A Discussion on The Cuban Missile Crisis, how it brought the world to the brink of Nuclear War, and its long-term encouragement of dialogue and ‘Détente’ between East and West.

October of nineteen sixty-two[footnoteRef:1] is widely considered to be a pivotal time in history, it is generally considered the time at which the world superpowers of the United States of America and the Soviet Union were the closest they had ever been to all out nuclear war. The Cuban Missile Crisis is the culmination and end of the early phases of the Cold War,[footnoteRef:2] this phase of the Cold War was characterised by extensive posturing, sabre rattling and aggression. The Cold War as generally accepted began in earnest around the time of the Berlin Blockade and the corresponding Berlin Airlift, that was the conflict that started the first phase of the Cold War which ultimately culminated with the Cuban Missile Crisis,[footnoteRef:3] with the Cuban Crisis, the stakes were far higher than they were earlier in the Cold War in 1948. After the Soviet Union managed to finalise the test of the RDS-1 in August 1949 the stakes of the Cold War were raised to include the very real possibility of the total annihilation of the human race if the conflict should ever go to be fought as a hot war. The rapid growth of US and Soviet arms production meant that the two superpowers would inevitably, or so it seemed, come into conflict around the use of nuclear weapons. [1:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2018. ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’, Encyclopædia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/event/Cuban-missile-crisis accessed 17/11/23]  [2:  
Smith, Jeremy. "Case Study 4 - On the Brink: The Cuban Crisis and The Cold War in Latin America." Cold War, hot war: Global Perspectives on Post-War History HPHI5028
]  [3:  Smith, Jeremy. "Case Study 4 - On the Brink” HPHI5028] 

The crisis started on October the fourteenth nineteen sixty-two[footnoteRef:4] it started when U-2 an American spy plane overflew Cuba on a photography mission, initially the installation of a naval shipyard along with an extensive surface to air missile system network was the initial focus of the reconnaissance flight. The U2 took pictures of what to President Kennedy looked like a “football field”[footnoteRef:5] after CIA analysis it appeared that the Soviet Union was putting nuclear capable missiles in Cuba, placing them easily in range of almost all of the continental United States.[footnoteRef:6] The crisis is one of the most important events in world history, let alone Cold War history. The presence of offensive nuclear weapons on the very doorstep of the United States was of the highest alarm to President John F. Kennedy and the American public. The Soviet Union was adamant in letters to John F. Kennedy that there were no offensive weapons in Cuba stating that the only weapons that were in Cuba were there solely to provide for the defence of Cuba against ‘an aggressor’[footnoteRef:7].  [4:  Robert F. Kennedy, 13 Days : The Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962 (London: Macmillan, 1969) p.29]  [5:  Robert F. Kennedy, 13 Days p.28 ]  [6:  Robert F. Kennedy, 13 Days p.13]  [7:  Kennedy, John F. (John Fitzgerald), and Martin W. Sandler, The Letters of John F. Kennedy (London: Bloomsbury, 2013) p.276 
] 

This was of importance, up to this point there wasn’t provision for active and fast contact for much of the communication between the two powers. The crisis itself is largely responsible for the spirit of Detente that would serve to define the second half of the Cold War and therefore that spirit of cooperation was largely absent prior to this event. The communication the crisis encouraged between the two sides was crucial in stopping the conflict from going to the extreme possibility of nuclear war. This conflict is widely regarded as one of the closest times humans have ever been to annihilation. The Soviet Union’s decision to place missiles in Cuba was a response to the failed Bay of Pigs invasion by the United States, Premier Fidel Castro’s desire for a close relationship with the Soviet Union[footnoteRef:8] put a proverbial crosshair on his back as Cuba was the only left wing socialist nation in Latin America at the time in the early nineteen sixties, a place that the United States had considered firmly under the influence of the Western Democratic powers. While a US backed invasion of Cuba may have been a good idea provided it had worked, it was a colossal failure and resulted in a lot of the groundwork for the later Cuban Missile Crisis being laid[footnoteRef:9]. The Cuban government began to perceive the United States in a negative and hostile light that made them far, far more willing to accept help from the Soviet Union, this aid would include the introduction of nuclear weapons. While President John F. Kennedy rightly receives praise for his cool head, and his desire for a peaceful resolution to the crisis, his approval of the Bay of Pigs invasion was one of the key factors that set in motion the events that would culminate in the Cuban missile crisis.  [8:  United States Office of the Historian, 2019b. ‘The Bay of Pigs Invasion and Its Aftermath, April 1961–October 1962’, Office of the Historian https://history.state.gov/milestones/1961-1968/bay-of-pigs
]  [9:  United States Office of the Historian, 2019b. ‘The Bay of Pigs Invasion’] 

The crisis itself was averted through the dialogue and discussion of the United States and the Soviet Union, most of the communication was directly through John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev, the back and forth dialogue was one of the key things that helped solve the crisis.
That same day [October sixteenth], Kennedy sent a letter to Khrushchev declaring that the United States would not permit offensive weapons to be delivered to Cuba and demanded that the Soviets dismantle the missile bases already under construction or complete, and to return all offensive weapons to the U.S.S.R. The letter was the first in a series of direct and indirect communications between the White House and the Kremlin throughout the remainder of the crisis.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  United States Office of the Historian. 2019a. ‘Milestones: 1961–1968 - Office of the Historian’, History.state.gov https://history.state.gov/milestones/1961-1968/limited-ban ] 

	The lack of telephone communication between the Soviet Union and the United States to solve an emergency like this may seem surprising to some, however, that view is through a post Cuban Missile Crisis lens one that pre-assumes that there should be direct and clear communication between the diametrically opposed forces that were the United States and the Soviet Union in the early nineteen sixties.[footnoteRef:11] The establishment of a direct hotline communication system between the Pentagon and the Kremlin was a direct result of this crisis,[footnoteRef:12] which is still used to this day. Prior to the Cuban Missile Crisis, it took over five hours for messages to get to the Kremlin from the Whitehouse and back. The primary form of communication was through the medium of letters, this was both slow and inefficient as it took almost a full twelve hours for a message letter to go back and forth from John F. Kennedy to Nikita Khrushchev, it proved exceedingly difficult to understand one another when communication took so long to occur, and it was difficult to ascertain the true intentions of their counterparts for both John F. Kennedy and Khrushchev. [11:  United States Office of the Historian. 2019a. ‘Milestones: 1961–1968]  [12:  United States Office of the Historian. 2019a. ‘Milestones: 1961–1968] 

First, despite the flurry of direct and indirect communications between the White House and the Kremlin—perhaps because of it—Kennedy and Khrushchev, and their advisers, struggled throughout the crisis to clearly understand each others’ true intentions, while the world hung on the brink of possible nuclear war. In an effort to prevent this from happening again, a direct telephone link between the White House and the Kremlin was established; it became known as the “Hotline.” Second, having approached the brink of nuclear conflict, both superpowers began to reconsider the nuclear arms race and took the first steps in agreeing to a nuclear Test Ban Treaty.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  United States Office of the Historian. 2019a. ‘Milestones: 1961–1968] 

Detente is a French term that has come to define the middle cold war era. It has sometimes been used to describe the middle period of the Cold War from the early nineteen sixties to the nineteen seventies. The long term effect of the Cuban Missile Crisis is that it changed the nature of the Cold War for the next decades. The world got very close to destruction and it forced the two opposing sides to put aside their differences for a short period of time. It changed the default attitude of the opposed nations to one where open discussion and a redress of grievances and issues was far, far more acceptable. Immediately following the crisis the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union signed into existence the Limited Test Ban Treaty that banned the above ground, that is in the Air, on the Surface or underwater testing, of any nuclear devices. This was the first successful treaty of this kind to be signed into existence and although it was not fully successful at disarming the entirety of the nuclear stockpile in possession of the United States and the Soviet Union it was the first step in a long process that was aimed at putting an end to the cold war. 
	The negotiations for the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty had begun eight years prior to its signing,[footnoteRef:14] this spirit of negotiation and Detente was made possible by how close to the brink of total nuclear armageddon the world had come on the thirteen days of the Cuban missile crisis. The two sides of the Cold War would never again get that close to total war, and a newfound desire for negotiation and compromise would be built on the groundwork laid by the open communication of the Cuban Missile Crisis. The two leaders John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev were adamant about ending nuclear testing. [14:  JFK Library. 2019. ‘Nuclear Test Ban Treaty | JFK Library’, Jfklibrary.org (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum) https://www.jfklibrary.org/learn/about-jfk/jfk-in-history/nuclear-test-ban-treaty Accessed 1/12/23] 

As Khrushchev described it, "The two most powerful nations had been squared off against each other, each with its finger on the button." JFK shared this concern, once remarking at a White House meeting, "It is insane that two men, sitting on opposite sides of the world, should be able to decide to bring an end to civilization." In a series of private letters, Khrushchev and Kennedy reopened a dialogue on banning nuclear testing. 
They were adamant that through this newfound spirit of Détente, they could find a way to largely put an end to the Cold War. The groundwork started with the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty would culminate in more negotiation and cooperation between the nations with the signing of the Strategic Arms Limitations Treaty. After the start of the Soviet Union's development of an Anti Ballistic Missile Defense System around Moscow the then President Lyndon B. Johnson was worried this would upset the balance of power and put an end to the theory of mutually assured destruction that helped to keep the peace,[footnoteRef:15] and which was crucial in the balance of power between the two superpowers. In a meeting in New Jersey in nineteen sixty seven, he advocated for the limitation on developing strategic weapons and tried to push for a treaty that would slow the anti ballistic missile race. This was a piece of negotiation work that was made possible by the results of the Cuban missile crisis. The spirit of detente that was fostered by John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev was not lost in their successors Nixon and Brezhnev, the Cuban missile crisis was a difficult time between the USA and USSR but it resulted in treaties that reduced the number and potential of nuclear weapons and a spirit of cooperation.  [15:  United States Department of State. 2019. ‘Milestones: 1969–1976 - Office of the Historian’, State.gov https://history.state.gov/milestones/1969-1976/salt Accessed 24/11/23] 

For the first time during the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union had agreed to limit the number of nuclear missiles in their arsenals. SALT I is considered the crowning achievement of the Nixon-Kissinger strategy of détente. The ABM Treaty limited strategic missile defenses to 200 interceptors each and allowed each side to construct two missile defence sites, one to protect the national capital, and the other to protect one ICBM field. (For financial and strategic reasons, the United States stopped construction of each by the end of the decade.)[footnoteRef:16] [16:  United States Department of State. 2019. ‘Milestones: 1969–1976] 

Overall the Cuban Missile Crisis was a crucial turning point in the Cold War, it Signaled the end of the initial highly aggressive and high tension of the Early Cold War, which was characterised by events like the Berlin Blockade and Airlift, the Korean War and other highly tense, highly volatile events any one of which could have ignited the spark of war that would have ended the world as it was known. The Cuban missile crisis was a turning point as it was the closest to ‘midnight’ the world had ever been. The shock of being that close to the end of the world worked in the favor of the politicians and negotiators of the age, as it allowed John F. Kennedy and Nikhita Khrushchev to broker agreements that would usher in a spirit and age of Détente, a time of relative peace when tensions were eased and lessened, although never entirely eliminated. It would ease Eastern and Western relations following the crisis as working together to solve the issue proved to be incredibly useful. The Cuban Missile Crisis remains one of is not the most important events of the Cold War as it shifted the way people thought about the conflict. 















Bibliography
Chayes, Abram., The Cuban Missile Crisis (London: Oxford University Press, 1974)

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2018. ‘Cuban Missile Crisis’, Encyclopædia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/event/Cuban-missile-crisis Accessed 17/11/23 

Gibson, David R., Talk at the Brink Deliberation and Decision during the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
Core Textbook (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012) 

JFK Library. 2019. ‘Nuclear Test Ban Treaty | JFK Library’, Jfklibrary.org (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum) https://www.jfklibrary.org/learn/about-jfk/jfk-in-history/nuclear-test-ban-treaty Accessed 1/12/23
Kennedy, John F. (John Fitzgerald), and Martin W. Sandler, The Letters of John F. Kennedy (London: Bloomsbury, 2013)

Kennedy, Robert F., 13 Days : The Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962 (London: Macmillan, 1969)

Letter to Khrushchev on the Cuban Missile Crisis (Place of publication not identified: Great  
Neck Publishing, 2017)

Mastny, Vojtech, ‘The 1963 Nuclear Test Ban Treaty: A Missed Opportunity for Détente?’, 
Journal of Cold War Studies, 10.1 (2008), 3–25 	

Mast, Robert. 1966. IMPACT of the CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS. PATTERNS of PUBLIC RESPONSE a P~ I / for OFFICE of CIVIL DEFENSE OFFICE of the SI:CRETARY of the ARMY https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD0635150.pdf
McWhinney, Edward, and Edward McWhinney, Law, Foreign Policy, and the East-West 
Détente, ed. by Edward McWhinney (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019) 

United States Department of State. 2019. ‘Milestones: 1969–1976 - Office of the Historian’, State.gov https://history.state.gov/milestones/1969-1976/salt Accessed 24/11/23
United States Office of the Historian. 2019a. ‘Milestones: 1961–1968 - Office of the Historian’, History.state.gov https://history.state.gov/milestones/1961-1968/limited-ban Accessed 22/11/23
———. 2019b. ‘The Bay of Pigs Invasion and Its Aftermath, April 1961–October 1962’, Office of the Historian https://history.state.gov/milestones/1961-1968/bay-of-pigs Accessed 23/11/23
Scott, Len, ‘The “Incredible Wrongness” of Nikita Khrushchev: The CIA and the Cuban Missile 
Crisis’, History (London), 100.340 (2015), 210–28 

Smith, Jeremy. "Case Study 4 - On the Brink: The Cuban Crisis and The Cold War in Latin America." Cold War, hot war: Global Perspectives on Post-War History HPHI5028
