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Preface

The decision to revise a best-seller in political science that has been
in print continuously for over a quarter century requires justifi-
cation. First, the historical evidence about the Cuban missile crisis has
grown dramatically, stimulated by a series of oral history conferences
and declassification efforts and culminating in 1997-1998. With pub-
lication of heretofore classified documents in the relevant volumes of
the Foreign Relations of the United States series published by the
Department of State (which must be used in conjunction with the
Berlin and arms control volumes for the Kennedy administration
published earlier in the 1990s); exploration of central files from the
Soviet government in Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali’s
book, “One Hell of a Gamble”: Khrushchev, Castro, and Kennedy
1957-1964, and finally, transcription and publication of the secret
tapes of the Kennedy Administration’s deliberations during the crisis
by Ernest May and Philip Zelikow in The Kennedy Tapes: Inside the
White House During the Cuban Missile Crisis, the most important evi-
dence about the crisis is now available This new evidence shows a
number of explanations in the original edition to have been incorrect,
and others insufficient. For the coauthors of this revised edition of
Essence, the most pleasurable part of the endeavor has been to see how
this new evidence glistens when examined through alternative con-
ceptual lenses. This book is the first analytical synthesis of all that evi-
dence. Students of this event will notice, perhaps with some surprise,
that despite the many books written on the missile crisis, the expla-
nations for key choices and events in the crisis deserve, and get, a
fresh interpretation in this book.

Second, analytical and theoretical scholarship from which the core
arguments in the original edition of Essence drew have advanced: in
studies of international affairs; in the disciplines of political science,
economics, sociology, social psychology, organization theory, and
decision analysis; and in important new applied arenas including
public policy and business. The first edition engaged central questions
in each of these arenas and has subsequently been engaged by authors
in each. Beneath these debates lies the fundamental question to which
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the original edition offered a provocative answer: How should citi-
zens try to understand the actions of their government? Not surprising-
ly, the original statement of the argument became a lightning rod for
wide-ranging criticism and debate, not only in political science but in
many other fields. Some of the earliest critiques made good points
that have stood the test of time. Though we believe the fundamental
structure of the book was and is sound, we have listened to the critics
and, thanks in part to their help, the basic explication of the theoret-
ical models has been materially revised. We have also benefited from a
generation of new scholarship (and a few fresh looks at some older
works) and have attempted to clarify these fields of work and the
models. While it is obviously not possible to take full account of all
theoretical and analytical scholarship bearing on these arguments
since the original edition, the earlier statement of the argument has
been enriched and extended in several dimensions.

Third, managers in government, business, and the nonprofit
sector have found the argument in the original edition more valu-
able than its author had anticipated. The book has been used in
graduate schools of government and public policy, business, and
other professional training programs where the objective is prepa-
ration for practice, rather than theory. At Harvard’s John F.
Kennedy School of Government, it has served as a text in the polit-
ical and institutional analysis curriculum for almost a quarter cen-
tury. Philip Zelikow was drawn to the potential for revision during
the five years that he chaired this core course. Use of more abstract
concepts and propositions to provide perspectives and checklists
for practitioners who must stretch beyond explanation to prescrip-
tion constitutes an important extension of the work that deserves
more focused attention.

Finally, the author of the first edition, Graham Allison, has of
course learned a great deal from students, colleagues, and critics.
Leading a large organization in the federal government, he had
opportunities to apply the frameworks. But not until a partnership
emerged with a (then) Harvard colleague trained as a historian who
had served in the White House and then taught from Essence for a
number of years, did the idea of attempting the challenge of revision
become credible.

Readers of the original edition will find the central argument of
this edition familiar. Though most of the text is new, the basic struc-
ture of the book remains unchanged. Three conceptual chapters each
state and develop a conceptual model or lens through which analysts
can explain, predict, and assess situations, especially in the arena of
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foreign affairs, but also across the wider array of governmental
actions. Each of these chapters is followed by an account of the Cuban
missile crisis that uses the conceptual lens from the prior chapter to
analyze the crisis. In explaining the central puzzles of the Cuban mis-
sile crisis through each alternative lens, the authors have attempted to
take account of all the evidence now available, including published
material and unpublished primary sources.

Applications of the models have been updated with illustrations
from recent events, mostly from foreign affairs, but noting analogues in
domestic policy as well. Each of the theoretical chapters extends the
original model to incorporate subsequent theoretical advances. For
example, Model I now incorporates insights from psychology, rational
choice, and game theory to clarify variants of the model. Model II cap-
italizes on recent developments in organizational studies, sociology,
political science, and business to emphasize ways in which organiza-
tions first enlarge and then constrain capabilities. Model III draws
upon recent public policy studies and some lessons learned from gov-
ernment experience to clarify the significance of individual players'
performance in policymaking. Throughout, we have also attempted to
take account of more subtle ways in which today’s post-Cold War set-
ting requires not just new illustrations, but also adjustments in the
conceptual models. For example, the shift from Cold War clarity to
cacophony has reduced the influence of shared conceptions of values
and interests, thus increasing the salience of existing bureaucracies
and energetic interest group advocacy. Changes in technology like
CNN have combined with new rules of the game to make the Kennedy
Administration’s week of secret deliberations during the missile crisis
appear almost antique in Washington today. That week of reflection
proved essential in shaping the more measured and subtle strategy
chosen. Today, if an analogous threat were discovered, an American
president would expect a leak within forty-eight hours, and thus feel
forced to make quicker, less considered decisions. Similarly, lessons
from the missile crisis for current policy issues, from risks of nuclear
war or dangers presented by the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction, to the management of foreign policy and leadership in
post-Cold War foreign policy, have been drawn more explicitly.

Our aims in this book remain the two stated in the preface of the
original edition. On the one hand, we examine the central puzzles of
the Cuban missile crisis. Many accounts of the crisis have been
offered, appropriately so. It remains the defining event of the nuclear
age and the most dangerous moment in recorded history. Lessons
drawn from the crisis, or interpretations of it, continue to shape the
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thinking of American leaders, and others, about risks of nuclear war,
crisis confrontation, and foreign policy.

On the other hand, we explore the influence of unrecognized
assumptions upon our thinking about events like the missile crisis.
Answers to questions like why the Soviet Union tried to sneak strate-
gic offensive missiles into Cuba are powerfully affected by basic
assumptions we make, categories we use, our angle of vision. But
what assumptions do we tend to make? How do these assumptions
channel our thinking? What alternative perspectives are available?
This study identifies the basic frame of reference used by most
people when thinking about foreign affairs. It also outlines two alter-
native frameworks. Each frame of reference is, in effect, a “concep-
tual lens.” By comparing and contrasting the three frameworks, we
see what each magnifies, highlights, and reveals as well as what each
blurs or neglects.

The structure of this book reflects our dual objectives. Three con-
ceptual chapters sketch three rough-cut frames of reference. These
chapters are separated by three case studies, each of which uses one of
the frames of reference in searching for answers to the major ques-
tions of the Cuban missile crisis. By addressing central issues of the
crisis first from one perspective, then from a second, and finally from
a third, these chapters not only probe more deeply into the event,
uncovering additional insights; they also demonstrate how alternative
conceptual lenses lead one to see, emphasize, and worry about quite
different aspects of events like the missile crisis.

On the one hand, substantive instance; on the other, conceptual
argument. Today we must confess that we are no longer certain where
one begins and the other ends, or, indeed, which is the head and
which the tail of this coin. But we are certain about the impulse that
led us to pursue these two aims jointly.

This book attempts to address the entire community of foreign
policy observers, which comprises both “artists” and “scientists.” For
the artists, the appeal of the conceptual chapters may be minimal.
Like “spinach and calisthenics,” they will be palatable to the extent
they stimulate new insight into old problems, clearer perception of
additional facets, and better substantive studies. But for the social sci-
entists, the theoretical chapters constitute the contribution: making
explicit the implicit conceptual frameworks within which investiga-
tions proceed and spelling out some of the systematic implications of
alternative models. In attempting to address both audiences simulta-
neously, we open ourselves to the objection that the cases lack the
subtlety and craft of “art,” whereas the theoretical chapters display
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little of the system and rigor of “science.” How justifiable such criti-
cism may be is left to the reader’s judgment. But there should be no
ambiguity about the reasons for our attempt.

If a common ground exists between the artists and the scientists,
that ground is explanation. Neither art’s appreciation of the unique-
ness of occurrences nor science’s grasp of occurrences as mere
instances of more general propositions is limited to explanation. But
central to both enterprises is an attempt to understand and explain
why events occurred. The artist may appear (to the scientist) overly
fascinated with nuance and randomness that would be better treated
as extraneous fluff around common, recurring elements. The scientist
may seem (to the artist) to ride roughshod over relevant, particular
details in the quest for generality. But the achievement of neither
group in the foreign policy community justifies arrogance toward,
or neglect of, the other’s work. Thus, our attempt to produce expla-
nations and, in the same book, to formulate systematically the con-
cepts and propositions in terms of which the explanations are
produced, seems appropriate.

However wide the gulf between artists and scientists, in the end
both should be humbled by awareness of the insight expressed in the
epigraph: “The essence of ultimate decision remains impenetrable to
the observer—often, indeed, to the decider himself. . . . There will
always be the dark and tangled stretches in the decision-making
process—mysterious even to those who may be most intimately
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involved.

A Reader’s Guide

When the original edition of this book was being written, a colleague
offered wise advice. Rather than musing about a general unknown
reader, or trying to write for everyman, he suggested instead choosing
four or five real people and letting them stand for the circle of readers
to whom:one was writing. The advice proved quite helpful. It is thus
instructive to identify these individuals—in general terms—and to
state, briefly, our hopes in writing for each.

The first two “representative readers” are a colleague and a student.
The colleague is a professional analyst of foreign policy and interna-
tional relations; the student, a bright college sophomore. For the col-
league the chapters on the missile crisis should provide new material,
a fresh look at the central issues, and an illustration of the general
argument. More ambitiously, the conceptual chapters try to (1) pro-
vide a comprehensive overview of the product of analysis in various
areas of foreign policy and international relations; (2) present a set of
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categories that can be used in judging this product; (3) undermine
popular assumptions both about the nontheoretical nature of for-
eign policy analysis and about the rampant disjointedness of efforts in
various substantive areas of foreign policy; (4) challenge the basic
categories and assumptions within which most analysts think about
problems of foreign policy; and (5) sketch two sharp, provocative
alternative conceptual frameworks. The basic outline of the general
argument can stand on its own feet. (Indeed, a number of other
scholars have used the alternative models in their own studies.) But,
strictly speaking, the argument is unfinished. It remains an invitation
to our colleague, and to the reader: please join the debate.

For the student or citizen, the chapters on the missile crisis are
meant to make persuasive an unhappy, troubling, but inescapable
fact about this world. No event demonstrates more clearly than the
missile crisis that with respect to nuclear war there is an awesome
crack between unlikelihood and impossibility. Especially in the after-
math of the Cold War, most people would like to imagine that the
nuclear sword of Damocles has been carefully lowered and put away,
even if it has not been hammered into a plowshare. But in fact the
superpower nuclear arsenals and stockpiles, even if diminished, are
still in the U.S. and Russia today and will remain there for the fore-
seeable future (highly enriched uranium having a half-life of three
quarters of a million years). While the adversarial competition
between the U.S. and Soviet Union that led to the missile crisis has
now faded, other nuclear risks have arisen. For reasons that will
become evident in the conceptual chapters, the risk of one or more
nuclear weapons exploding on American soil may even be greater
now than during the last decades of the Cold War. Furthermore, the
theoretical chapters, especially the summaries of various areas of the
literature, should acquaint the interested student with what serious
analysts do and with what their analyses have produced. But the chief
attraction, we hope, will be to bring her or him to the frentiers of
analysis of foreign policy, and indeed of all public policy.

Third and fourth are a regular reader of foreign policy articles in
The New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Financial
Times, or other serious newspaper and a journalist. In considering
their interests and tastes, we found less difference between these two
individuals and the first two readers than we had first imagined. Thus
we hope that both the layman and the journalist will find the entire
study relevant, for some of the same reasons. Some of them, of
course, will find the summaries of the literature and more formal
considerations in each of the conceptual chapters too academic. If
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50, they can skip the conceptual chapters, except for the introductory
sections and statements of each paradigm.

Fifth is the spouse of one of our colleagues, an intelligent person not
especially interested in foreign affairs, and thus a good stand-in for “gen-
eral readers” After reading an earlier draft of the manuscript, a col-
league recommended it to his spouse with the advice, “Read the
introduction and then just read the alternate chapters on the missile
crisis.” These chapters can be read simply as an unfolding of the evi-
dence about this crucial event from three alternative vantage points.
The general reader should be forewarned, however, that this path will
not leave him with a confident account of “what really happened.”
Indeed, if we have been successful, it should lead him to become inter-
ested in the issues to which the conceptual chapters are addressed.

A Note on Sources

As John E. Kennedy warned with explicit reference to the Cuban mis-
sile crisis, “Any historian who walks through this mine field of charges
and countercharges should proceed with some care.” Our discussion
of the missile crisis makes use of all information in the published
record. As the footnotes attest, the amount of information available
and archived is extraordinary. We have also been privileged to have
interviews and conversations with most of the high-level participants
in the crisis and many individuals who have spent time reminiscing
with the central participants. We have interviewed a number of
people who were involved in the lower-level operations of the U.S.
and Soviet governments during the crisis. For their patience and con-
sideration, as well as their information, we are most grateful.
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