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Eye to Eye: The Cuban Missile Fall 2015
Crisis in Perspective (POLI SCI 601)

Professor Jonathan Renshon
k: renshon@wisc.edu
Office location: North Hall 406 Tuesday
Office hours: Tuesday (10:15-11:45am) 2:30-4:30
Í: Learn @ UW White Hall 4275

1 Course Description

Who “won” the Cuban Missile Crisis? Did the U.S. provoke it or can this be explained by Soviet
or Cuban expansionism? Did President Kennedy truly cause Khrushchev to back down? What
impact did it have on US-Soviet relations? How much did Kennedy’s psychology affect the way
he handled the crisis? This course uses the Cuban Missile Crisis — a pivotal event in US and
international history — to explore different theories of international politics and crisis decision-
making. We will investigate the crisis itself, its place in history, the lives and psychologies of the
key leaders, as well as the aftermath and its effects on the Cold War. In doing so, you will gain
familiarity with the crisis as well as prominent theories that purport to explain this particular event
as well and larger patterns in the international system. We will discuss a broad range of theories
of decision-making, including ones focused on emotions, culture, honor, cognitive biases, historical
analogies and bureaucratic politics.

This course is an advanced undergraduate seminar. It does assume some background knowledge
of international relations. It also requires a commitment to keep up with the readings, which will be
more intensive than they would be in a beginning lecture course. Because the course is a seminar, it
will also require a commitment to consistently participate in discussions, which count for a healthy
part of your final grade. The primary assignment in the course is a research paper (10-15 pages).
This will require some independent research by you, though I will provide guidance throughout the
semester on this project.

2 Guidelines

For this specific class:

• If you have a question, or want to know if a reading is available, please check my website for
any announcements and download the latest copy of the syllabus before emailing.

• If you ever have any questions, or are confused about something, please do not hesitate
to come to office hours and meet with me. Please also consider making an appointment
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just to introduce yourself and tell me how the course is going. Office hours are Tuesdays
between 10:15-11:45 AM, and you can make an appointment at the following website: https:
//calendar.wisc.edu/scheduling-assistant/public/profiles/jSWjsloX.html. If you
are unavailable at that time due to a conflict with another class, you can email me to schedule
an appointment.

• You are responsible for the readings listed under each class.

• If you are not presenting that class, then you are not responsible for reading the Presentation
Readings

• If you have a disability or circumstance that could affect your performance, please contact
me early in the semester so that we can consider accommodations. The McBurney Center
for Disability Services can provide official documentation of disabilities.

• Obviously, academic misconduct is not tolerated. Please make sure you are familiar with the
policies outlined by the Dean of Students.

• If you have any questions about anything related to the course, email me and I will do my
best to get back to you within 24 hours.

• One exception: I will not respond to emails sent the night before an assignment is due.

Some general guidelines that probably apply to any class you take:

• Do the readings in preparation for each class. If you miss one, don’t ignore it and move on,
but make an effort to catch up.

• Come to class on time.

• It’s fine to use a computer to take notes, but please don’t bring your computer so you can
write emails and read the news during class (it’s much more obvious than you realize).

• There are legitimate reasons to have to miss class, but if you must, please email me ahead of
time to let me know.
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3 Assignments

1. Weekly discussion questions

Each week (except for the first and last class), you will be expected to submit one
discussion question on any of the readings assigned that week by no later than 5:00pm
on Monday (the day before class). I will not evaluate the content of these questions, but
they should either be a clarification question or a substantive question on the assigned
readings that you think would be useful to discuss in class. The discussion leader will
also use these questions as they prepare comments for our seminar. These can be turned
in via the course’s Learn @ UW course dropbox.

⇒ Due each week by 5:00pm on Monday.

2. Sign up for one class as “class discussion leader”

Each week, one student will be assigned to lead discussion for the first half of class. This
student will be responsible for the following:

(i) reviewing the readings assigned to the whole class plus the designated discussion
reading

(ii) reviewing discussion questions submitted by their classmates (I will send those)

(iii) preparing a presentation to make to the class

(iv) moderating discussion for the first part of the class

(v) meeting with me during office hours to discuss your presentation (meeting can
be day of presentation or week before)

3. Memo on “most important lesson of the crisis” (1-2 pages),

A short assignment due for the last substantive class, this is designed to get you thinking
about lessons from the course. We will use these memos as a basis for class discussion
on December 8th.

⇒ Due Tuesday, December 8th.

4. Final research paper (10-15 pages)

Topic: Was the Cuban Missile Crisis an example of high quality decision-making? Make
your argument with a comparison to at least one other international crisis.

We will discuss this assignment in detail in class, but the basics are as follows:

(i) Sign up for at least one appointment at office hours to discuss your paper (but feel
free to sign up for more!). It is highly recommended that you bring an outline of your
paper idea to the appointment.

(ii) Turn in a 1 page overview that I will provide feedback on.

(iii) Write the actual paper!

⇒ 1 page overview due Tuesday, November 10th
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⇒ Paper due Tuesday, December 15th

5. Final presentation of your research paper

On the last day of class, you will be responsible for presenting your research paper to
the class. Each student will get about 10 minutes for their presentation plus 5 minutes
for answering questions.

4 Grading

Your final grade will be composed of:

• 45% - Class Participation (includes being discussion leader for class)

• 15% - Weekly discussion questions + memo on “lessons learned”

• 40% - Research paper + presentation of paper

5 Readings Used in the Course

Journal articles and edited book chapters - These are generally available through the UW
Library website. If they are not accessible online, then there will be a clickable link on the syllabus.

Books (to purchase)

1. Thirteen Days: A Memoir of the Cuban Missile Crisis, Robert Kennedy (W.W. Norton &
Company, 1969). Please get one of the newer versions, if possible (newer versions have a
foreword by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.)

2. Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow
(Little, Brown and Company, 1971). Please get a recent edition (2nd edition or newer).
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Schedule

1. Introduction
[September 8]

2. Prelude: Origins of the Cold War
[September 15]

• Schlesinger, A. (1967). Origins of the cold war. Foreign Affairs, 46(1):22–52.

• Gaddis, J. L. (2006). The Cold War: a new history. Penguin, New York, NY, pp. 1-75.
[link]

• “A Perfect Failure: The Bay of Pigs,” in Janis, I. L. (1982). Groupthink: Psychological
studies of policy decisions and fiascoes. Houghton Mifflin, Boston, MA, pp. 14-47. [link]

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Leffler, M. P. (1999). The cold war: What do “we now know?”. American Historical
Review, 104(2):501–524.

3. The standard story
[September 22]

• Kennedy, R. F. (1969). Thirteen days: A memoir of the Cuban missile crisis. W.W.
Norton & Company, New York, NY.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Introduction and Chapter 1 in Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, fast and slow. Macmil-
lan, New York, NY. [link]
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4. Bureaucracies and Organizations
[September 29]

• Selections from Graham, A. and Philip, Z. (1971). Essence of decision: explaining the
Cuban missile crisis. Little, Brown and Company, Boston, MA.

– Model II: Organizational Behavior

– The Cuban Missile Crisis: A Second Cut

– Model III: Governmental Politics

– The Cuban Missile Crisis: A Third Cut

• Krasner, S. D. (1972). Are bureaucracies important? (or allison wonderland). Foreign
Policy, (7):159–179.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Art, R. J. (1973). Bureaucratic politics and american foreign policy: A critique. Policy
Sciences, 4(4):467–490.

5. Group Decision-making
[October 6]

• Selections from Janis, I. L. (1982). Groupthink: Psychological studies of policy decisions
and fiascoes. Houghton Mifflin, Boston, MA.

– The Groupthink Syndrome, pp. 174-197. [link]

– The Cuban Missile Crisis, pp. 132-159. [link]

• Selections from George, A. L. (1980). Presidential decisionmaking in foreign policy: The
effective use of information and advice. Westview Press, Colorado.

– Some Possible (and Possibly Dangerous) Malfunctions of the Advisory Process, pp.
121-136. [link]

– Presidential Management Styles and Models, pp. 145-168. [link]

– The Devil’s Advocate: Uses and Limitations, pp. 169-174. [link]

• Herek, G. M., Janis, I. L., and Huth, P. (1987). Decision making during international
crises is quality of process related to outcome? Journal of Conflict Resolution, 31(2):203–
226.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Welch, D. A. (1989). Crisis decision making reconsidered. Journal of Conflict Resolution,
33(3):430–445.
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(b) Herek, G. M., Janis, I. L., and Huth, P. (1989). Quality of us decision making during
the cuban missile crisis: Major errors in welch’s reassessment. Journal of Conflict Res-
olution, 33(3):446–459.

6. Domestic Politics
[October 13]

• Fearon, J. D. (1994). Domestic political audiences and the escalation of international
disputes. American Political Science Review, 88(3):577–592.

• Lebow, R. N. (1990). Domestic politics and the cuban missile crisis: The traditional and
revisionist interpretations reevaluated. Diplomatic History, 14(4):471–492.

• Hampson, F. O. (1984). The divided decision-maker: American domestic politics and
the cuban crises. International Security, 9(3):130–165.

• McKeown, T. J. (2000). The cuban missile crisis and politics as usual. The journal of
politics, 62(01):70–87.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Baum, M. A. (2004). Going private public opinion, presidential rhetoric, and the domes-
tic politics of audience costs in us foreign policy crises. Journal of Conflict Resolution,
48(5):603–631.

7. Fear, Anger and humiliation
[October 20]

• White, M. J. (1992). Belligerent beginnings: John f. kennedy on the opening day of the
cuban missile crisis. The Journal of Strategic Studies, 15(1):30–49. [link]

• McDermott, R. (2004). Political psychology in international relations. University of
Michigan Press, Chapter 6 (“Emotion: Why Do We Love to Hate?”). [link]

• Selections from: Blight, J. G. (1992). The shattered crystal ball: Fear and learning in
the Cuban Missile Crisis. Rowman & Littlefield, New York, NY.

– The Thesis: The Shattered Crystal Ball, pp. 3-10 [link]

– The Facts: Some Results of the Critical Oral History of the Cuban Missile Crisis,
pp. 11-24. [link]
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– Looking Backward: The Adaptive Role of Fear in the Cuban Missile Crisis, pp.
149-168. [link]

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Steinberg, B. S. (1991). Shame and humiliation in the cuban missile crisis: A psychoan-
alytic perspective. Political Psychology, 12(4):653–690.

8. Decision-Making: Analogies and Prospect Theory
[October 27]

• Haas, M. L. (2001). Prospect theory and the cuban missile crisis. International Studies
Quarterly, 45(2):241–270.

Note: if the overview of Prospect Theory is confusing, see the following reading for
an overview:McDermott, R. (2001). Risk-taking in international politics. University of
Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, MI, Chapter 1. [link].

• Selections from Khong, Y. F. (1992). Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu,
and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ.

– Analogical Reasoning in Foreign Affairs: Two Views, pp. 3-18. [link]

– The AE Framework, pp. 19-46. [link]

• Tierney, D. (2007). “pearl harbor in reverse” moral analogies in the cuban missile crisis.
Journal of Cold War Studies, 9(3):49–77.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Sylvan, D. A. and Thorson, S. J. (1992). Ontologies, problem representation, and the
cuban missile crisis. Journal of Conflict Resolution, 36(4):709–732.

9. Nuclear weapons and crises
[November 3]

• Trachtenberg, M. (1985). The influence of nuclear weapons in the cuban missile crisis.
International Security, 10(1):137–163.

8

http://jonathanrenshon.com/Teaching/UW/CubanMissile/The%20Shattered%20Crystal%20Ball_149-168.pdf
http://jonathanrenshon.com//Teaching/UW/DecisionMaking/McDermott_Risk_Ch2.pdf
http://jonathanrenshon.com/Teaching/UW/DecisionMaking/Khong-1.pdf
http://jonathanrenshon.com/Teaching/UW/CubanMissile/Analogies%20at%20War_19-46.pdf


• Selections from Sagan, S. D. (1993). The limits of safety. Princeton University Press,
Princeton, NJ.

– The Origins of Accidents, pp. 11-52. [link]

– Nuclear Weapons Safety during the Cuban Missile Crisis, pp. 53-116. [link]

SKIM:

• Mueller, J. (1988). The essential irrelevance of nuclear weapons: Stability in the postwar
world. International Security, 13(2):55–79.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Kroenig, M. (2013). Nuclear superiority and the balance of resolve: Explaining nuclear
crisis outcomes. International Organization, 67(1):141–171.

10. Intelligence
[November 10]

• Garthoff, R. L. (1998). Us intelligence in the cuban missile crisis. Intelligence and
National Security, 13(3):18–63. [link]

• Knorr, K. (1964). Failures in national intelligence estimates: the case of the cuban
missiles. World Politics, 16(3):455–467.

• Renshon, J. (2009). Mirroring risk: The cuban missile estimation. Intelligence and Na-
tional Security, 24(3):315–338.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Betts, R. K. (1978). Analysis, war, and decision: Why intelligence failures are inevitable.
World Politics, 31(1):61–89.

11. Another perspective: Soviet and Cuban Dimensions of the CMC
[November 17]

• Brenner, P. (1990). Cuba and the missile crisis. Journal of Latin American Studies,
22(1-2):115–142.

• Selections from Fursenko, A. and Naftali, T. (2007). Khrushchev’s Cold War: The Inside
Story of an American Adversary. WW Norton & Company, New York, NY.

– “I think we will win this operation,” pp. 438-465. [link]
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– Cuban Missile Crisis, pp. 465-492. [link]

• Allyn, B. J., Blight, J. G., and Welch, D. A. (1989). Essence of revision: Moscow, havana,
and the cuban missile crisis. International Security, 14(3):136–172.

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Laffey, M. and Weldes, J. (2008). Decolonizing the cuban missile crisis. International
Studies Quarterly, 52(3):555–577.

12. Movie Screening: Dr. Strangelove (or: How I learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb)
[November 24]

Location: Social Sciences 6116

Have a happy Thanksgiving!

13. Reputations and the Aftermath of the CMC
[December 1]

• Selections from Press, D. G. (2005). Calculating credibility: How leaders assess military
threats. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY.

– Theories of Credibility, pp. 8-42. [link]

– Missiles in Cuba: American Assessments and British Assessments of Soviet Credi-
bility, 1962, pp. 117-142. [link]

• Fursenko, A. and Naftali, T. (2007). Khrushchev’s Cold War: The Inside Story of an
American Adversary. WW Norton & Company, New York, NY, chapter 21 (“Legacy”).
[link]

Discussion reading(s):

(a) Larson, D. W. and Shevchenko, A. (2003). Shortcut to greatness: the new thinking and
the revolution in soviet foreign policy. International Organization, 57(1):77–109.

14. Lessons of the Cuban Missile Crisis
[December 8]
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• Allyn, B. J., Blight, J. G., and Welch, D. A., editors (1991). Back to the brink: proceedings
of the Moscow Conference on the Cuban Missile Crisis, January 27-28, 1989. University
Press of America, Lanham, Maryland, Chapter 4. [link]

• Cohen, E. A. (1985). Why we should stop studying the cuban missile crisis. The National
Interest, 2:3–13.

• Allison, G. (2012). The cuban missile crisis at 50. Foreign Affairs, 91(4):11–16.

• Blight, J. G. (1987). Toward a policy-relevant psychology of avoiding nuclear war:
Lessons for psychologists from the cuban missile crisis. American Psychologist, 42(1):12–
29.

⇒ Memo on “biggest lesson of the CMC” due

15. Presentations
[December 15]

⇒ Final research paper due
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