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Avoiding Catastrophe: The Interactional
Production of Possibility during the Cuban
Missile Crisis1

David R. Gibson
University of Pennsylvania

In October 1962, the fate of the world hung on the U.S. response
to the discovery of Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba. President Ken-
nedy’s decision to impose a blockade was based on hours of dis-
cussions with top advisers (the so-called ExComm), yet decades of
scholarship on the crisis have missed the central puzzle: How did
the group select one response, the blockade, when all options seemed
bad? Recently released audio recordings are used to argue that the
key conversational activity was storytelling about an uncertain fu-
ture. Kennedy’s choice of a blockade hinged on the narrative “sup-
pression” of its most dangerous possible consequence, namely the
perils of a later attack against operational missiles, something ac-
complished through omission, self-censorship, ambiguation, uptake
failure, and narrative interdiction. The article makes the very first
connection between the localized dynamics of conversation and de-
cision making in times of crisis, and offers a novel processual account
of one of the most fateful decisions in human history.

INTRODUCTION

At 9 a.m. on October 16, 1962, President John F. Kennedy was informed
that the Soviet Union was installing nuclear missiles on the island of

1 For comments and suggestions, I am grateful to Ann Mische and Melissa Wilde, to
workshop and colloquium participants at the University of Pennsylvania (particularly
Carolyn Chernoff and Annette Lareau), SUNY Stony Brook (particularly Ivan Chase),
and the Booth School of Business at the University of Chicago, and to the AJS re-
viewers. I also thank Philip Zelikow for fielding so many questions about the Cuban
Missile Crisis (even as I relieve him from responsibility for any errors), and my research
assistant Matthew Fox. Direct correspondence to David R. Gibson, Department of
Sociology, University of Pennsylvania, 3718 Locust Walk, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
19104-6299. E-mail: gibsond@sas.upenn.edu
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Cuba. Within three hours he assembled his top advisers in the Cabinet
Room; this group became known as the Executive Committee of the
National Security Council, or the ExComm. After listening to an intel-
ligence report about the incriminating U-2 photographs, the group
launched into the first of many discussions about the extent of the missile
deployment, Soviet intentions, and possible U.S. responses. Those ranged
from an immediate military strike to doing nothing whatsoever, with
various forms of diplomacy, some with the threat of military action at-
tached, in between. Informed by these discussions, the president an-
nounced a naval blockade of Cuba on October 22, and then made a
succession of equally consequential decisions regarding enforcement of
that blockade and negotiations involving NATO missiles in Turkey. The
last meeting of the ExComm was on October 28, when Khrushchev agreed
to remove the missiles in return for a public pledge from the United States
not to invade Cuba, and a back-channel promise that Kennedy would
remove the missiles from Turkey sometime soon thereafter.

The Cuban Missile Crisis has been the subject of significant scholarly
interest over the intervening years, some of it about the ExComm’s de-
liberations specifically. Janis (1982), for one, famously contrasted these
deliberations with those preceding the Bay of Pigs invasion, arguing that
the former were spared from the “groupthink” that marred the latter.
Another well-known account is in Allison’s Essence of Decision (1971),
which hypothesizes that the positions taken by ExComm members can
be traced to their bureaucratic positions in, for instance, the State De-
partment and the Department of Defense.

Both Janis and Allison worked from a position of evidentiary disad-
vantage, however, for neither knew what was actually said in the Ex-
Comm meetings. Their “data” consisted mainly of memoirs by ExComm
members (e.g., Kennedy 1969; Sorensen 1965), who had an interest in
particular kinds of portrayals and who, in addition, probably could not
have recalled conversational minutiae days, much less years, after the fact
(Stafford and Daly 2006). A decade after the crisis, however, it came to
light that President Kennedy had secretly tape-recorded many of these
meetings, and with time the transcripts of those meetings, and eventually
the audio recordings themselves, have become available to the public.

One thing these recordings reveal is that in spite of the tendency to
credit Kennedy with making the best decision in opting for a blockade,
at the time all of the options looked bad: doing nothing, it was thought,
would undermine America’s alliances and international standing while
emboldening Khrushchev to seize West Berlin; an immediate attack would
result in reprisals against NATO missiles in Turkey and Italy or the seizure
of West Berlin; and a blockade would fail to force the removal of missiles
already on the island even as it increased the risk that some would be
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fired in the event of a later U.S. attack. This points to the central puzzle,
of how the ExComm came to consider the blockade palatable, thereby
giving Kennedy a way forward. This, I argue, was an interactional
achievement, and the purpose of this article is to use the recordings to
demonstrate how the choice of an action was interactionally achieved,
and thereby to cast new light on the role of conversational deliberation
in decision making during times of crisis.

I begin with a more extended consideration of past research on the
ExComm’s deliberations, research that has almost entirely ignored the
conversational medium through which these deliberations were con-
ducted, and thus both what the main interactional obstacles were and
how the ExComm found its way around them. Central to those delib-
erations was the construction of stories about the consequences of each
course of action, so next I review research on how stories about the past
are collaboratively constructed and anticipate some of the distinctive char-
acteristic of stories about events that have not yet come to pass. After
describing the audio recordings and conversation-analytic methodology,
I turn to the historical puzzle, of how the ExComm moved from support
for an immediate air strike toward consensus for first giving Khrushchev
a warning, specifically in connection with a blockade, in spite of the danger
that this could eventuate in a U.S. air strike against operational missiles
that could then be fired against U.S. cities. Analyzing the recordings from
three meetings on October 16 and 18, and national security minutes from
several other meetings (especially October 20, when Kennedy decided once
and for all to go the blockade route), I find that the palatability of the
blockade option rested on the interactional dissociation of a subsequent
air strike from the possibility of a nuclear response, something achieved
through omission, self-censorship, evasion, narrative interdiction, ambi-
guation, and lack of uptake—all of which I take to be forms of “sup-
pression.” These practices were in turn effective due to the episodic and
even “amnesic” quality of future stories, which could end differently on
different occasions without anyone seeming to be concerned about this
fact. In the discussion section, I offer a processual interpretation of the
findings that replaces the question of why the group favored the blockade
with the question of how a favorable view of that option emerged through
time. Then I consider the implications of the findings for our understand-
ing of decision making. Contrary to the widely held view that decisions
culminate from a gradual process of information processing and judgment
(perhaps with some negotiation thrown in), my analysis points to a process
that is much more fragmented, iterative, and contingent. Further, by com-
paring the first phase of the crisis (the main focus of the article) with
subsequent phases (related to the blockade and a deal to end the crisis),
I offer a more general perspective on the relationship between talk and
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decision making in times of crisis that focuses on their distinct but in-
tersecting temporalities.

THE EXCOMM

The ExComm consisted of select members of Kennedy’s cabinet, their
immediate subordinates, the director of central intelligence, the chairman
of the joint chiefs of staff, and a number of other top-level advisers. (Most
were members of the existing National Security Council; for a list of
ExComm members, see app. A.) The ExComm discussed a wide range
of topics, including the U.S. response to the Soviet provocation, the in-
terpretation of the photographs, plans for additional surveillance, the
number of sorties needed for each variation of the air strike, questions
from the media, goings-on at the United Nations, covert action in Cuba,
plans to evacuate dependents from Guantánamo Bay, and many other
things besides.

The ExComm’s role was advisory, in that the president was not ob-
ligated to follow his advisers’ advice, and it does not appear from the
audio recordings or official minutes that the group conducted formal
votes.2 Given that, one might wonder whether the ExComm’s delibera-
tions actually shaped Kennedy’s perceptions and ultimate decisions. To
this, two responses can be given. First, it seems unlikely that Kennedy
would have spent more than 20 hours with his advisers during the most
significant crisis of the Cold War simply for the sake of appearances,
especially given his determination in the opening days of the crisis that
the ExComm’s work remain 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 hap-
pened; 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 withdraw of NATO missiles from Turkey) through a secret back
channel. At each stage Kennedy seemed unsure of what to do, and at

2 There is some disagreement about this. Fursenko and Naftali, for instance, claim
that there was a vote during the meeting of October 20th (1997, p. 235; see also
Schlesinger [1965] 2002, p. 808), but the detailed meeting minutes make no mention
of one (U.S. Department of State 1961–63, pp. 126–36). Suffice it to say that if votes
occurred, they were infrequent, informal, and, of course, not binding upon the presi-
dent.
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each stage his decision was fitting given the drift of the conversation at
the time it was made.

It is possible to write histories of the crisis without worrying much
about the ExComm’s deliberations (e.g., Dobbs 2008). The same can be
said of many theoretical treatments, such as those written from a game-
theoretic (Bennett 1995) or more psychological (Haas 2001) 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 aver-
sion), 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,
again, no one knew much until recently).

Yet the ExComm’s deliberations have a prominent place in two cele-
brated pieces of social-scientific scholarship. One is Graham Allison’s
Essence of Decision (1971), subsequently revised and reissued by Allison
and Zelikow (1999). 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 ultimate rulers)
are unitary actors seeking to advance national interests (particularly se-
curity) in a Hobbesian international order; the organization-theoretic
model, which illuminates the unanticipated consequences of organiza-
tional routines (such as the military’s procedures for gathering intelligence
and managing naval confrontations); and the bureaucratic politics model,
which hypothesizes that people advocate for positions that reflect the
perspectives, and 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 speaks to what was actually
said in the ExComm meetings. When Essence of Decision was first writ-
ten, however, it was impossible to test this theory against the statements
of particular participants for lack of reliable and detailed information
about what was actually said during the meetings. As the years passed
and meeting transcripts began to dribble out, it became apparent that the
model could not explain the contributions made by key ExComm mem-
bers (many of whom changed their minds, sometimes repeatedly), and
least of all the decisions (and vacillations) of Kennedy himself (Welch and
Blight 1987–88; Bernstein 2000).

Another well-known treatment of the crisis comes from the psychologist
Irving Janis (1972, 1982). Based again on memoirs (along with some in-
terviews), Janis argues that the ExComm escaped the dangers of group-
think, a phenomenon that occurs when critical thinking yields 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 pa-
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thology. The features of the ExComm’s deliberations that allegedly con-
tributed 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 affiliations were suspended.

Janis’s description has some merits. Though the president nominally
chaired these meetings (at least those at which he was present, which
includes all of those analyzed in detail here), once the intelligence report
that opened each meeting was complete, discussion was fairly egalitarian
and informal. That means that it was, by and large, governed by the
normal rules of turn-taking, which, for instance, allow a person to obtain
the floor by speaking before anyone else can when there is an opening,
and empower him or her to select the next speaker by asking a question
or making a request (Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974). Further, while
the president sometimes ended discussion about a particular matter, other
ExComm members regularly introduced topical transitions, with little
evidence of adherence to a formal agenda (and no other record of such
agendas existing).

That said, Janis (1982, p. 317) 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. As with Allison, scholars began suspecting the reliability of the
memoirs once some of the transcripts became available; Welch (1989), for
instance, points out that the ExComm only gave sustained consideration
to two options, a blockade and an air strike, and completely shortchanged
both purely diplomatic options and the possibility of doing nothing.3 Fur-
ther, I will show that even the option that Kennedy ultimately selected
hardly received the sort of systematic and cumulative exploration that
Janis supposed.

Anderson (1983) made a significant advance in his analysis of detailed
notes taken by National Security Council staff members at four ExComm
meetings, notes that were unavailable to Janis. Anderson 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

3 Welch’s critique was actually directed at Herek, Janis, and Huth (1987), who did not
shy away from a fight; see Herek, Janis, and Huth (1989).
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courses of action; the U.S. response was the sum of these choices” (An-
derson 1983, p. 208).

Anderson lacked access to the transcripts and audio recordings I use
in this analysis, 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.4 More generally, like Janis,
he is trying to reconstruct what happened from what someone said hap-
pened, and there is no reason to assume that stories about talk can stand
in for the real thing.

My analysis of the audio recordings reveals a much different picture
of the ExComm’s deliberations. As already indicated, the members of the
ExComm quickly realized that they had no good options for responding
to the Soviets. To do nothing, it was thought, would embolden Khrushchev
to make aggressive moves elsewhere, including West Berlin, and would
weaken an alliance that depended on resolute leadership from the United
States. To stage an immediate air strike on the missiles (at first, the pre-
ferred plan) risked escalation and would be seen as a betrayal of America’s
allies, leaving them unprepared for any Soviet response to an action about
which they had not been consulted. And to impose a blockade would not
stop the Russians from developing the missiles already on the island, and
indeed would give them the time needed to complete at least some of the
missiles before an air strike that would probably be needed to remove
them—thereby greatly increasing the risk to the United States of a (per-
haps unauthorized) missile attack. (Another fear was that the blockade
would put the United States in the position of firing upon Soviet ships,
which would have provided another quick route to escalation.) As Ken-
nedy’s speech writer Ted Sorensen wrote a few years after the crisis, “Not
one of us at any time believed that any of the choices before us could
bring anything but either prolonged danger or fighting, very possibly
leading to the kind of deepening commitment of prestige and power which
neither side could withdraw without resort to nuclear weapons” (Sorensen
1965, p. 680).

Thus, while in hindsight we are apt to say that Kennedy’s decision to
implement a blockade, with the threat of additional military action if the
missiles were not removed, was the right one, given the outcome, at the
time this was far from evidently the case. Arguably, this made the details

4 Part of the problem is that Anderson did not have access to minutes from the meetings
in which these options were principally discussed.
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of the interaction around the various options all the more important, for
if no option presented itself as objectively superior to the others, their
relative palatability was an interactional achievement. And it was
achieved through the conversational telling, and retelling, of stories.

NARRATING THE FUTURE

According to Dewey, genuine reflection begins with a problem or crisis—
some interruption of taken-for-granted routine—that demands a choice
between alternative courses of action. “Thinking begins in what may fairly
enough be called a forked-road situation, a situation which is ambiguous,
which presents a dilemma, which proposes alternatives” (Dewey 1910, p.
11). Then what is required is deliberation, which is the “dramatic rehearsal
(in imagination) of various competing possible lines of action” (Dewey
1922, p. 190). When people deliberate aloud, together, this “dramatic re-
hearsal” takes the form of talk about possible futures, largely in the form
of stories about how events are likely to unfold within different scenarios.

We know little about how people tell stories about the future but a
great deal about how they construct stories about the past.5 First, stories
about the past typically consist of a succession of clauses that recapitulate
the order of events being described: first this happened, then that hap-
pened, and so forth (Labov and Waletzky 1967). Such succession is often
indicated by connectors such as and then and after that (Eder 1988).
Second, a story’s coherence rests upon the plausibility of each of its clauses
given all the clauses that preceded it. 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. Third,
stories can be told by single individuals or, to varying degrees, collabo-
ratively. Others may back-channel (e.g., uh huh), ask questions, call at-
tention to portions of the story that are confusing, and even alter a story’s
import—such as the evaluation it delivers about particular individuals—
by eliciting details that the storyteller might otherwise have omitted (Man-
delbaum 1989). 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 (Eder 1988). According to Lerner (1992), one is particularly likely
to step in to assist in a narration when the original storyteller encounters

5 Here I draw mostly upon the conversation-analytic literature, which is most relevant
to my purposes, recognizing that there is a whole literature on collective memory that
is, in its own way, also about the construction of stories about the past (e.g., Olick and
Robbins 1998).
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difficulties in the telling, and in order to narrate one’s own part in the
story.

We will see that the basic chronological template of stories, and many
of the associated narrative techniques,6 apply to stories about the future
as well, with important differences. First, whereas one person (or a small
number of people) may claim “epistemic authority” (Heritage and Ray-
mond 2005) to tell a story about the past by virtue of having “been there,”
no one can claim to have seen the future, so claims to epistemic authority
are much more tenuous, even if some people can claim possession of a
particularly relevant stock of predictive knowledge (Schutz 1962). Second,
conditional if . . . then assertions are the stuff of stories about the future,
the means by which ontologically equivalent (if not equally probable)
futures are imagined aloud, whereas past-tense counterfactuals (if I had
only asked her to marry me) have only an ancillary role in most stories
about the past as the unrealized shadows of what did happen.7 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 (Wagner-Pacifici 1994), the space shuttle was approved for
launch (Vaughan 1996), the Communist soldiers arrived in town (Bear-
man, Faris, and Moody 1999), the cow ate the lentils (Roy 1994). Future
scenarios, in contrast, can spin off in entirely different directions, cul-
minating in a world without nuclear weapons or Armageddon, an influ-
enza pandemic or a lifelong flu vaccine, a happy marriage or a broken
household. That is, while stories about the past are constrained to con-
verge at points where the historical record is thought to be clear, a future
narrative is judged primarily according to its coherence in the sense de-
fined above, in terms of the believability of each action or event in light
of those that preceded it. Consequently, the trajectory of a future narrative
is especially sensitive to the events that get included in it along the way,
making such stories highly path dependent, or contingent.

These three distinguishing characteristics of future stories are foresee-
ably consequential. That no one has seen the future means that no one
can be prevented from contributing to, or challenging, a story by virtue
of not having “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

6 I use “story” and “narrative” interchangeably (though preferring the latter as an
adjective), recognizing that for other purposes a useful distinction can be made (e.g.,
Abbott 2001; Abell 2004).
7 And when this is not true, as in the work of some military historians, it warrants
special notice (Gallagher 2008).
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past can involve both). Finally, that stories are path dependent makes
every moment in the construction of a story an important one in which
the story can be advanced or derailed depending on what people manage
to add to it and what they manage to prevent from being added through
various forms of what I will call “suppression” (see also Schegloff 2002).
Path dependency also heightens a story’s sensitivity to the vicissitudes 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, retellings
will be a central finding of this article.)

One important result of all of this is the heightened contestability of
stories about the future. One symptom of this in the ExComm recordings
is frequent breaks from the strict chronological format described by Labov
and Waletzky (1967), as people interrupted the narrative flow to argue
about particular if . . . then assertions. But contestation can also occur
within the chronological format, particularly when one narrates an un-
desirable consequence of some story in progress, or actively suppresses
someone else’s attempt at narrating such a consequence. When it came
to the blockade scenario, the most important consequence—the one from
which the blockade had to be interactionally liberated—was the possibility
of a subsequent U.S. air strike against operational missiles that might then
be fired against U.S. cities.

DATA AND METHOD

For a decade after the Cuban Missle Crisis, scholars like Allison (1971)
and Janis (1972) counted themselves lucky to have firsthand accounts of
the meetings, particularly those found in the memoirs of the principal
ExComm members (e.g., Sorensen 1965; Kennedy 1969). Then, in 1973,
it was revealed that Kennedy, like Presidents Johnson and Nixon after
him, had secretly tape-recorded many White House meetings and tele-
phone conversations—unbeknownst to anyone except, perhaps, JFK’s
brother Robert. A decade later, 33 minutes of the recordings from the
Cuban Missile Crisis were released, along with transcripts corresponding
to two hours of ExComm meetings, but it took more than another decade
for the recordings to be systematically declassified (with some excisions),
released, and transcribed (Zelikow, Naftali, and May 2001, 2:xi–xxiv;
Stern 2003, pp. xiii–xxvi). These transcripts were first published in 1997
as The Kennedy Tapes (May and Zelikow 1997), 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
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Crises (Zelikow et al. 2001), and later as downloadable files on the Uni-
versity of Virginia Presidential Recordings Project Web site.8

The transcripts were an important part of the impetus behind a new
wave of scholarship appearing in the late 1990s about the crisis. Fursenko
and Naftali (1997), in particular, draw upon them for insight into the
American side of the crisis in their impressive One Hell of a Gamble. They
were also important for the revised Essence of Decision (Allison and
Zelikow 1999), though, as noted by Bernstein (2000), Allison and Zelikow
found little in the transcripts that led them to significantly reconsider
Allison’s original analysis. But no comparable reconsideration followed
the release of the 30-plus hours of audio recordings (about 20 of them
from ExComm meetings; the rest involved telephone conversations and
other meetings, some of them unrelated to the crisis).9 This is in spite of
the fact that the recordings reveal a substantial number of mistakes in
the published transcripts (some detailed by Stern [2003, pp. 426–40]). More
importantly, from a sociological perspective, the audio recordings are in-
dispensable for the information they contain about pauses, overlap, and
assorted “disfluencies” known to be interactionally important (e.g., Scheg-
loff 1987b; Gibson 2005) but “cleaned up” in the published transcripts.

Kennedy decided on the blockade on October 20, based on discussions
from the 16th to the 20th; thus, these meetings are the focus of this article.
Not all of the ExComm meetings during this stage of the crisis were
recorded, however, mainly because of efforts to keep the meetings secret.
Two meetings on the first day of the crisis (the 16th) were recorded, as
was the 11:00 a.m. meeting on the morning of the 18th, but the meetings
on the evening of the 18th and the afternoon of the 20th were held in the
mansion, rather than the Cabinet Room where the microphones were
hidden, in order to escape notice by the press, and there were other meet-
ings on the 17th and 19th in the State Department that Kennedy did not
attend 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 Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara repeat-
edly shot down during the two meetings on the 16th and the first part of
the midday meeting of the 18th, saw its fortunes dramatically reverse in
the last of these, at the end of which Special Assistant to the President
Theodore Sorensen could reasonably observe that there was “general if

8 See http://tapes.millercenter.virginia.edu.
9 Stern (2003) wrote an entire book about the audio recordings, but it merely redescribes
each meeting in narrative terms (Kennedy said this, McNamara said that) and, aside
from faulting the original transcribers for making some mistakes, does not really draw
any new conclusions.

http://tapes.millercenter.virginia.edu/
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not unanimous agreement” that Khrushchev should first receive a warn-
ing. (As I will explain shortly, it was the advance warning that a blockade
would provide to the Soviets rather than the blockade itself that was the
main point of contention.) Furthermore, after the meeting on the evening
of the 18th, Kennedy dictated some notes, one being that the day had
ended with consensus in favor of a blockade (Zelikow et al. 2001, 2:577),
and later both McNamara (1964) and Sorensen (1965, p. 691) claimed
that Kennedy had indicated in that meeting that this was his tentative
decision. Finally, we have detailed minutes from the meetings of the 19th
and 20th, and less thorough notes from the meeting of the 17th. 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 exponentially increase the risks incurred by a subsequent
military strike, and that the discursive neutralization of this concern was
the sine qua non for Kennedy’s ultimate decision.

This article 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 minutes from other meetings. The most
important of these others was the long meeting of the 20th, when many
of the debates were reopened and at the end of which Kennedy stood
poised to make his final decision.

All episodes of explicit talk about the main options and their conse-
quences were transcribed using the modified conversation-analytic con-
ventions detailed in appendix B,10 summing to about 45 minutes. The
transcription was not always easy, for speech was occasionally faint, muf-
fled, or otherwise indistinct (e.g., due to speaker overlap or background
noise). There are, consequently, more gaps in these transcripts than in
those usually used by conversation analysts. Also, while I generally relied
upon the published transcripts for speaker identities, there are times that
I disagreed with those identifications.

The conversation-analytic transcribing conventions capture such details
as pauses (both within and between speaking turns), overlapping talk
(including the exact points of its onset and cessation), disfluencies such
as mispronunciations and self-interruptions, nonword vocalizations like
uh, and (somewhat crudely) intonation (cf. Cruttenden 1997). The premise
of conversation analysis (CA), and the motivation behind the taxing work
of such meticulous transcribing, is that such details are both revealing
with respect to underlying conversational rules and practices, such as of

10 These should be studied, including by those familiar with conversation-analytic
orthography, because they have been modified to accommodate some of the peculiarities
of the data, particularly the greater-than-usual frequency of unintelligible talk and
occasional difficulties of speaker identification.
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turn-taking (Sacks et al. 1974), and, partly for that reason, consequential
for subsequent talk, such as when a disfluency in someone’s speaking
turn (e.g., uh or a pause in the middle of a sentence) is taken as an excuse
by someone else to begin speaking. In this article, such details will shed
crucial light on, among other things, the phenomenon of suppression,
whereby something that could have been said was not, or was not said
successfully, say due to interruption or overlap. Conversation-analytic
orthography has another benefit besides: insofar as it offers an accurate
rendering of what was said and how it was said, it provides readers with
direct access to the “raw data” (albeit limited to the excerpts presented),
on the basis of which they may devise competing interpretations, some-
thing hardly possible in connection with most qualitative research reports.

In several important respects, however, I deviate from conversation-
analytic orthodoxy. First, in interpreting what a person does or does not
say at a particular juncture I draw as needed upon the entire history of
ExComm talk up to that point, something uncommon in conversation
analysis, where there is usually no sense of a group’s history outside of
what was said a moment before (cf. Fine 1979). Second, I alternate be-
tween detailed analyses of the sort that a conversation analyst would
undertake and a “bird’s-eye” perspective on the overall organization of
statements for and against an air strike following a blockade or some
other sort of advance warning. Third, the reason that I undertake such
an analysis is because of my interest in the way in which the mechanics
of conversation were implicated in the development of understanding that
culminated in a decision. Though this resonates with recent research on
talk in institutional settings where decisions are sometimes involved (Clay-
man and Reisner 1998; Stivers 2005; see also Maynard, Freese, and Schaef-
fer 2010), I am much more interested in how talk was used to construct
a “mental model”—or rather, its discursive equivalent—of the alternatives
and their consequences, on the basis of which a difficult decision could
be justifiably made.

AVOIDING CATASTROPHE

Now I turn to the historical question of how, by means of such stories,
the ExComm turned an unacceptable option, the blockade, into an ac-
ceptable one. Central to the palatability of this option was the assumption
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.
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The problem was that once the blockade was announced, or once Khru-
shchev was given any other kind of warning in advance of an air strike,
the missiles could (by many estimates) be completed in short order,11 as
a result of which the United States could find itself bombing operational
missiles soon thereafter. Secretary McNamara, in particular, repeatedly
stated that an air strike against operational missiles would have been
unacceptably reckless, putting the United States at direct risk of a nuclear
attack. Of course, to this worry there was a rejoinder: the Soviets are 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 indeed be used anyway, either
because the Kremlin’s control over them is imperfect or because Khru-
shchev (or whoever was calling the shots in the Kremlin) might not be
entirely in his right mind after all.

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 ref-
erence 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 utilitarian 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 option was not, therefore,
due to some decisive counterargument, or any factual revelation, or any
explicit weighing of costs and benefits, but rather to 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. The palatability of the blockade was thus an interactional
achievement, and my question here is, how was it achieved?

Again, what was most problematic about the blockade option was not
the blockade itself, but the possibility that it could eventuate in a U.S.
air strike against operational missiles. This was envisioned as most likely
if the United States gave the Soviets advance warning prior to an air
strike, which the blockade would provide, though the issue came up in

11 Estimates for how long it would take to ready at least some of the missiles for launch
ranged from a few hours to several days, but no one really knew, and this uncertainly
was repeatedly acknowledged.



The Cuban Missile Crisis

375

connection with other scenarios as well, some of them involving an ad-
vance warning without a blockade. Thus, we need to focus on exchanges
about the prospects and perils of an attack on (possibly) operational mis-
siles, keeping in mind that it was mainly in connection with a blockade
that this was imagined as happening, with the result that the blockade
plan was the principal beneficiary once those perils were suppressed.

Figure 1 is a timeline of the three recorded meetings on the 16th and
18th, and the final unrecorded meeting on the 20th, 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 or some other advance warning 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 a story was told about a U.S. air
strike against the Soviet missiles after a warning to Khrushchev, again
whether or not a blockade was specifically mentioned. Also indicated are
occasions when the dangers of a strike against operational missiles were
incipient or projected but, in one way or another, suppressed. (An expla-
nation of each plotted remark can be found in app. C.)

Figure 1 makes starkly apparent the shift from a consistent stream of
statements and stories opposed to any plan that could leave the U.S.
attacking operational missiles 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 state-
ments, there was a marked shift in favor of pro-warning stories shortly
into the third meeting. This shift in what was said did not reliably reflect
a shift in what was thought, however. Not only did some ExComm mem-
bers continue to advocate for a surprise air strike behind the scenes (Ze-
likow et al. 2001, 2:599), there was also resistance to giving advance
warning during the third meeting, including from Robert Kennedy, the
president’s brother and attorney general. Rather, what happened was that,
through various mechanisms—ranging from simple omission to aggressive
interruption—the blockade plan was interactionally divorced 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 orig-
inated, discuss the significance of the succession of stories in the third
meeting that took a postwarning air strike as unproblematic, and analyze
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in detail instances in which the dangers of this plan were hearably im-
minent but omitted, unsuccessfully articulated, or incipient but inter-
dicted. Finally, I turn to the meeting of the 20th, 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 premisef (.5) that Fany air strike will be planned to take place prior
to the time they become operational because if they become operational before
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 (.3) the area (.4) uh:
: in a radius of 600 to a thousand miles from Cubaf (tape 28, 23:05; no. 1
in fig. 1).

Then after Secretary of State Dean Rusk challenged McNamara on the
grounds that the Soviets were not self-destructive—since the U.S. would
surely retaliate with its own nuclear weapons—McNamara offered his
unanswerable rejoinder:

We fdon’t know what kinds of communications the Soviets have with those
sitesF we don’t know what kinds of control they have over the warheadsf
Fwarheadsf if Fwe saw a warheadf (.6) Fon the site (.) and we knew that
that (.5) launcher was capable of launching fthat warhead FI would (.6)
frankly I would strongly urge against the air attack to be quite frank fabout
it (.5) because I think the !danger to this country in relation to the gain that
would accrue .hh would be: excessivef1 (.7) (now i-) this is why I suggest
that if we’re talking about an air attackf (.6) I believe we should consider
it (.3) only: on the assumption that we can (.5) carry it off before these become
operationalf (tape 28, 29:14; no. 2 in fig. 1).

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.12 Somewhat later, in connection with talk about
military preparations, McNamara drew the critical conclusion: “We

12 Kennedy worried that Khrushchev had “the same degree of control of his forces as
I have over mine” (quoted in Blight and Welch 1989, p. 108). Many of these control
failings are described in Allison and Zelikow (1999, pp. 197–242) and Dobbs (2008,
pp. 264, 283–84, 302).
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started with the assumption the air attack must (.8) take them by sur-
prisef” (tape 28, 51:57; no. 6 in fig. 1).

During this first meeting, the president was, by all indications, con-
vinced, in every instance taking as his premise that the missiles would
have to be destroyed before they were ready to be launched. For instance,
after Rusk pointed to a drawback of an immediate strike, namely that it
would alienate American 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 going to 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 to fire them then what what’ll we do then we don’t
take them outf (tape 28, 37:51; no. 3 in fig. 1).

Kennedy added another twist here, namely that the Soviets may
threaten to fire the missiles upon receiving a warning, but the import is
the same: giving the Soviets advance warning increases the dangers in-
herent in any subsequent attempt to destroy the missiles.

October 16, 6:30 p.m.–8:00 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 resultF (.3) and !it almost uh stops1 (.7) sub-
sequent military actionf (.4) Fbecause the danger of starting military action
after they acquire (.4) a nuclear capability is so great I believe we would
decide against fit” (tape 28, 90:33; no. 8 in fig. 1). But 26.5 minutes into
this meeting Kennedy showed signs of movement, offering a succinct
statement of the principle advantage and disadvantage 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
September 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
(tape 28, 95:06; no. 9 in fig. 1).

A short time later, after another warning from McNamara, Kennedy
gave the first articulation to the warning-then-strike plan (no. 11 in fig.
1); this and the brief exchange that followed are in excerpt 1. For the
germ of what became the plan that resolved the crisis, this had a fairly
inchoate inception. After an aborted question (line 2), Kennedy struggles
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Excerpt 1.—October 16, 6:30 p.m. meeting, tape 28a, 7:39 (approx. 34:77 into meeting).

through several versions of a plan to precede an air strike with some
political work, where the main issue is whom to inform or consult.13 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 a right” to know (British Prime Minister Macmillan and
French President de Gaulle), and then suddenly he is talking about a
“public statement” that would, by necessity, include the Soviets. In lines
19–22, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Edwin Mar-
tin responds to the final variation, warning the president of (unclear)
domestic repercussions of a public statement and the need to act quickly
after making it.14 Kennedy concurs and then offers a more precise timing
for the announcement and air strike (lines 24–29), 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, yet the de-

13 I use the present tense when analyzing an excerpt, as is customary in conversation
analysis, though I use the past tense otherwise, as is customary in historical writing.
14 Stern (2003, p. 82) transcribes Martin as saying, “or you’re going to have a ton of
instability in this country,” but this seems like a guess.
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fense secretary does not seize the opening. A possible explanation is that
in retelling this story (starting on line 25), Kennedy begins with the Sat-
urday air strike and then adds the precursor, namely an announcement
the day before—putting the air strike slightly beyond easy reach for any-
one looking to identify its consequences. Still, McNamara might then
simply have said, but once we warn them we really can’t do the air strike
because of the risk of a missile launch. Whatever the reason, the oppor-
tunity was quickly lost when Bobby,15 the president’s brother, asked about
the possibility of combining an announcement with intensive air sur-
veillance that would have allowed the United States to keep careful tabs
on the missiles (immediately after the excerpt ends). To that, McNamara
did respond (no. 12 in fig. 1): after Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
Maxwell Taylor warned that the missiles and airplanes could simply be
hidden in the woods, McNamara added an additional consequence,
namely that the missiles “can Falfso be readied (.8) perhaps 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 coastf” (tape 28a,
9:46)—showing that the point was still very much on his mind. Then a
few turns later, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell 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 yesf (.5) if you’re going to strikef I think before you (.4)
make any announcements you should decide whether you’re going to
strike and if you (.) are going to strike you shouldn’t make an announce-
ment” (tape 28a, 10:19; this is also subsumed under no. 12 in fig. 1).

Following this, Kennedy seemed to abandon the plan to make an an-
nouncement, 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
1political approach! I don’t think you’re gonna have any 1opportunity
for a military operation!” (tape 28a, 48:35; no. 13 in fig. 1).

October 18, 11:00 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

15 I adopt the common practice of referring to the attorney general by the familiar
version of his first name in order to avoid confusion resulting from the fact that he
shared his last name with his brother, the president, and his first name with the defense
secretary.
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to gain traction. ExComm members met off and on throughout the next
day (the 17th), for about five hours total, but because Kennedy skipped
these meetings to see to other business, the only record we have is a
meager 3.5 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
such talks “would give time for the threatening missiles to become op-
erational,” and also for them to be camouflaged (U.S. Department of State
1961–63, p. 97). There was also “an extensive discussion of the advantages
and disadvantages of a military blockade” (U.S. Department of State 1961–
63, p. 97), but no record of the arguments made on either side.

At first, the midday meeting of the 18th, with Kennedy in attendance
and the tape recorder rolling once again, seemed destined to go the way
of the two meetings of the 16th. After the intelligence report, Rusk pre-
sented 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” (tape 30, 63:50; no. 14 in fig. 1). But soon afterward, McNamara
issued two more uncontested warnings in quick succession: “All of these
pla:ns (.8) are based on one very important assumptionf (.5) that we would
attack uh (.7) with conventional weapons (1.1) against an enemy (.9) who
is not equipped (.4) with operational nuclearf weapons”; and, “We con-
sider nothing (.2) short (.4) of a full invasionf (1.5) as (.5) applicable
military action16 and this only (.) on the assumption that we’re operating
against a force (.5) that does not possess operational nuclear weapons”
(tape 30, 70:11 and 71:24, both under no. 15 in fig. 1).

McNamara made the point again several minutes later, now as a direct
challenge to the president (no. 16 in fig. 1). This is reproduced in excerpt
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 nuclear bombs (which, everyone basically agreed, would probably

16 This was a change for McNamara and the joint chiefs, who originally resisted an
invasion. When pressed by the president, McNamara said that the new recommen-
dation was necessitated by the discovery of additional missiles, which convinced him
that it might not be possible to locate and destroy all missiles from the air.
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Excerpt 2.—October 18, 11:00 a.m. meeting, tape 30, 75:33 (approx. 32:19 into meeting).

not be used)17 to nuclear weapons in general, inviting McNamara to make
his point again, that nuclear weapons might be fired even without au-
thorization (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 not operational nuclear weapons there (.9)
if there’s Fany possibility of that I would strongly recommendf 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 changed, with six consecutive stories involving this scenario (nos.
17–22 in fig. 1) delivered without any objection from McNamara or any-
one else. The first was about 43 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 re-
sponded, “demand they’re (.2) uh dismantled or and and say that we’re
going to s- uh (.3) maintain constant surveillance and if they are armed

17 To be clear: bombs are dropped from aircraft and missiles are fired from launchers
(or silos).
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we would then take them out (.3) uh and then maybe do it” (tape 30, 86:
18, no. 17 in fig. 1).

The second instance (no. 18 in fig. 1) occurred a few minutes later. 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)” (tape 30, 87:36)—though in this context, the import was clear
enough. Then, a bit later, Undersecretary of State George Ball told a
similar story, saying that if Khrushchev did not back down after a warn-
ing, “you go ahead [with an air strike] I mean you can’t be stopped” (tape
30a, 00:14, no. 19 in fig. 1).

After these three tellings of the warning-then-strike story, Kennedy
began telling it as well, and then did so three times in succession (nos.
20–22 in fig. 1). One is reproduced in excerpt 3 (no. 21 in fig. 1). Shortly
after an exchange about the disadvantages of a surprise air strike, Ken-
nedy returns to the advance warning plan (one virtue of which was that
it would not have involved a Pearl Harbor–like surprise attack), saying
that an announcement about the missiles on Friday (“tomorrow afternoon”
in line 1) would be followed by an air strike the next day (lines 9–10).
Then National Security Adviser McGeorge 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 ref-
erence to the air strike was oblique, most often using a variation on “we
take them out” and “we go ahead.” 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, contrary to Stern
(2003, p. xix).18 Third, these stories effectively ignored earlier worries about
bombing operational missiles, as if they had never been expressed. Thus,

18 This points to one reason that power plays so little of a role in the analysis: while
the president’s authority was manifested in various ways, such as when he effectively
ruled out a purely diplomatic response, but also more subtly, such as in the frequency
with which he was addressed (Gibson, in press, chap. 3), the concept of power sheds
little light on the process by which the blockade-then-attack story emerged as a viable
option. This speaks to Kennedy’s success at creating an environment in which status
differences were downplayed, consistent with Janis (1982). I am also persuaded by
Schegloff’s (1987a) argument that power should be invoked only when the data present
a puzzle that can only be explained by reference to it, rather than as the all-pervasive
matrix within which all social phenomena are assumed to be continuously and ines-
capably organized (e.g., Foucault 1990).
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Excerpt 3.—October 18, 11:00 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 17:43 (approx. 72:07 into meeting).

Fursenko and Naftali are wrong in saying that Kennedy “overruled con-
cerns—especially those expressed by McNamara—that any use of force
implied taking the risk of an inadvertent nuclear war” (1997, p. 231), 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 dis-
cussion of the details of the blockade (nos. 17, 20 in fig. 1), the timing of
the air strike (no. 21), or other possible Soviet responses to the blockade
or advance warning (nos. 18, 22). (In the remaining case, no. 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 warn-
ing, further planning for that scenario never occurred. This is exactly the
sort of path dependency anticipated in a previous section, with the tra-
jectory of the story depending on whether someone narrated nuclear re-
prisal 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 nar-
rative backtracking needed to fill out the details of how to bring that
story to pass.

What is surprising here is not that some people found an advance
warning appealing, for, as many scholars (e.g., Allison and Zelikow 1999,
pp. 338–47) 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 upon a Soviet ship that resisted inspection). Instead,
what is surprising is that 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
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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” (tape 30a,
06:01), without being called to account for contradicting all of his earlier
warnings.

I take this collaborative not-saying as one form of suppression, under
the assumption that while one person can simply forget to make a per-
tinent observation when the opportunity presents itself, or for some reason
find themselves fleetingly unable to do so, 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 the earlier objection was not reraised, but,
moreover, that immediately subsequent talk proceeded as if that objection
had never been voiced. This suggests that the primary narrative require-
ment was not to tell a story that was sensible and defensible given ev-
erything 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, as if remembering his defense secretary’s objection, Ken-
nedy raised the issue of the loss of surprise (no. 23 in fig. 1); see excerpt
4. Sorensen had just questioned the need for an advance warning to
Khrushchev and proposed that the premier be notified of the attack at
the time it commenced. Bobby and Rusk countered with the moral ar-
gument against a surprise attack against a small country, and then excerpt
4 begins. The real danger of a surprise attack, Thompson says, is that
the conflict would escalate, starting with the death of Russians and con-
tinuing with a U.S. invasion (lines 1–3). McNamara concurs. Kennedy
responds by reviving the warning-then-air-strike scenario, which would
have given Khrushchev time to get his people out of the way of American
bombs. Then, in lines 16–17, he acknowledges the resulting loss of sur-
prise. 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 stress on “air” anticipate a comparison. The obvious one
is to the missiles, but it is not forthcoming. Instead there are two sub-
stantial pauses separated by Kennedy’s “uh” in line 26. For periods during
which nothing was said, these are pregnant with meaning, for once again
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
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Excerpt 4.—October 18, 11:00 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 20:39 (approx. 75:03 into meeting).

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,
Deputy Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Alexis Johnson
changes the topic to the president’s upcoming meeting with Soviet Foreign
Minister Gromyko. Talk of advance warning, then, made the threat of
retaliation from aircraft and the threat of a missile launch narratively
relevant, but Kennedy restricted himself to the former even as he antic-
ipated, but failed to deliver, and failed to induce anyone else to deliver,
the second.

The third meeting witnessed three more storytelling episodes that as-
sumed a warning to Khrushchev before an air strike (nos. 24, 27, and 28
in fig. 1). 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, namely the ever-present possibility that one utterance will
trigger simultaneous responses from two other people, where the overlap
potentially downgrades the “sequential implicativeness” of one or both
responses (Schegloff 2000). And in the third, it was due to even overt
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Excerpt 5.—October 18, 11:00 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 45:41 (approx. 97:52 into meeting).

forms of suppression, including narrative interdiction. I examine each in
turn.

Excerpt 5 (no. 25 in fig. 1) occurred in the context of continued indecision
about the basic options: 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 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 would amount to an
argument against a surprise air strike, and Taylor, an advocate (along
with the other joint chiefs) of such an attack, interdicts Kennedy’s point
(when he pauses midutterance at the end of line 10), apparently (though
part of his turn is unintelligible) so as to recommend that any air strike
include all known targets (which, again, usually meant surface-to-air mis-
siles and airfields as well as missiles). 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 12), some-
thing that the ExComm had good reason to wonder at given the great
risks the Soviets were running in placing missiles in Cuba to begin with.
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
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Excerpt 6.—October 18, 11:00 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 46:37 (approx. 98:48 into meeting).

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 (line 11), and continues speaking for some time after
Bundy finishes (lines 13–15), 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.

Something similar happens to the attorney general a short while later.
In excerpt 6 (no. 26 in fig. 1), Bobby asks for the best date for an air
strike from the perspective of military planning and preparation. Mc-
Namara and Taylor are characteristically at odds over the issue, with
McNamara (catering to the president) providing the earlier date and Tay-
lor (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, apparently in response to the estimate from Taylor,19 with the
implication (communicated by “even though”) that this would be a prob-
lem. Taylor attempts to interrupt Bobby in line 12. Bobby brings his turn

19 In this case, the danger arose not from giving the Soviets advance warning but,
rather, postponing the air strike long enough that they could complete the missiles
even without it.
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Excerpt 7.—October 18, 11:00 a.m. meeting, tape 30a, 65:11 (approx. 116:57 into meeting).

to completion, but by this time, Taylor has embarked on his own, ex-
panding upon his recommendation in line 9. In line 14, Bobby tries to
make his point again (now addressing Taylor by name). Now, however,
his entire turn overlaps with simultaneous talk from several other indi-
viduals (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 respond-
ing 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 vicissitudes downgrade his remarks twice
in succession, rendering them interactionally inconsequential.20

20 It is possible that Rusk could not hear Bobby above the din, but photographs of the
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Excerpt 7.—Continued

Bobby’s failure to secure uptake from Taylor or Rusk may or may not
have been willful in excerpt 6, and the same can be said of Bundy in
excerpt 5, but when Bobby is prevented from making his point a few
minutes later, the suppression is almost certainly deliberate. Excerpt 7
(no. 29 in fig. 1) is from the end of the third recorded meeting, at which
point (perhaps importantly) the president was no longer in the room.
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 practices to suppress a nar-
rative 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

ExComm (plates in May and Zelikow 1997) locate Rusk and Robert Kennedy almost
directly across the rectangular table from each other, so this seems unlikely.
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plain that his intention is to point out some peril of the plan of action
now 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 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. Vir-
tually 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 him 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 upon Bobby’s narrative
starts with his own view of how events will unfold; I refer to this 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 phraseology, 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 occasionally interject, on one occasion forcing
Bobby to restart his enterprise from scratch and on another forcing him
to abandon it entirely.

I analyze each attempt in turn. To help the reader follow along, the
attempts, along with one lengthy interlude and one shorter side exchange,
are demarcated 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 un-
derstood by McNamara, who, in the context of this understanding, an-
swers straightforwardly, agreeing that this is a likely scenario. Rather
than take the story further (as he later tries to do), Bobby responds by
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immediately challenging the necessity of this undesirable turn by pointing
out that it could be avoided by an air strike.

McNamara starts his response with, “Well I think this (.) this (.) goes
back. . .” Well frequently signals forthcoming dissent even as it postpones
and cushions it (Pomerantz 1984; Schiffrin 1987; Gibson 2010), and I
think announces a personal opinion (Schiffrin 1990). McNamara’s “this
goes back” then seems, at first blush, to introduce 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 accepts the floor and again
advances his version of the blockade-and-negotiate narrative rather than
accepting the terms of the yes/no question put to him. Once again, he
uses the expression “this goes back,” and on this second usage its function
starts to become clear: to both qualify his turn as a response while si-
multaneously offering a justification for the fact that it is not actually
going to sound like an answer to the question.21 Perhaps feeling, however,
that all of his talk about talking is underwhelming, McNamara offers
something more decisive, namely the implementation of the blockade, and
then underscores its decisiveness: “Fthat’s fdone.”

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 story in order to offer his own vision for what comes
next: “and you Ftalk.”

Attempt 4 (Lines 31–36)

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 27–30). In lines

21 For some other work on question evasion, see Clayman (2001) and Raymond (2003).
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31–32, Bobby makes a fourth attempt at his story, starting with “well”
to signal dissent though in fact his turn is not directed to McNamara’s
answer to Thompson in lines 29–30, but instead resumes the dyadic ex-
change that Thompson interrupted. 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 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 is
being 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 con-
sequence of a blockade. Whichever it is, the formulation affords Mc-
Namara an immediate foundation for sharp dissent (line 33), followed by
his prepared version of what the United States will literally say to the
Soviets—that the missiles are unacceptable and that the outcome of ne-
gotiations must be their removal.

Attempt 5 (Lines 37–47)

Bobby responds with the agreement token “right,” concurring that the
demand for negotiations would likely be a component of a blockade, but
the lack of a pause after “right” 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, McNamara agrees (line 39). This
is followed by a brief exchange with some third party about overflights
(lines 40–41), 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.” McNamara is
unfazed and simply narrates a counterannouncement by the United States
that returns the narrative to the blockade-and-negotiate track (lines 45–
47), derailing Bobby’s narrative again.

Interlude (Lines 48–68)

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 partici-
pation by still others (though some of the speakers are hard to identify).
An interesting feature of this exchange is that it briefly changes the nar-
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rative terms of the discussion. For the most part, excerpt 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 nar-
rative. Taylor’s question in lines 57–59, in contrast, affords McNamara
the chance to identify the undesirable consequence (dead Russians) of the
alternative scenario that Taylor, and it seems Bobby, prefers instead of
the blockade—an immediate air strike.

Attempt 6 (Lines 69–74)

At the end of line 69, Bobby has regained the floor, just as McNamara
is poised to enumerate other options, and finding his narrative 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 72–74).

Attempt 7 (Lines 75–78)

Bobby tries yet again in line 75 but is interrupted by McNamara, whose
turn in lines 77–78 seems designed as a continuation of his turn in line
74. In this, McNamara appears to exploit Bobby’s “uh,” 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 sup-
plied.

Attempt 8 (Lines 79–82)

Bobby tries one more time, but before he can get very far, or elicit a
response from McNamara, the reality of the lives of policy makers 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
departs, for while Bundy, McNamara, Taylor, and Sorensen continue talk-
ing, 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 deleterious consequences of giving the Soviets the opportunity to com-
plete 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.
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Not having lived through the future, however, he has no epistemic basis
upon 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 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 interrupts, and particularly when McNamara interjects with his
own narrative.22 This is because were Bobby to then simply pick up where
he left off upon regaining the floor, his further narrative could be heard
not as a continuation of his earlier, interrupted narrative, but of whatever
competing story was developed in the interim.

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

The meeting on the evening of the 18th was not tape-recorded, nor were
minutes 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 (Zelikow
et al. 2001, 2:576–77).23 Whether or not Kennedy was right in this char-
acterization, the next day (Friday, October 19, when the president was
traveling) opinion very much ranged from (and to some extent, was split
between) those favoring immediate military action and 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, es-
pecially 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

22 A comparable interactional strategy is described in Molotch and Boden’s (1985)
article on the Watergate hearings, in terms of Senator Edward Gurney’s attempt to
interrogate White House turncoat John Dean while denying him the opportunity to
provide the context within which particular choices might have been more accountable.
23 Two exceptions he noted were Dean Acheson, former secretary of state, who, sitting
in on this meeting (though he excused himself from becoming an ExComm regular),
forcefully argued for an immediate air strike, and Bundy, who left the president with
the impression that he preferred doing nothing, waiting instead for a Soviet move on
West Berlin.
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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. (U.S. Department of State
1961–63, pp. 121–22)

According to the minutes, the “military representatives” included, in
addition to McNamara, to whom this view is principally identified, his
subordinates Roswell 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” (U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 118). Thus,
it seems that this was mainly McNamara’s opinion, perhaps with some
support from Gilpatric and Nitze, and one not based on any new intel-
ligence that Taylor was aware of. This is consistent with my earlier spec-
ulation that McNamara decided to change his strategy in order to safe-
guard the blockade plan against the very objection he had earlier raised
against it. In any event, this was an important development, including
in the eyes of the minute taker and Bobby Kennedy, supporting my claim
that the primary stumbling block for the blockade plan was the difficulty
of a later air strike.

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 sug-
gested not only by their length (10 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,” or someone asked a question and was answered. While
we still have to take this record with a large grain of salt—the superiority
of recordings over others’ accounts being a primary methodological con-
tention of this article—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
received only fleeting lip service, 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,
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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, once again, that
McNamara envisioned negotiations (possibly including an offer to remove
nuclear missiles from Italy and Turkey) rather than a threat of, or prep-
arations for, military action. Kennedy pointed out, apparently in response,
that during the blockade some missiles would be operational, as a result
of which “the threat would increase” (U.S. Department of State 1961–63,
p. 129; no. 30 in fig. 1), but without specifically tying this to a subsequent
air strike. 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”
(U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 129; no. 31).24

Sometime later, the president was handed a document laying out the
immediate air strike scenario. Kennedy suggested giving the Russians two
hours advance notice, Taylor indicated that from a military point of view
24 hours would be acceptable,25 and Kennedy increased his recommen-
dation to seven hours. Because even seven hours would, by some esti-
mates, have given the Soviets time to ready some of the missiles for firing,
all of these proposals are subsumed under no. 32 (in fig. 1), 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 (no. 33). Shortly afterward, Secretary of the
Treasury Douglas Dillon proposed a 72-hour wait between the start of
the blockade and an air strike (no. 34), and then McCone echoed this

24 This might sound like an instance of the kind of overt cost-benefit analysis that we
otherwise find lacking in these discussions, but the scenario to which Taylor alluded,
involving a future attack on the United States by Cuba-based missiles in the event
that they were permitted to remain, was never really discussed by the ExComm. Thus,
while Taylor may have believed this statement, the calculation suggested by it would
not have been taken at face value by other ExComm members.
25 Taylor alternated between worrying about the danger of bombing operational mis-
siles and worrying about the loss of tactical advantage that would result from giving
the Soviets advance warning before an attack. Here he seems to be speaking from the
latter perspective.
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recommendation (no. 35). In each instance (nos. 32–35), no objection was
recorded, though it had been alluded to only minutes before.

Dillon, however, then went on to raise this very concern himself, ad-
mitting 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” (U.S. Department of State
1961–63, p. 132; no. 36 in fig. 1).26 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”
(U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 132), which was at least consistent
with Dillon’s worry (though I consider it too vague for inclusion in the
figure). Then Taylor made another vague reference to the risk, arguing
“that a blockade would not solve our problem or end the Cuban missile
threat. [Taylor] said that eventually we would have to use military force
and, if we waited, the use of military force would be much more costly”
(U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 132; no. 37).

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 (U.S. De-
partment of State 1961–63, p. 133; no. 38 in fig. 1). Then after another
interval, there were three more tellings of this story in quick succession:
Thompson stated his support for a blockade followed by an air strike (no.
39); “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” (U.S. Department
of State 1961–63, p. 134; no. 40); and Bobby “said we could implement
a blockade very quickly and prepare for an air strike to be launched later
if we so decided” (U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 134; no. 41).
Again, in none of these cases (nos. 38–41) was any objection recorded.

With the next to last of these (no. 40 in fig. 1), 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
(U.S. Department of State 1961–63, pp. 137–38).

Again, the minutes are no substitute for audio recording, but the con-
gruence between the minutes of this meeting and the audio recordings of
earlier meetings is striking. Though we cannot expect the minutes to

26 There was some concern that Khrushchev would turn control of the missiles over
to the Cubans, but most ExComm members thought this unlikely. Dillon may have
misspoken here, or perhaps this was a mistake on the part of the minutes taker.
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contain fleeting traces of suppressed talk (such as those in excerpts 5–7),
we find, as before, stories about a postwarning air strike that meet with
no immediate objection, though such objections were indisputably rele-
vant 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
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 October 22, in an ExComm
meeting on the 23rd, in a phone call to the British prime minister Harold
Macmillan on the 24th, and in a conversation with McCone on the 26th
(Zelikow et al. 2001, 3:71, 78, 171, 227, 328). Yet when the ExComm
seriously resumed planning for an air strike on the 25th, amid evidence
of accelerated 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.27 Though puzzling taken by itself, this is consistent with what began
happening during the third taped meeting, when such an attack became
the elephant in the room (Zerubavel 2006) that ceased to be narrated
though nothing had been said to alleviate 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, and, on the 27th, Khrushchev’s contradictory offers (see Gibson, in
press, chaps. 5–6) 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 subsequent 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.

DISCUSSION

By various mechanisms, the ExComm interactionally dissociated the post-
blockade air strike from its most frightening consequence, success at which

27 It is possible that the feasibility of an effective air strike seemed to improve as more
intelligence was gathered about the missiles’ whereabouts and status, as suggested by
Allison and Zelikow (1999, pp. 229–230). Indeed, both McNamara and McCone made
remarks to this effect on the 25th and 26th, respectively (Zelikow et al. 2001, 3:243,
325), but this seems dangerously sanguine given the increasing readiness of the missiles
for launch, and it was the threat from those missiles that McNamara emphasized in
later accounts (McNamara 1964; Blight and Welch 1989, p. 192).
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provided, in the meeting of October 20, the discursive context for Ken-
nedy’s decision in favor of the blockade. This apparent willingness, or
ability, to “forget” earlier objections is a striking finding. One explanation
forges a link between conversation and psychology. A well-known finding
in psychology is that people consider an event, such as a natural disaster,
more likely when they have recently encountered an instance of it, such
as on television (the so-called availability heuristic). It turns out that even
imagining some event makes it seem more probable (Carroll 1978). If we
assume that when people talk about something happening they are si-
multaneously imagining it happening, it follows that it will appear in-
creasingly less likely when it is not talked about.

This would explain why so many people started telling this story in
the third meeting once McNamara stopped warning against it, if they
were attracted to the blockade (say) because it did not immediately es-
calate the crisis but needed the dangerous consequence to fade from view
before they could sign on. But it would not explain the more overt and
even strenuous work of suppression and ambiguation that was involved
in keeping the blockade and its most damning risk apart. Part of the
story, I suggested, was that McNamara supported the version of the block-
ade that did not carry with it the threat of subsequent military action,
and eventually decided to defend it against that very critique, but that
only explains one man’s behavior, and it is abundantly evident that most
other committee members wanted to keep the option of subsequent mil-
itary 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 give it articulation.

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 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 elu-
sive.

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 (e.g., Eder and Enke 1991). 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
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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 suc-
cession of occasions without the threat of a nuclear response being nar-
ratively affixed to it, though that threat had been repeatedly stated not
long before, though some people (particularly Bundy and Bobby Kennedy)
tried unsuccessfully to reintroduce it, though it was still being alluded to
on the 20th, and though Kennedy fretted about it to all and sundry in
the days after the blockade was announced.28

But why did the ExComm work to suppress the consequences of giving
Khrushchev advance warning before an air strike rather than the con-
sequences of a surprise air strike—that the Soviets would retaliate against
Turkey or Italy or, worst of all, West Berlin? Had they done so, that might
have been Kennedy’s choice, but the dangers of an immediate air strike
were stated repeatedly, and without letup. Here it is tempting to fall back
upon the conventional explanation that Kennedy felt compelled to do
something and feared that a surprise air strike could send the crisis spi-
raling out of control (Allison and Zelikow 1999, pp. 338–47), 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 im-
mediate air strike instead (he wanted to get rid of the missiles and thought
this would provide Khrushchev with a fait accompli) or nothing what-
soever (more than anything, he feared nuclear war). A processual expla-
nation, 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 18th, others were slow to fill in the vacuum; when some
eventually tried, they encountered difficulty in securing the floor, or en-
countered resistance from a defense secretary now determined to defend
his own view of the blockade plan (involving negotiations); at a critical
moment on the 19th, McNamara downplayed the risks of a postwarning
air strike, perhaps betting that it could be averted; and on the 20th, 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 upon the blockade-
then-strike narrative, the president among them. Far from determined by

28 This provides interactional form to what Cerulo (2006) calls “positive asymmetry,”
whereby the possible benefits of a course of action receive more consideration than its
risks.
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prior interests and beliefs, then, Kennedy’s choice of a blockade emerged
at the end of a long chain of discussions shaped by one man’s changing
interactional strategy, conversational vicissitudes, and a growing deter-
mination to reach some kind of consensus, if not for the sake of group
cohesion (Janis 1982), then at least for the sake of enabling Kennedy to
act before the United States lost its precarious initiative.

These findings have important implications for our understanding of
decision making, particularly in times of crisis. Perhaps oddly, scholars
of decision making hardly ever give any serious thought at all to talk,
that is, to what people say when they make decisions together. In sociology,
task group research is mainly limited to the study of behavioral indicators
of status, such as speaking (e.g., Fişek, Berger, and Norman 1991) and
interrupting (e.g., Smith-Lovin and Brody 1989), and the question of who
defers to whom when there is a simple difference of opinion (e.g., Troyer
and Younts 1997). Social psychologists (in psychology), meanwhile, see
the problem of group decision making as basically a cognitive one in-
volving multiple brains (Basten et al. 2010). This enables them to correlate
inputs (such as levels of stress and the initial distribution of opinions)
with outputs (like performance and a group’s final decision) and to ignore
the content of talk except, perhaps, to take measurements on some pre-
conceived variable such as the amount of time people spend talking about
information initially held in common versus information initially known
to only a few (Kerr and Tindale 2004).

Organizational researchers, in the meantime, have abstract models of
the decision-making process (Argyris 1976) and statistical results con-
cerning decision outcomes (e.g., Salancik and Pfeffer 1974; Guler 2007),
as well as subtle insights concerning the cognitive and cultural dimensions
of decision making (Weick 1995), but have paid little attention to the
actual encounters in which options are discussed. The standout exception
is Vaughan’s (1996) detailed analysis of the decision to launch the doomed
Challenger space shuttle, culminating in a meeting of NASA and con-
tractor engineers at which the decision to go ahead with the launch was
made. Vaughan lacked audio recordings of the meeting, however, relying
instead on secondhand accounts from which she concludes that, by virtue
of the scripted nature of participants’ behavior, “it is unlikely that the
decision they reached could have been otherwise” (1996, p. 399)—an in-
teresting claim I return to in the conclusion below.

If there is any agreement about group decision making, it is that mem-
bers gradually work toward consensus, whether it is based on rational
deliberation, bargaining and cajoling (Allison and Zelikow 1999), or the
desire to conform and avoid conflict (Janis 1982)—and that if they fail to
reach consensus, it is due to entrenched interests and an unwillingness to
compromise (e.g., Mansbridge 1999). My analysis of the ExComm meet-
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ings suggests a very different picture, one more fragmented, iterative, and
locally contingent. Once again, the ExComm cycled in and out of talk
about particular scenarios, revisiting each repeatedly with little express
recognition of having “been here before,” and thus little concern that
stories about, in particular, the blockade ended differently on some oc-
casions than on others. This made it possible for one scenario to eventually
be liberated from its primary failing, through omission and even more
overt forms of suppression. And this, I have suggested, was just about
the only way that consensus, or the appearance of consensus, could be
attained, given that all options looked bad. Thus, in place of Anderson’s
(1983) “decision-making by objection,” we have “decision-making by sup-
pression,” as something we should expect when the alternative, paralysis,
is judged least acceptable of all.

The decision-making theory to which this bears the greatest affinity is
garbage can theory, but with a new twist. In Cohen, March, and Olsen’s
(1972) original statement of the theory, solutions float around an orga-
nization looking for problems with which to pair, even when the fit is
imperfect. This was an important inversion of the traditional idea that
problems generate the search for solutions. This article takes the argument
further, into the domain of face-to-face interaction, by introducing solu-
tions that need to avoid the problems that they create in order to carry
the day, with help from speakers who can choose to fuse them together,
like DNA base pairs, or keep them separate. When all solutions have
problems, perhaps the only way forward is to keep one solution and its
problems apart, especially during the critical minutes before a decision
has to be made.

For this to happen, however, the ExComm needed time to talk, which
it had thanks to the fact that no one else knew about the photographs,
though with each passing day there was mounting fear that the military
preparations that Kennedy had put into motion (under the guise of ex-
ercises) would give the game away (Sorensen 1965, p. 691). In this regard,
the rest of the crisis unfolded differently, and the comparison tells us much
about the way in which the temporal characteristics of an unfolding crisis
interact with the temporal properties of talk. After Kennedy announced
the blockade, the ExComm had to decide which ships to intercept. Here
they definitely did not have much time to talk, for Soviet ships were
steaming toward the blockade line 500 miles from Cuba, and the failure
to decide to intercept a ship would have been indistinguishable from the
decision not to intercept it, with all the significance that the Soviets (and
others) might have read into that. And this is exactly what happened with
the Soviet tanker Bucharest. The ship arrived at the blockade line early
on the 25th, before the ExComm could properly discuss it, and was per-
mitted to continue upon radioing assurances that it was carrying no pro-
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hibited cargo. A few hours later, during the 10:00 a.m. meeting, the
ExComm considered stopping it belatedly (U.S. ships had been trailing
it), but again no decision was reached, and the issue was tabled until the
5:00 p.m. meeting. Before that meeting could happen, however, word
leaked to the press that the ship had been allowed through,29 and rather
than admit indecision, the Pentagon hastily announced that it had been
permitted to pass after it was “ascertained that the tanker had only pe-
troleum aboard.”30

The ExComm’s final dilemma was how to respond to Khrushchev’s
contradictory proposals. On the evening of the 26th, Khrushchev offered
to remove Soviet missiles from Cuba in return for a U.S. pledge to respect
the island’s sovereignty, but the very next morning, he changed the terms
of the deal, demanding the withdraw of NATO Jupiter missiles from
Turkey. Here again the group was under pressure to make a quick de-
cision, for fear that Khrushchev would issue more demands or that NATO
allies, scheduled to meet on the 28th, would make statements that would
make a subsequent deal involving the Jupiter missiles impossible. And
once again, no consensus could be reached, with Kennedy’s advisers (or
at least the vocal ones) advocating that the United States accept the first
offer and ignore the second one, and Kennedy insisting that Khrushchev
would not be satisfied with that, and that by proposing it, he (Kennedy)
would only be prolonging the crisis and increasing the risk of escalation.
This bifurcation of opinions was translated into a “multivocal” (Padgett
and Ansell 1993) response whereby Kennedy officially accepted the terms
of the first proposal but, behind the scenes, and unbeknownst to many
of his advisers, assured the premier that the Jupiter missiles would be
withdrawn once the crisis ended (after a suitable delay to muddy the
appearance of a quid pro quo).

Each phase of the crisis, then, was defined by the intersection of two
temporalities: that of the crisis and that of the talk about how to respond
to the crisis. The effect of the former upon the latter is nicely captured
by the idea of “environmental impatience,” which refers to the various
ways in which an organization can be pressured by external actors to
make a decision (Weiner 1976, p. 226), and, I would add, the meanings
that are assigned to indecision if none is forthcoming. No doubt, envi-
ronmental impatience imparts urgency upon deliberation (Gersick 1988),
but an implication of this case is that when all options are bad (or at least
equally problematic), it is only through the iterative retelling of stories

29 “Navy Does Not Board Ship: Cargo Is Identified as Oil.” New York Times, October
26, 1962, pp. 1, 17.
30 “News Briefing at the Pentagon with Assistant Secretary of Defense Arthur Sylvester,
11:50 a.m.” October 25, 1962. Digital National Security Archive.
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that one can eventually prevail, and such iteration takes time to work
itself out. When the environment demands an answer before that process
is complete, the result can be inaction or, alternatively, a decision that
reflects unresolved narrative contention, and that is potentially seen as
incoherent or indecisive. However, it may be that had the ExComm had
more time to contemplate its response to the missiles, challenges to the
blockade option might have been successfully resurrected and recham-
pioned. Perhaps the appearance of a rational choice ultimately depends
on two things. One is a fortuitous alignment of external and internal
temporalities. The other, of course, is a happy ending.

CONCLUSION

Crises disrupt the routine nature of most social life, forcing us to contem-
plate a future that may look very different from the past (Clarke 2006).
When that future hinges on the choice of a response, the situation calls
for deliberation—“a dramatic rehearsal (in imagination) of various com-
peting possible lines of action” (Dewey 1922, p. 190). When deliberation
is performed with others, it assumes the form of storytelling about the
future, or the collaborative attempt to map out roads that have not yet
been laid.

Sometimes the outcome of deliberation is foreseeable in advance. This
is true when it is clear to most everyone what the “right” thing to do is,
such as when two-thirds of jurors believe that a defendant is innocent
prior to deliberations, and the jury predictably delivers a not-guilty verdict
(Devine et al. 2001). It is also true when strong vested interests are in
play and a powerful individual or coalition can override, or buy off, all
resistance to whatever decision it favors (Bueno de Mesquita 2009). While
we might learn something about the nature of talk from such settings,
such as how normal conversational procedures are adapted for institu-
tional ends (Drew and Heritage 1992), the decision itself probably does
not hinge on the contingent and situationally sensitive unfolding of par-
ticular exchanges.

In contrast, to the degree that there is no “right” answer, power dif-
ferences are provisionally suspended, and vested interests are set aside in
pursuit of a common goal, the perception of a correct answer, of a way
forward, is an interactional outcome, something achieved through con-
versation and subject to its rules and vicissitudes rather than merely
discovered by means of it. This was true of the ExComm, whose members
were (a) united by the common goals of forcing the removal of the weapons
while avoiding a nuclear war; (b) drawn into a setting in which, per Janis
(1982), power differences were largely defined as irrelevant (though no
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one ever forgot that the president was the one making the decisions); and
(c) confronted by a situation in which there were no good options, par-
ticularly in the opening days.

One implication is that things could have turned out otherwise, both
in terms of the decisions that came out of those discussions, and in terms
of the course of events in the wider world. 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 16th (say, because of a media leak), he might have ordered a surprise
air strike instead.31 Alternatively, had the president imposed the blockade
sooner than he did, the Navy might have tried to intercept the Aleksan-
drovsk, a warhead-carrying freighter that slipped into Cuba just before
the blockade was put into effect that was instructed to sink itself rather
than be boarded (Dobbs 2008, p. 43). 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 Khru-
shchev’s missives) untie the knots of war once they were pulled tight.

This article thus challenges the idea that deliberative outcomes are
predetermined, as well as the idea that events of world-historical impor-
tance are always robust to the vicissitudes of individual encounters and
the people who participate in them (Collins 2007). Allison was a proponent
of the first idea, writing of the meeting of the 20th that it “resembled a
Greek drama in which the players maneuvered according to the plot,
which moved inexorably toward the predetermined outcome” (1971, p.
208). However, according to the minutes from that meeting, it seems as
if the choice was still very much at risk of succumbing to worries about
the possibility of a nuclear reprisal (though admittedly, by that date, a
blockade seemed likely). For another example, recall Vaughan’s claim,
quoted in the last section, that the NASA and contractor engineers who
gave the green light for the Challenger launch during a teleconference
were predetermined by their roles and culture to do so (1996, pp. 398–
99). Even were we to assume that people come to an encounter predisposed
to make certain kinds of statements—as also postulated by the bureau-
cratic politics model (Allison and Zelikow 1999)—how those statements
are elicited, articulated, strung together, and interpreted will always be
somewhat contingent and underdetermined in advance, unless there is a
script in the literal sense. And while one might respond that Vaughan’s
engineers were different from the members of the ExComm, her account

31 The suggestion that an earlier decision might have taken the United States down a
potentially even more dangerous path is not unique to me; see, in particular, Kennedy
(1969, p. 111) and a quote from Ball in Blight and Welch (1989, p. 25).
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of the actual meeting paints a very similar picture. 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 in-
ordinate impact even as some things that could have been said in support
of scrapping the launch were not (Vaughan 1996, pp. 278–333). Up close,
things rarely seem as inevitable as they seem from afar, after the fact, but
the temptation to deny this sort of indeterminacy is great, especially at
the end of analyses that purport to explain decision outcomes as the
natural result of structure, culture, or the interplay of interests.

Moreover, the Cuban Missile Crisis clearly illustrates how, under certain
structural conditions, history does ride on particular people and their
encounters with one another. One such condition is when those people
hold the reins of power and huge organizations await their decisions (see
also Wilde 2007, chap. 1). Another is when an adversary is poised to
respond very differently to one decision rather than another, placing the
world at a turning point to which it can never return once the die has
been cast. And there are presumably other conditions still that explain
when backroom encounters between activist leaders translate into dem-
onstrations that topple governments. Whatever the complete list of such
conditions, that events of tectonic importance are sometimes at the mercy
of much more fluid and contingent processes at the very bottom of the
(sociological) micro-macro continuum is, to be sure, disconcerting. One
thing demonstrated by this article, however, is that such processes are not
immune to sociological investigation. But such investigation requires an
accurate and fine-grained record of what transpired, the likes of which
sociologists are only rarely provided.
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APPENDIX B

Transcribing Conventions

Type Explanation

Overlapping speech:
A: percent  Vertically aligned partial brackets indicate over-
B: that’s right lapping speech.

Pauses:
I might (.7) but Numbers in parentheses indicate pauses in sec-
within (.) three days onds, measured to one decimal point. A lone

period (.) indicates a “micropause,” audible
but too short to be measured reliably (gener-
ally !.15 second).

Self-interruptions:
how mu- A hyphen indicates self-interruption, often a

dental or guttural stop.
Pitch:

going to Foverfly Arrows at the end of words indicate rising (F)
lying aroundf or falling (f) pitch. Arrows at the beginning

of words indicate a sudden jump or drop
in intonation without a corresponding
increase in volume (cf. stress, below).

Stress:
that’s the main reason Boldface is used to indicate stress, a combina-

tion of volume and pitch.
Volume:

existence �of these� Degree marks enclose talk that is significantly
softer than surrounding talk.

Sound stretching:
everybody uh: One or more colons indicate that a sound the
the area (.4) uh:: within a word (that preceding the colon) is

“stretched,” or prolonged. The more colons,
longer the prolongation.

Breathing:
accrue .hh would Audible breathing is transcribed with one or

more h, with the number of h’s roughly re-
flecting the duration (approximately one h for
each .2 seconds of respiration). Inhaling is in-
dicated with a leading period, and exhaling
with the lack of a period. Breathing was only
transcribed when its producer—generally the
person currently speaking—was apparent.

Unclear speech:
I (would) Single parentheses contain the transcriber’s

guess as to speech that cannot be discerned
clearly.
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Unintelligible speech:
overflights (.7#) Unintelligible speech, fairly common in these

data, is timed when not overlapping with
other talk, and indicated by parentheses en-
closing its duration (in seconds), followed by
a hash symbol.

Unintelligible overlapping speech:
inside that Unintelligible speech by an unidentifiable per-

son that overlaps with someone else’s speech
is indicated by underlining. Double underlin-
ing means that more than one other person is
speaking in this (unintelligible and unidentifi-
able) manner. An underlined pause means
that someone can be heard speaking during a
lull in the named speaker’s turn.

Transcriber’s comments:
((urgently)) Double parentheses contain the transcriber’s de-
((. . .)) scription of events, not spoken words. Ellip-
warning them [the allies] ses enclosed in this way indicate talk omitted

from a given speaking turn. Brackets enclose
explanatory notes.
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APPENDIX C

Description of Statements in Figure 1

1. McNamara: “I think it extremely important that our talk (.5) and
our discussion be founded on this premisef (.5) that Fany air strike
will be planned to take place prior to the time they become oper-
ational because if they become operational before the air strike (.5)
I do not believe we ca:n (.5) state we can knock them out before
they can be launched” (tape 28, 23:05). McNamara then continues
talking about plans for an air strike.

2. McNamara, in response to Rusk’s challenge to no. 1: “We fdon’t
know what kinds of communications the Soviets have with those
sitesF we don’t know what kinds of control they have over the
warheadsf” (tape 28, 29:14). Then JFK 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 outf” (tape 28, 37:59). 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.

5. JFK: One question is “how much time we’ve got on these particular
missiles before they’re (.5) ready to go” (tape 28, 50:49). Talk then
turns to intelligence about missile readiness.

6. McNamara: “We started with the assumption the air attack must
(.8) take them by surprisef” (tape 28, 51:58). McNamara then con-
tinues 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” (tape 28, 56:40).
JFK then lists options for an immediate strike.

8. McNamara: A warning “!almost uh stops1 (.7) subsequent military
actionf (.4) Fbecause the danger of starting military action after they
acquire (.4) a nuclear capability is so great I believe we would decide
against fit” (tape 28, 90:33). McNamara then continues listing op-
tions, 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” (tape 28, 95:
15) from U.S. allies but would come at the cost of loss of surprise.
JFK then continues to waver about whether to make an announce-
ment before a strike.
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10. McNamara: Warning could allow Soviets time to complete the mis-
siles 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 1). Robert Kennedy then asks whether U.S. surveillance
planes could monitor 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 coastf ((. . .)) if you (.) are going to strike you shouldn’t make
an announcement” (tape 28a, 9:54). Dillon then challenges the wis-
dom of an announcement, and Ball proposes that only close allies
(France and Britain) be informed.

13. McNamara (with JFK out of the room): If you start with a political
approach, “I don’t think you’re gonna have any 1opportunity for
a military operation!” (tape 28a, 48:38). Then there is some vague
talk about the likelihood that a purely political approach could solve
the crisis, which McNamara places at “not zero” (tape 28a, 48:58).

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) consul-
tation with Khrushchev (1.5) and an implication that we will act”
(tape 30, 63:46). Rusk then continues a long monologue, turning to
an OAS (Organization of American States) 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
assumptionf (.5) that we would attack uh (.7) with conventional
weapons (1.1) against an enemy (.9) who is not equipped (.4) with
operational nuclearf weapons” (tape 30, 70:11). McNamara then
recommends an invasion as the only “applicable military option”
(tape 30, 71:30).

16. McNamara: “I (.8) underline this assumption that all of these (.9)
cases are premised on the assumption there are not operational
nuclear weapons there” (see excerpt 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, JFK 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 going
to s- uh (.3) maintain constant surveillance and if they are armed
we would then take them out (.3) uh and then maybe do it” (tape
30, 86:18). Talk continues on to the details of the blockade.
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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” (tape 30, 87:36) when he is interrupted. JFK 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” (tape 30a, 00:15).
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” (tape 30a, 11:02). Talk continues
on to whether a formal declaration of war is needed.

21. JFK: Announce the missiles on Friday, then “we go ahead Saturday
and we take them out” (see excerpt 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” (tape 30a, 19:01). 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.) Alexis Johnson then changes the topic
to the president’s meeting with Foreign Minister Gromyko.

24. Thompson: After a warning we say we will “uh knock these things
off if there were (.) any further work done on them” (tape 30a, 36:25).
Then come several remarks about how the blockade would be more
acceptable than a surprise attack to U.S. allies, and from the per-
spective 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 ratio-
nal,” but in overlap. Talk continues on to military preparations for
an air strike (see excerpt 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
6). Talk continues about military preparations.

27. Sorensen: There’s general (if not unanimous) agreement that Khru-
shchev would be approached before any air strike. JFK agrees: “(Yes)
well we have to have certainly to do the Khrushchev” (tape 30a,
53:51). Then follows an exchange about the ExComm splitting into
subgroups to analyze options, and plans for the next meeting.
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28. Thompson: A blockade would be accompanied by “(the) announce-
ment that you’re going to Foverfly fthat (.) you were going to strike
if if uh: if things went Fon” (tape 30a, 59:52). 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 McNa-
mara. Then the meeting ends (see excerpt 7).

The remaining entries are based on national security minutes (U.S. De-
partment of State 1961–63, pp. 126–36).

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” (U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p.
129).

31. After Taylor advocated an air strike on Tuesday (October 23rd),
“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” (U.S. Department of
State 1961–63, p. 129).

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 72 hours after the instituting of a blockade
before an air strike. (No objection recorded.)

35. McCone also suggested waiting 72 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” (U.S. Department of State 1961–
63, p. 132). Gilpatric then stated his support for a blockade while
acknowledging that it would probably come at the expense of later
military action.

37. Taylor: Starting with a blockade would make later military action
“much more costly” (U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 132).

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”
(U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 133). (No objection recorded.)
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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”
(U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 134). (No objection noted.)

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” (U.S. Department of State 1961–63, p. 134). (No objection
noted.)
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