The Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world to the brink of Nuclear War, but long-term it encouraged dialogue and ‘Détente’ between East and West. Discuss. 
The Cuban Missile Crisis 1962 was considered the closest the world came to a full-scale nuclear war (Longley, 2019). It could be argued that the national security risk the Cuban Missile Crisis posed to the United States and the Soviet Union is what triggered a period of détente between the East and the West. Détente encouraged the discussion of treaties to increase international nuclear arms control due to rising Cold War tensions between the East and the West, which if left unchecked could have led to the avoidable destruction of US and the Soviet societies (Longley, 2022a). However, although the Cuban Missile Crisis may have been the final trigger which identified the need for détente, the nuclear arms race which allowed the Cuban Missile Crisis to be possible could be identified as the driving force behind détente. This is because the period of relative peace between the East and the West allowed focus to shift from atomic diplomacy which was the focus of the Cuban Missile Crisis to nuclear arms control which provided limitations on a continuing nuclear arms race.
The Cuban Missile Crisis was a 13-day confrontation between the United States and Soviet Union and is seen as the climax of the Cold War (Longley, 2019). The crisis was centred around atomic diplomacy (Longley, 2022a) which took place via direct communication between the White House and the Soviet Kremlin (Longley, 2019), making the conflict unique as there was limited foreign policy input from US Congress or the Legislative Arm of the Soviet Union. 
The crisis stemmed from when Fidel Castro became dictator of Cuba in 1959 (Rosenburg 2019). Castro introduced communism to Cuban society making it the only communist country in the Western Hemisphere. This led to Cuba distancing itself from the anti-communist US and developing a close relationship with the Soviet Union which was also a communist nation. America viewed communism as a threat to its national security due to its potential make nations susceptible to Soviet influence which would expand the power of the USSR. However, until this point, America had successfully halted the spread of communism in the West by using principles from the Truman Doctrine to successfully administrate the Marshall Plan and Mutual Security Plan (Goss, 2020). 
It could be argued that when communism appeared in Cuba, President Truman’s original plan to contain the spread of communism had failed as communism was now appearing in the West. As a result, America had to move away from preventing more communist nations being created and instead attempted to play an active role in removing communism from Cuba. For example, the unsuccessful Bay of Pigs invasion 1961 where the US backed a group of Cuban exiles to dethrone Castro and Operation Mongoose 1962 which was a set of CIA and US Department of Defence operations to overthrow Castro which were also unsuccessful (Longley, 2019). 
In response to US involvement in Cuban politics, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev secretly agreed with Castro to place Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba to prevent more US attempts at invasion. After learning that the Soviet was stock piling nuclear weapons in Cuba, United States President Kennedy warned Castro and Khrushchev to stop this because the proximity of these weapons to the US would allow the Soviet to target the whole of the United States (Longley, 2019). However, this warning was ignored leading to the start of the Cuban Missile Crisis on October 15th, 1962. 
At the outbreak of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet had by this point matched the US in their nuclear capability due to their weaponry advancements in the nuclear arms race, making this ‘the most visible and dangerous case of atomic diplomacy’ (Longley, 2022a). Therefore, it may be surprising that events of the Cuban Missile Crisis have not been repeated to the same degree since 1962 and instead the crisis was followed by a period of détente between the US and Soviet. This is surprising because the nuclear abilities of countries around the world have continued to grow as the nuclear arms race continued, creating more dangerous and advanced weaponry which is what caused the Cuban Missile Crisis to begin with. Growth in the stock piling of nuclear weapons without the outbreak of nuclear war can be explained by two concepts: the security dilemma, which accounts for the growth in nuclear arsenals (Zerbe, 2020) and Mutually Assured Destruction theory (MAD), which explains the desire for the avoidance of nuclear warfare (Longley, 2022a). 
Zerbe (2020) describes the security dilemma as self-help attempts by states to look after their own security needs which may be interpreted by others as threatening. For example, the detonation of America’s atomic bomb in Japan during the second world war could be viewed as a strategic war time move because it held long-term national security benefits for the United States. This is because the use of the atomic bomb announced the United States nuclear capability to the rest of the world which gave the US unipolarity in terms of their militant advantage (Green, 2020) deterring other nations from entering hostilities with the US and safeguarding the nation. However, the security dilemma suggests that the United States displaying their nuclear power intending for this to protect itself could have been interpreted as threatening by other nations. This could explain increased funding being channelled into nuclear weapons research so that other nations including Great Britain and the Soviet Union to match the US advantage in the nuclear arms race. 
The security dilemma can be seen as an ongoing problem because as more countries developed their own nuclear weapons to safeguard their national security, this levelled the playing field in terms of nuclear capabilities of every nation in possession of nuclear weapons. As a result, the militant advantage the US previously held was reduced which would then be seen as a threat to US national security because other nations now possessed the means to credibly threaten nuclear war against the United States. However, after multiple countries developed nuclear technology the only way to gain further nuclear advantages became to increase the size of the nations nuclear arsenal in order to safeguard against external national security threats. It could be said that this created a second phase of the nuclear arms race where stock piling of nuclear weapons became the main objective.
This is similar to the idea that the larger a countries armed forces, the more military power they hold (Green, 2020). However, it could be argued that this theory became outdated when nuclear weapons were invented because a nation could stockpile a million atomic bombs but only need a thousand to annihilate their enemy. Therefore, although a large stockpile of nuclear weaponry may be intimidating, it could be argued that after a certain point, the stockpile becomes unnecessarily big making increased production of nuclear weapons an unproductive use of a nations resources if their aim is to be prepared for nuclear conflict. On the other hand, it is likely that a large nuclear arsenal will be intimidating to other nations who would likely not want to risk nuclear war against a country that possessed more nuclear weapons, giving a diplomatic advantage to nations with a larger nuclear arsenal. 
However, the idea of MAD could have been making the stock piling of nuclear weapons unnecessary. MAD is the theory that if the attacking and defending nations hold equal nuclear power that this could lead to the complete annihilation of both nations due to the gargantuan destructive nature of atomic bombs therefore nations would want to avoid nuclear war for their own protection (Longley, 2022a). It became a relevant theory due to the nuclear arms race which caused more countries to develop nuclear technology, removing the idea of there being a singular utopic nuclear nation because America was no longer the only nation with nuclear weapons. This could explain the period of détente between the United States and the Soviet because the US no longer held their nuclear advantage over the Soviet so could not use atomic diplomacy as a safety blanket in negotiations.
By the mid-1960s fear of MAD through failed atomic diplomacy was recognized by the US and Soviet Union so MAD acted as a deterrence against the use of nuclear weapons, therefore diminishing the use of atomic diplomacy (Longley, 2022a). Furthermore, the consequences of setting off MAD would have been catastrophic for both nations. As a result, this required careful diplomatic dialogue between the two global superpowers to reduce the risk of nuclear war as the development of nuclear power had led to unprecedented amounts of military power to be held by multiple nations so had to be handled delicately to protect national security. To understand the implications of newfound destructive powers, this called for increased communication between the US and Soviet through a period of détente. An example of amplified communication came in response to the Cuban Missile Crisis which has been unnecessarily prolonged due to slow communication methods between the two nations causing them to come dangerously close to nuclear war. 
To avoid potential future misunderstandings or hostilities, the US-Soviet hotline was installed in 1963 allowing quicker communication between the White House and Kremlin (Kimball, 2020) the idea was that better lines of communication between the US and USSR would reduce the risk of nuclear war (Longley, 2022b). Due to the Cuban Missile Crisis being the trigger which identified the need for faster communication between the US and USSR, it could be argued that this conflict was necessary to create détente. This is because it highlighted weaknesses in US-Soviet relations, specifically how the nations communicated with each other, which could have led to nuclear war benefitting neither nation. The success of the US-Soviet hotline can be inferred because other states began establishing their own hotlines, for example the London-Moscow hotline was created in 1967 (Kimball, 2020). This shows that the short-term hostilities of the Cuban Missile Crisis led to long-term adjustments in global communication methods between governments during the détente period which likely prevented future hostilities that could have been triggered through misunderstandings or delays in communication.
However, the Cuban Missile Crisis is not the only reason for détente between the East and the West. Longley (2022b) suggests that the Sino-Soviet split was involved in creating détente. This split was caused by differences in Soviet and Chinese interpretation and application of communism when Khrushchev became Soviet Premier in 1953 (Szczepanski, 2019), leading to the deterioration of China-Soviet relations. As a result, US-Soviet relations became friendlier because the Soviet Union could not afford to cut itself out of every international alliance. Another suggestion for how the détente period was triggered was the potential cost of continuing the nuclear arms race (Longley, 2022b). By the late 1960s there was a mutual realisation that by channelling funding into the nuclear arms race, it was causing economic hardships for American and Soviet populations. This was because government priority was focused on providing national security in response to external threats by stock piling nuclear weapons which as extremely expensive (Longley, 2022a). Therefore, it could be argued that to prevent public opinion becoming opposed to nuclear power because of the economic hardships it inflicted on civilians, a period of détente began which allowed the American and Soviet governments to address internal societal issues without a constant fear of entering nuclear war.
However, can the short-lived period of increased communication between the US and Soviet be described as détente? Hickman (2019) argues that the Vietnam civil war, which occurred within the détente period, was a proxy war between America and the Soviet Union because the Soviet Union supported the communist north of Vietnam whilst America supported the democratic south of Vietnam. The Vietnam war occurred between 1959-1975 although American involvement in the war only lasted from 1965-1973 (Hickman, 2019) however, détente between the East and West is said to have occurred from the late 1960s to late 1970s (Longley, 2022a). Clearly the dates of American involvement in the Vietnam war overlap the détente period, placing the US in opposition to the Soviet during this time, increasing US-Soviet tensions making ‘further nuclear arms talks all but impossible’ (Longley, 2022a). Therefore, it could be a stretch to identify the late 1960s and early 1970s as a part of the détente period because the US and Soviet were in active military opposition in Vietnam so could not have had a peaceful diplomatic relationship. 
On the other hand, there is evidence that a détente era did occur. For example, there were nuclear arms control treaties passed during the 1970s such as the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT I) lasted from November 1969 to May 1972 (Longley, 2022a) leading to the Antiballistic Missile Treaty 1972 (AMT) which capped the number of intercontinental ballistic missiles each country could possess. SALT I talks encouraged communication between the US and Soviet which may have given the appearance of a period of détente between the two nations that led to better nuclear arms control. However, Green (2020) argues that the AMT forced caps on the numbers of nuclear missiles at very high numbers so did little to prevent or reduce the major stock piling of nuclear weapons making it an ineffective negotiation. It could also be argued that if the Vietnam war was not simultaneously occurring during SALT I that the AMT could have been more effective. This is because there would have been less ongoing friction in US-Soviet relations so both governments may not have felt that such high caps were necessary if they saw each other as less of an active threat to national security. 
Overall, there may have been no single event which was solely responsible for détente between the East and West (Longley, 2022b). For example, the Sino-Soviet split, the nuclear arms race, MAD, the security dilemma and the Cuban Missile Crisis can all identified as reasons behind détente. However, it could be argued that MAD, which was caused by the nuclear arms race, was first identified as a practical issue rather than a theoretical idea during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Therefore, it is possible that without the Cuban Missile Crisis, increasing tensions between the US and Soviet caused by stockpiling nuclear weapons to gain militant advantage would not have been brought to a climax. If there was no climax to these tensions, there may have been no immediate national security threat to address through a period of détente to allow for discussions on better control of nuclear arms. This identifies the Cuban Missile Crisis as a culmination of the events which triggered the mutual desire of the US and USSR to begin détente era. Furthermore, the chronology of détente which occurred almost immediately after the Cuban Missile Crisis (Longley, 2022a) suggests this was the final trigger which identified the immediate need for détente between the US and Soviet. 
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