khrushchev responded to this speech in a letter in which he offered Kennedy the removal of missiles and the Red Army from Cuba in return for US guarantees that it would not invade Cuba (Sherman 50). A secret follow up to this letter was sent a few days later with demands for Kennedy to remove the Jupiter missiles that were lined up on the Soviet-Turkish border (Sherman 50). After consultations with his brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, the President ignored the second letter and publicly announced that he would accept the offers of the first letter (Sherman 49).  A secret deal was later made to remove the US missile bases in Turkey; after six tense days the crisis was over (Sherman 50).  



Moreover, this crisis would influence the foreign policies of many presidents that would succeed Kennedy in that they would use the media as a tool to fight their enemies and use rhetorical and forthright speeches to influence the American public’s mindset. Also, future presidents would act similarly by using scarce information to make big decisions, deal with threatening crises on a global stage, and expand the nuclear arsenal of the nation to stave off threats.
First, whenever future US presidents were faced with similar scenarios of threats from countries, they would use the media as a tool to fight their enemies. One example happened during the rise of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua during the 1980’s who took power while in a civil was with the infamous, anti-communist Contras. William J. Casey, director of the CIA under President Reagan and one of the funders of the Contras, hoped that he could get a Cuban-missile crisis scale of reaction when dealing with Nicaragua (Woodward 1987, 192). In Nicaragua, photos were taken from U-2 spy-planes that showed the communist Sandinistas had built 3600 new military bases between 1980-1982 and increased the number of armed men they had from 5,000-70,000 in the same time period. Most significant were the Soviet tanks and howitzers supplied to the Sandinistas that the photos managed to capture. Casey had hoped the Soviet weaponry would revive memories of the Cuban Missile Crisis and help garner support for the administration’s cause to fight the Sandinistas (Woodward 1987, 192). This is a concrete example of how succeeding presidents, in this case Reagan, hoped to be able to use the media in a similar fashion as Kennedy so as to stigmatize the enemy and garner support and sensation on the home front. 


Additionally, Kennedy’s use of rhetorical and forthright speeches to influence the US public’s mindset also influenced future US presidents. For example, Kennedy illustrated in layman’s term what his policy on communism was: that the “necessity of fighting communism… ‘[Is] the burden of a long twilight struggle’” (Woodward 2004, 131). The romantic yet rhetorical and forthright tone of Kennedy influenced other US Presidents succeeding him. For example, in the build-up to the 2003 War on Iraq, President Bush, realizing that he needed to sell his idea of war to the US public, crafted a similar speaking style. Rather than explain why some specific nations were enemies of the state, Bush simplified his speech into layman’s terms and blatantly labeled the threatening nations of Iraq, North Korea, and Iran as the axis of evil (Woodward 2004 131). Bush had taken a lesson from Kennedy’s speeches and used simple, forthright, and rhetorical terms to sell his idea to the American people. 


Similarly, Kennedy also acted by making discreet, prudent decisions with the little information he had. It is important to remember that he was unsure of the missiles in Cuba (Ross and Wise 315). This also influenced President Bush. Unfortunately, though, the results were not as beneficial to society. President Bush acted in a similar manner to Kennedy by acting with little evidence when invading Iraq, as he noted that he could not wait for any smoking gun evidence to attack Iraq since, as Kennedy said, the firing of modern-day weapons could now destroy nations (Woodward 2004, 202). Bush, like Kennedy, ordered a heavy military build-up to show the enemy his options – agree to US demands or face war. However, what Bush did not learn from Kennedy was that it was imprudent to give an enemy an ultimatum of either disgraceful surrender or war (Allison). This shows Kennedy’s influence since Bush conducted his crisis in a similar manner, but when he did not follow Kennedy’s example, he failed as the US still faces a long war in Iraq. This example highlights how powerful and even accurate Kennedy’s perception and legacy is.

Furthermore, the way Kennedy dealt with the crisis on a global stage to highlight the foreign threat to the US also influenced the way future US presidents dealt with foreign policy. During the Cuban Missile Crisis, Kennedy’s Ambassador to the UN, Adlai Stevenson, was able to put the Soviet’s Ambassador on the spot in front of the UN Security Council about the missiles situated in Cuba (Woodward 2004 291). Fast forward a few decades later and Kennedy’s tactics were manifest in US’ handling of their War on Iraq. Colin Powell, who in 2002 was the United States’ Secretary of State, had hoped to garner the international community’s support from the perceived threats that Iraq posed in a similar manner that Stevenson had with the Soviets (Woodward 2004 291). Instead of pictures of the Cuban missile launch sites, Powell took out vials of anthrax to highlight what he perceived as the biological weaponry threat that Iraq posed to the US and the world, stressing how action was needed to exterminate this threat (Woodward 2004, 291). Ironically though, Kennedy looked for a diplomatic exit from his crisis, while Bush chose a violent one (Kaplan).


What are probably the most influential of Kennedy’s actions are the ones he committed as a response to the Soviet threat. Kennedy had noted in his inauguration speech that, “For only when our arms are sufficient beyond doubt, can we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be employed” (Kennedy, John F.). However, as Kennedy tried followed a policy of cooperation and military deterrence with the USSR, rather than containment and military superiority, this was not put into practice until after the missile crisis (Examining the Presidency of John F. Kennedy). By waiting this long to boost his arsenal, this had left many at the time, including future president Ronald Reagan, worried (Schweizer). Kennedy’s reaction to the crisis deeply influenced the man who would end the Cold War. Reagan believed that Kennedy could not handle the belligerents of the Kremlin. He was unhappy that no invasion pledge had been made, as in his view the Cubans were still living under an oppressive regime (Schweizer). Kennedy indirectly influenced Reagan’s eventual support for the anti-Communist Contra’s in Nicaragua since Reagan viewed the Sandinistas as an oppressive communist regime that needed to be rid of. Reagan attempted to turn Kennedy’s perceived failure into his own triumph. 

Furthermore, Reagan believed that the proper solution for the Cuban missile Crisis was an arms race. Reagan believed that, as was exemplified by the Cuban Missile Crisis, the US should coexist with communism but try to defeat it. Reagan was critical of Mutually Assured Destruction; he believed that the US should not commit itself to a path of deterrence but to a path of military superiority (Deterrence – Mutual Assured Destruction MAD).  Reagan believed that a comprehensive plan for victory should be drafted to defeat America’s enemies (Schweizer). He believed that there would be no way that the Soviets would be able to keep up with spending on guns and butter if an arms race was launched. This shows how this crisis really molded the policy of Ronald Reagan the president who ended the Cold War. Since the US was threatened by a nation with a similarly-seized arsenal, his solution to this was to increase the number of nuclear arms so as to become the most powerful nation in the world. Under Reagan’s ideology, if a neighboring nation had a government that opposed America and supported the Soviets, like Cuba, the best option would be to inhibit its capabilities of harboring harmful weapons against the US (like he attempted to do in Nicaragua). These two factors allowed Regan to forge a policy that would eventually defeat the USSR. It was the actions of Kennedy during the Cuban Missile Crisis that shaped Reagan’s policies and resulted in the downfall of the Soviets.


All in all, the Cuban missile crisis shaped many policies of US presidents during and after the Cold War. By using the tools of the media and charismatic speechmaking, dealing with the crisis on a global stage, making big decisions based on scant intelligence, and boosting the nuclear arms of the American nation, Kennedy’s legacy shaped the policies of presidents such as Ronald Regan who ended the Cold War and George Bush who started the War on Terror. This was an event that nearly ended in the destruction of the world, yet the actions that helped avoid a major catastrophe sculpted the foreign policy decisions of major US presidents and resulted in the global power balance we have today.
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