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ARE BUREAUCRACIES
IMPORTANT?

(OR ALLISON
WONDERLAND)

by Stephen D. Krasner

Who and what shapes foreign policy? In
recent years, analyses have increasingly em-
phasized not rational calculations of the
national interest or the political goals of
national leaders but rather bureaucratic pro-
cedures and bureaucratic politics. Starting
with Richard Neustadt’s Presidential Power, a
judicious study of leadership published in
1960, this approach has come to portray the
American President as trapped by a perma-
nent government more enemy than ally.
Bureaucratic theorists imply that it is exceed-
ingly difficult if not impossible for political
leaders to control the organizational web
which surrounds them. Important decisions
result from numerous smaller actions taken
by individuals at different levels in the
bureaucracy who have partially incompatible
national, bureaucratic, political, and personal
objectives. They are not necessarily a reflec-
tion of the aims and values of high officials.

Presidential Power was well received by John
Kennedy, who read it with interest, recom-
mended it to his associates, and commis-
sioned Neustadt to do a private study of the
1962 Skybolt incident. The approach has
been developed and used by a number of
scholars—Roger Hilsman, Morton Halperin,
Arthur Schlesinger, Richard Barnet, and
Graham Allison—some of whom held sub-
Cabinet positions during the 1960’s. It was
the subject of a special conference at the RanD
Corporation, a main theme of a course at the
Woodrow Wilson School at Princeton and
the subject of a faculty seminar at Harvard.
It is the intellectual paradigm which guides
the new public policy program in the John F.
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Kennedy School of Government at Harvard.
Analyses of bureaucratic politics have been
used to explain alliance behaviour during the
1956 Suez crisis and the Skybolt incident,
Truman’s relations with MacArthur, Amer-
ican policy in Vietnam, and now most
thoroughly the Cuban missile crisis in
Graham Allison’s Essence of Decision: Explain-
ing the Cuban Missile Crisis, published in 1971
(Little Brown & Company). Allison’s volume
is the elaboration of an earlier and influential
article on this subject. With the publication
of his book this approach to foreign policy
now receives its definitive statement. The
bureaucratic interpretation of foreign policy
has become the conventional wisdom.

My argument here is that this vision is
misleading, dangerous, and compelling: mis-
leading because it obscures the power of the
President; dangerous because it undermines
the assumptions of democratic politics by
relieving high officials of responsibility; and
compelling because it offers leaders an
excuse for their failures and scholars an
opportunity for innumerable reinterpreta-
tions and publications.

The contention that the Chief Executive
is trammelled by the permanent government
has disturbing implications for any effort to
impute responsibility to public officials. A
democratic political philosophy assumes that
responsibility for the acts of governments can
be attributed to elected officials. The charges
of these men are embodied in legal statutes.
The electorate punishes an erring official by
rejecting him at the polls. Punishment is
senseless unless high officials are responsible
for the acts of government. Elections have
some impact only if government, that most
complex of modern organizations, can be
controlled. If the bureaucratic machine
escapes manipulation and direction even by
the highest officials, then punishment is
illogical. Elections are a farce not because the
people suffer from false consciousness, but
because public officials are impotent, en-
meshed in a bureaucracy so large that the
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actions of government are not responsive to
their will. What sense to vote a man out of
office when his successor, regardless of his
values, will be trapped in the same web of
only incrementally mutable standard operat-
ing procedures?

The Rational Actor Model

Conventional analyses that focus on the
values and objectives of foreign policy, what
Allison calls the Rational Actor Model, are
perfectly coincident with the ethical as-
sumptions of democratic politics. The state
is viewed as a rational unified actor. The
behaviour of states is the outcome of a
rational decision-making process. This proc-
ess has three steps. The options for a given
situation are spelled out. The consequences
of each option are projected. A choice is made
which maximizes the values held by decision-
makers. The analyst knows what the state
did. His objective is to explain why by
imputing to decision-makers a set of values
which are maximized by observed behaviour.
These values are his explanation of foreign
policy.

The citizen, like the analyst, attributes
error to either inappropriate values or lack
of foresight. Ideally the electorate judges the
officeholder by governmental performance
which is assumed to reflect the objectives and
perspicacity of political leaders. Poor policy is
made by leaders who fail to foresee accurately
the consequences of their decisions or attempt
to maximize values not held by the electorate.
Political appeals, couched in terms of aims
and values, are an appropriate guide for
voters. For both the analyst who adheres to
the Rational Actor Model, and the citizen
who decides elections, values are assumed to
be the primary determinant of government
behaviour.

The bureaucratic politics paradigm points
to quite different determinants of policy.
Political leaders can only with great difficulty
overcome the inertia and self-serving interests
of the permanent government. What counts
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is managerial skill. In Essence of Decision,
Graham Allison maintains that “the central
questions of policy analysis are quite different
from the kinds of questions analysts have
traditionally asked. Indeed, the crucial ques-
tions seem to be matters of planning for
management.”” Administrative feasibility not
substance becomes the central concern.

The paradoxical conclusion—that bureau-
cratic analysis with its emphasis on policy
guidance implies political non-responsibil-
ity—has most clearly been brought out by
discussions of American policy in Vietnam.
Richard Neustadt on the concluding page of
Alliance Politics, his most recent book, muses
about a conversation he would have had with
President Kennedy in the fall of 1963 had
tragedy not intervened. I considered asking
whether, in the light of our machine’s per-
formance on a British problem, he conceived
that it could cope with South Vietnam’s. . . .
[Ilt was a good question, better than I knew.
It haunts me still.” For adherents of the
bureaucratic politics paradigm, Vietnam was
a failure of the “machine,” a war in Arthur
Schlesinger’s words “which no President . . .
desired or intended.”'The machine dictated
a policy which it could not successfully termi-
nate. The machine not the cold war ideology
and hubris of Kennedy and Johnson deter-
mined American behaviour in Vietnam.
Vietnam could hardly be a tragedy for
tragedies are made by choice and character,
not fate. A knowing electorate would express
sympathy not levy blame. Machines cannot
be held responsible for what they do, nor can
the men caught in their workings.

The strength of the bureaucratic web has
been attributed to two sources: organizational
necessity and bureaucratic interest. The costs
of coordination and search procedures are so
high that complex organizations must settle
for satisfactory rather than optimal solutions.
Bureaucracies have interests defined in terms

*Quoted in Daniel Ellsberg, “The Quagmire Myth and
the Stalemate Machine,” Public Policy, Spring 1971,
b. 218.
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of budget allocation, autonomy, morale, and
scope which they defend in a game of political
bargaining and compromise within the exec-
utive branch.

The imperatives of organizational behav-
iour limit flexibility. Without a division of
labor and the establishment of standard
operating procedures, it would be impossible
for large organizations to begin to fulfill their
statutory objectives, that is to perform tasks
designed to meet societal needs rather than
merely to perpetuate the organization. A divi-
sion of labor among and within organizations
reduces the job of each particular division to
manageable proportions. Once this division
is made, the complexity confronting an
organization or one of its parts is further
reduced through the establishment of stan-
dard operating procedures. To deal with each
problem as if it were sui generis would be
impossible given limited resources and infor-
mation processing capacity, and would make
intra-organizational coordination extremely
difficult. Bureaucracies are then unavoidably
rigid; but without the rigidity imposed by
division of labor and standard operating
procedures, they could hardly begin to func-
tion at all.

However, this rigidity inevitably introduces
distortions. All of the options to a given
problem will not be presented with equal
lucidity and conviction unless by some hap-
penstance the organization has worked out
its scenarios for that particular problem in
advance. It is more likely that the organiza-
tion will have addressed itself to something
like the problem with which it is confronted.
It has a set of options for such a hypothetical
problem and these options will be presented
to deal with the actual issue at hand. Simi-
larly, organizations cannot execute all policy
suggestions with equal facility. The develop-
ment of new standard operating procedures
takes time. The procedures which would most
faithfully execute a new policy are not likely
to have been worked out. The clash between
the rigidity of standard operating procedures
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which are absolutely necessary to achieve
coordination among and within large organi-
zations, and the flexibility needed to spell out
the options and their consequences for a new
problem and to execute new policies is inev-
itable. It cannot be avoided even with the
best of intentions of bureaucratic chiefs
anxious to faithfully execute the desires of
their leaders.

The Costs of Coordination

The limitations imposed by the need to
simplify and coordinate indicate that the
great increase in governmental power ac-
companying industrialization has not been
achieved without some costs in terms of
control. Bureaucratic organizations and the
material and symbolic resources which they
direct have enormously increased the ability
of the American President to influence the
international environment. He operates, how-
ever, within limits set by organizational
procedures.

A recognition of the limits imposed by
bureaucratic necessities is a useful qualifica-
tion of the assumption that states always
maximize their interest. This does not, how-
ever, imply that the analyst should abandon
a focus on values or assumptions of rational-
ity. Standard operating procedures are ra-
tional given the costs of search procedures
and need for coordination. The behaviour of
states is still determined by values although
foreign policy may reflect satisfactory rather
than optimal outcomes.

An emphasis on the procedural limits of
large organizations cannot explain non-
incremental change. If government policy is
an outcome of standard operating procedures,
then behaviour at time t is only incrementally
diffetent from behaviour at time t-1. The
exceptions to this prediction leap out of
events of even the last year—the Nixon visit
to China and the new economic policy.
Focusing on the needs dictated by organiza-
tional complexity is adequate only during
periods when policy is altered very little or
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not at all. To reduce policy-makers to nothing
more than the caretakers and minor adjustors
of standard operating procedures rings hollow
in an era rife with debates and changes of the
most fundamental kind in America’s concep-
tion of its objectives and capabilities.
Bureaucratic analysts do not, however,
place the burden of their argument on stan-
dard operating procedures, but on bureau-
cratic politics. The objectives of officials are
dictated by their bureaucratic position. Each
bureau has its own interests. The interests
which bureaucratic analysts emphasize are
not clientalistic ties between government
departments and societal groups, or special
relations with congressional committees. They
are, rather, needs dictated by organizational
survival and growth—budget allocations,
internal morale, and autonomy. Conflicting
objectives advocated by different bureau
chiefs are reconciled by a political process.
Policy results from compromises and bargain-
ing. It does not necessarily reflect the values
of the President, let alone of lesser actors.
The clearest expression of the motivational
aspects of the bureaucratic politics approach
is the by now well-known aphorism—where
you stand depends upon where you sit.
Decision-makers, however, often do not
stand where they sit. Sometimes they are not
sitting anywhere. This is clearly illustrated by
the positions taken by members of the ExCom
during the Cuban missile crisis, which Allison
elucidates at some length. While the military,
in Pavlovian fashion, urged the use of arms,
the Secretary of Defense took a much more
pacific position. The wise old men, such as
Acheson, imported for the occasion, had no
bureaucratic position to defend. Two of the
most important members of the ExCom,
Robert Kennedy and Theodore Sorensen,
were loyal to the President, not to some
bureaucratic barony. Similarly, in discussions
of Vietnam in 1966 and 1967, it was the
Secretary of Defense who advocated diplo-
macy and the Secretary of State who defended
the prerogatives of the military. During Sky-
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bolt, McNamara was attuned to the Pres-
ident’s budgetary concerns, not those of the
Air Force.

Allison, the most recent expositor of the
bureaucratic politics approach, realizes the
problems which these facts present. In de-
scribing motivation, he backs off from an
exclusive focus on bureaucratic position,
arguing instead that decision-makers are
motivated by national, organizational, group,
and personal interests. While maintaining
that the “propensities and priorities stemming
from position are sufficient to allow analysts
to make reliable predictions about a player’s
stand” (a proposition violated by his own
presentation), he also notes that “these pro-
pensities are filtered through the baggage that
players bring to positions.” For both the
missile crisis and Vietnam, it was the “bag-
gage” of culture and values, not bureaucratic
position, which determined the aims of high
officials.

Bureaucratic analysis is also inadequate in
its description of how policy is made. Its
axiomatic assumption is that politics is a
game with the preferences of players given
and independent. This is not true. The
President chooses most of the important
players and sets the rules. He selects the men
who head the large bureaucracies. These in-
dividuals must share his values. Certainly
they identify with his beliefs to a greater
extent than would a randomly chosen group
of candidates. They also feel some personal
fealty to the President who has elevated them
from positions of corporate or legal to ones
of historic significance. While bureau chiefs
are undoubtedly torn by conflicting pressures
arising either from their need to protect their
own bureaucracies or from personal convic-
tion, they must remain the President’s men.
At some point disagreement results in dis-
missal. The values which bureau chiefs assign
to policy outcomes are not independent. They
are related through a perspective shared with
the President.

The President also structures the govern-
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mental environment in which he acts through
his impact on what Allison calls ‘“‘action-
channels.” These are decision-making proc-
esses which describe the participation of
actors and their influence. The most impor-
tant ‘“‘action-channel” in the government is
the President’s ear. The President has a
major role in determining who whispers into
it. John Kennedy’s reliance on his brother,
whose bureaucratic position did not afford
him any claim to a decision-making role in
the missile crisis, is merely an extreme
example. By allocating tasks, selecting the
White House bureaucracy, and demonstrating
special affections, the President also influences
“action-channels” at lower levels of the
government.

The President has an important impact on
bureaucratic interests. Internal morale is par-
tially determined by Presidential behaviour.
The obscurity in which Secretary of State
Rogers languished during the China trip
affected both State Department morale and
recruitment prospects. Through the budget
the President has a direct impact on that
most vital of bureaucratic interests. While a
bureau may use its societal clients and con-
gressional allies to secure desired allocations,
it is surely easier with the President’s support
than without it. The President can delimit or
redefine the scope of an organization’s activ-
ities by transferring tasks or establishing new
agencies. Through public statements he can
affect attitudes towards members of a partic-
ular bureaucracy and their functions.

The President as “King”

The success a bureau enjoys in furthering
its interests depends on maintaining the sup-
port and affection of the President. The
implicit assumption of the bureaucratic pol-
itics approach that departmental and Pres-
idential behaviour are independent and com-
parably important is false. Allison, for in-
stance, vacillates between describing the
President as one ‘“‘chief” among several and
as a “king” standing above all other men. He
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describes in great detail the deliberations of
the ExCom implying that Kennedy’s decision
was in large part determined by its recommen-
dations and yet notes that during the crisis
Kennedy vetoed an ExCom decision to bomb
a saM base after an American U-2 was shot
down on October 27. In general, bureaucratic
analysts ignore the critical effect which the
President has in choosing his advisors, estab-
lishing their access to decision-making, and
influencing bureaucratic interests.

All of this is not to deny that bureaucratic
interests may sometimes be decisive in the
formulation of foreign policy. Some policy
options are never presented to the President.
Others he deals with only cursorily, not going
beyond options presented by the bureaucracy.
This will only be the case if Presidential
interest and attention are absent. The failure
of a Chief Executive to specify policy does
not mean that the government takes no
action. Individual bureaucracies may initiate
policies which suit their own needs and
objectives. The actions of different organiza-
tions may work at cross purposes. The
behaviour of the state, that is of some of its
official organizations, in the international
system appears confused or even contradic-
tory. This is a situation which develops,
however, not because of the independent
power of government organizations but
because of failures by decision-makers to
assert control.

The ability of bureaucracies to indepen-
dently establish policies is a function of
Presidential attention. Presidential attention
is a function of Presidential values. The Chief
Executive involves himself in those areas
which he determines to be important. When
the President does devote time and attention
to an issue, he can compel the bureaucracy to
present him with alternatives. He may do
this, as Nixon apparently has, by establishing
an organization under his Special Assistant
for National Security Affairs, whose only
bureaucratic interest is maintaining the Pres-
ident’s confidence. The President may also
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rely upon several bureaucracies to secure
proposals. The President may even resort to
his own knowledge and sense of history to
find options which his bureaucracy fails to
present. Even when Presidential attention is
totally absent, bureaus are sensitive to his
values. Policies which violate Presidential
objectives may bring Presidential wrath.

While the President is undoubtedly con-
strained in the implementation of policy by
existing bureaucratic procedures, he even has
options in this area. As Allison points out, he
can choose which agencies will perform what
tasks. Programs are fungible and can be
broken down into their individual standard
operating procedures and recombined. Such
exercises take time and effort but the expen-
diture of such energies by the President is
ultimately a reflection of his own values and
not those of the bureaucracy. Within the
structure which he has partially created him-
self he can, if he chooses, further manipulate
both the options presented to him and the
organizational tools for implementing them.

Neither organizational necessity nor bu-
reaucratic interests are the fundamental deter-
minants of policy. The limits imposed by
standard operating procedures as well as the
direction of policy are a function of the
values of decision-makers. The President
creates much of the bureaucratic environment
which surrounds him through his selection
of bureau chiefs, determination of ‘‘action-
channels,” and statutory powers.

The Missile Crisis

Adherents of the bureaucratic politics
framework have not relied exclusively on
general argument. They have attempted to
substantiate their contentions with detailed
investigations of particular historical events.
The most painstaking is Graham Allison’s
analysis of the Cuban missile crisis in his
Essence of Decision. In a superlative heuristic
exercise Allison attempts to show that critical
facts and relationships are ignored by con-
ventional analysis that assumes states are
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unified rational actors. Only by examining
the missile crisis in terms of organizational
necessity, and bureaucratic interests and pol-
itics, can the formulation and implementation
of policy be understood.

The missile crisis, as Allison notes, is a
situation in which conventional analysis
would appear most appropriate. The President
devoted large amounts of time to policy for-
mulation and implementation. Regular bu-
reaucratic channels were shortcircuited by
the creation of an Executive Committee
which included representatives of the bi-
partisan foreign policy establishment, bureau
chiefs, and the President’s special aides. The
President dealt with details which would
normally be left to bureaucratic subordinates.
If, under such circumstances, the President
could not effectively control policy formula-
tion and implementation, then the Rational
Actor Model is gravely suspect.

In his analysis of the missile crisis, Allison
deals with three issues: the American choice
of a blockade, the Soviet decision to place
MRBM’s and 1RBM’s on Cuba, and the Soviet
decision to withdraw the missiles from Cuba.
The American decision is given the most
detailed attention. Allison notes three ways
in which bureaucratic procedures and inter-
ests influenced the formulation of American
policy: first, in the elimination of the non-
forcible alternatives; second, through the col-
lection of information; third, through the
standard operating procedures of the Air
Force.

In formulating the U.S. response, the
ExCom considered six alternatives. These
were:

1. Do nothing

2. Diplomatic pressure

3. A secret approach to Castro
4. Invasion

5. A surgical air strike

6. A naval blockade

The approach to Castro was abandoned
because he did not have direct control of the
missiles. An invasion was eliminated as a
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first step because it would not have been
precluded by any of the other options. Bu-
reaucratic factors were not involved.

The two non-military options of doing
nothing and lodging diplomatic protests were
also abandoned from the outset because the
President was not interested in them. In terms
of both domestic and international politics
this was the most important decision of the
crisis. It was a decision which only the Pres-
ident had authority to make. Allison’s case
rests on proving that this decision was fore-
ordained by bureaucratic roles. He lists several
reasons for Kennedy’s elimination of the non-
forcible alternatives. Failure to act decisively
would undermine the confidence of members
of his Administration, convince the perma-
nent government that his Administration
lacked leadership, hurt the Democrats in the
forthcoming election, destroy his reputation
among members of Congress, create public
distrust, encourage American allies and
enemies to question American courage, invite
a second Bay of Pigs, and feed his own doubts
about himself. Allison quotes a statement by
Kennedy that he feared impeachment and
concludes that the ‘“non-forcible paths—
avoiding military measures, resorting instead
to diplomacy—could not have been more
irrelevant to his problems.” Thus Allison
argues that Kennedy had no choice.

Bureaucratic analysis, what Allison calls in
his book the Governmental Politics Model,
implies that any man in the same position
would have had no choice. The elimination
of passivity and diplomacy was ordained by
the office and not by the man.

Such a judgment is essential to the Govern-
mental Politics Model, for the resort to the
“baggage’’ of values, culture, and psychology
which the President carries with him under-
mines the explanatory and predictive power
of the approach. To adopt, however, the
view that the office determined Kennedy’s
action is both to underrate his power and to
relieve him of responsibility. The President
defines his own role. A different man could
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have chosen differently. Kennedy’s Profiles in
Courage had precisely dealt with men who
had risked losing their political roles because
of their “baggage’” of values and culture.

Allison’s use of the term ‘“intra-govern-
mental balance of power” to describe John
Kennedy’s elimination of diplomacy and
passivity is misleading. The American gov-
ernment is not a balance of power system; at
the very least it is a loose hierarchical one.
Kennedy’s judgments of the domestic, inter-
national, bureaucratic, and personal ramifica-
tions of his choice were determined by who
he was, as well as what he was. The central
mystery of the crisis remains why Kennedy
chose to risk nuclear war over missile place-
ments which he knew did not dramatically
alter the strategic balance. The answer to this
puzzle can only be found through an exam-
ination of values, the central concern of
conventional analysis.

The impact of bureaucratic interests and
standard operating procedures is reduced then
to the choice of the blockade instead of the
surgical air strike. Allison places considerable
emphasis on intelligence-gathering in the
determination of this choice. U-2 flights were
the most important source of data about
Cuba; their information was supplemented
by refugee reports, analyses of shipping and
other kinds of intelligence. The timing of the
U-2 flights, which Allison argues was deter-
mined primarily by bureaucratic struggles, was
instrumental in determining Kennedy’s de-
cision:

Had a U-2 flown over the western end of

Cuba three weeks earlier, it could have

discovered the missiles, giving the adminis-

tration more time to consider alternatives
and to act before the danger of operational
missiles in Cuba became a major factor in
the equation. Had the missiles not been
discovered until two weeks later, the
blockade would have been irrelevant, since
the Soviet missile shipments would have
been completed . . . An explanation of the

politics of the discovery is consequently a

considerable piece of the explanation of the
U.S. blockade.
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The delay, however, from September 15 to
October 14 when the missiles were discovered
reflected Presidential values more than bu-
reaucratic politics. The October 14 flight took
place 10 days after coMoOR, the interdepart-
mental committee which directed the activity
of the U-2’s, had decided the flights should be
made. “This 10 day delay constitutes some
form of ‘failure,’”” Allison contends. It was
the result, he argues, of a struggle between the
Central Intelligence Agency and the Air Force
over who would control the flights. The Air
Force maintained that the flights over Cuba
were sufficiently dangerous to warrant military
supervision; the Central Intelligence Agency,
anxious to guard its own prerogatives, main-
tained that its U-2’s were technically superior.

However, the 10-day delay after the deci-
sion to make a flight over western Cuba was
not entirely attributable to bureaucratic
bickering. Allison reports an attempt to make
a flight on October 9 which failed because the
U-2 flamed out. Further delays resulted from
bad weather. Thus the inactivity caused by
bureaucratic in-fighting amounted to only five
days (October 4 to October 9) once the
general decision to make the flight was taken.
The other five days’ delay caused by engine
failure and the weather must be attributed to
some higher source than the machinations of
the American bureaucracy.

However, there was also a long period of
hesitation before October 4. John McCone,
Director of the Central Intelligence Agency,
had indicated to the President on August 22
that he thought there was a strong possibility
that the Soviets were preparing to put of-
fensive missiles on Cuba. He did not have
firm evidence, and his contentions were met
with skepticism in the Administration.

Increased Risks

On September 10, comor had decided to
restrict further U-2 flights over western Cuba.
This decision was based upon factots which
closely fit the Rational Actor Model of for-
eign policy formulation. comor decided to
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halt the flights because the recent installation
of saM’s in western Cuba coupled with the
loss of a Nationalist Chinese U-2 increased
the probability and costs of a U-2 loss over
Cuba. International opinion might force the
cancellation of the flights altogether. The
absence of information from U-2’s would be
a national, not simply a bureaucratic, cost.
The President had been forcefully attacking
the critics of his Cuba policy arguing that
patience and restraint were the best course of
action. The loss of a U-2 over Cuba would
tend to undermine the President’s position.
Thus, coMor’s decision on September 10
reflected a sensitivity to the needs and policies
of the President rather than the parochial
concerns of the permanent government.

The decision on October 4 to allow further
flights was taken only after consultation with
the President. The timing was determined
largely by the wishes of the President. His
actions were not circumscribed by decisions
made at lower levels of the bureaucracy of
which he was not aware. The flights were
delayed because of conflicting pressures and
risks confronting Kennedy. He was forced to
weigh the potential benefits of additional
knowledge against the possible losses if a U-2
were shot down.

What if the missiles had not been dis-
covered until after October 147 Allison argues
that had the missiles been discovered two
weeks later the blockade would have been
irrelevant since the missile shipments would
have been completed. This is true but only
to a limited extent. The blockade was irrel-
evant even when it was put in place for there
were missiles already on the island. As Allison
points out in his Rational Actor cut at
explaining the crisis, the blockade was both
an act preventing the shipment of additional
missiles and a signal of American firmness.
The missiles already on Cuba were removed
because of what the blockade meant and not
because of what it did.

An inescapable dilemma confronted the
United States. It could not retaliate until the
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missiles were on the island. Military threats
or action required definitive proof. The
United States could only justify actions with
photographic evidence. It could only take
photos after the missiles were on Cuba. The
blockade could only be a demonstration of
American firmness. Even if the missiles had
not been discovered until they were opera-
tional, the United States might still have
begun its response with a blockade.

Aside from the timing of the discovery of
the missiles, Allison argues that the standard
operating procedures of the Air Force affected
the decision to blockade rather than to
launch a surgical air strike. When the missiles
were first discovered, the Air Force had no
specific contingency plans for dealing with
such a situation. They did, however, have a
plan for a large-scale air strike carried out in
conjunction with an invasion of Cuba. The
plan called for the air bombardment of many
targets. This led to some confusion during
the first week of the ExCom’s considerations
because the Air Force was talking in terms of
an air strike of some 500 sorties while there
were only some 40 known missile sites on
Cuba. Before this confusion was clarified, a
strong coalition of advisors was backing the
blockade.

As a further example of the impact of
standard operating procedures, Allison notes
that the Air Force had classified the missiles
as mobile. Because this classification assumed
that the missiles might be moved immediately
before an air strike, the commander of the
Air Force would not guarantee that a surgical
air strike would be completely effective. By
the end of the first week of the ExCom’s
deliberations when Kennedy made his deci-
sion for a blockade, the surgical air strike was
presented as a “null option.” The examina-
tion of the strike was not reopened until the
following week when civilian experts found
that the missiles were not in fact mobile.

This incident suggests one caveat to Alli-
son’s assertion that the missile crisis is a case
which discriminates against bureaucratic anal-
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ysis. In crises when time is short the President
may have to accept bureaucratic options
which could be amended under more leisurely
conditions.

Not Another Pearl Harbor

The impact of the Air Force’s standard
operating procedures on Kennedy’s decision
must, however, to some extent remain
obscure. It is not likely that either McNamara
who initially called for a diplomatic response,
or Robert Kennedy who was partially con-
cerned with the ethical implications of a sur-
prise air strike, would have changed their
recommendations even if the Air Force had
estimated its capacities more optimistically.
There were other reasons for choosing the
blockade aside from the apparent infeasibility
of the air strike. John Kennedy was not
anxious to have the Pearl Harbor analogy
applied to the United States. At one of the
early meetings of the ExCom, his brother had
passed a note saying, “I now know how Tojo
felt when he was planning Pearl Harbor.”
The air strike could still be considered even
if the blockade failed. A chief executive
anxious to keep his options open would find
a blockade a more prudent initial course of
action.

Even if the Air Force had stated that a
surgical air strike was feasible, this might
have been discounted by the President. Ken-
nedy had already experienced unrealistic
military estimates. The Bay of Pigs was the
most notable example. The United States did
not use low flying photographic reconnais-
sance until after the President had made his
public announcement of the blockade. Prior
to the President’s speech on October 22,
20 high altitude U-2 flights were made. After
the speech there were 85 low level missions,
indicating that the intelligence community
was not entirely confident that U-2 flights
alone would reveal all of the missile sites. The
Soviets might have been camouflaging some
missiles on Cuba. Thus, even if the immobil-
ity of the missiles had been correctly esti-
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mated, it would have been rash to assume
that an air strike would have extirpated all
of the missiles. There were several reasons,
aside from the Air Force's estimate, for
rejecting the surgical strike.

Thus, in terms of policy formulation, it is
not clear that the examples offered by Allison
concerning the timing of discovery of the
missiles and the standard operating proce-
dures of the Air Force had a decisive impact
on the choice of a blockade over a surgical
air strike. The ultimate decisions did rest with
the President. The elimination of the non-
forcible options was a reflection of Kennedy’s
values. An explanation of the Cuban missile
crisis which fails to explain policy in terms
of the values of the chief decision-maker must
inevitably lose sight of the forest for the trees.

The most chilling passages in Essence of
Decision are concerned not with the formula-
tion of policy but with its implementation.
In carrying out the blockade the limitations
on the President’s ability to control events
become painfully clear. Kennedy did keep
extraordinarily close tabs-on the workings of
the blockade. The first Russian ship to reach
the blockade was allowed to pass through
without being intercepted on direct orders
from the President. Kennedy felt it would be
wise to allow Khrushchev more time. The
President overrode the ExCom’s decision to
fire on a Cuban sam base after a U-2 was shot
down on October 27. A spy ship similar to
the Pueblo was patrolling perilously close to
Cuba and was ordered to move further out
to sea.

Despite concerted Presidential attention
coupled with an awareness of the necessity of
watching minute details which would nor-
mally be left to lower levels of the bureaucracy,
the President still had exceptional difficulty in
controlling events. Kennedy personally or-
dered the Navy to pull in the blockade from
800 miles to 500 miles to give Khrushchev
additional time in which to make his decision.
Allison suggests that the ships were not drawn
in. The Navy being both anxious to guard its
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prerogatives and confronted with the difficulty
of moving large numbers of ships over mil-
lions of square miles of ocean failed to
promptly execute a Presidential directive.

There were several random events which
might have changed the outcome of the crisis.
The Navy used the blockade to test its anti-
submarine operations. It was forcing Soviet
submarines to surface at a time when the
President and his advisors were unaware that
contact with Russian ships had been made.
A U-2 accidentally strayed over Siberia on
October 22. Any one of these events, and
perhaps others still unknown, could have
triggered escalatory actions by the Russians.

Taken together, they strongly indicate how
much caution is necessary when a random
event may have costly consequences. A
nation like a drunk staggering on a cliff
should stay far from the edge. The only con-
clusion which can be drawn from the inabil-
ity of the Chief Executive to fully control the
implementation of a policy in which he was
intensely interested and to which he devoted
virtually all of his time for an extended
period is that the risks were even greater than
the President knew. Allison is more convinc-
ing on the problems concerned with policy
implementation than on questions relating to
policy formulation. Neither bureaucratic in-
terests nor organizational procedures explain
the positions taken by members of the
ExCom, the elimination of passivity and
diplomacy, or the choice of a blockade in-
stead of an air strike.

Conclusion

A glimpse at almost any one of the major
problems confronting American society in-
dicates that a reformulation and clarification
of objectives, not better control and direction
of the bureaucracy, is critical. Conceptions of
man and society long accepted are being
undermined. The environmentalists present
a fundamental challenge to the assumption
that man can control and stand above nature,
an assumption rooted both in the successes
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of technology and industrialization and
Judeo-Christian assertions of man’s excep-
tionalism. The nation’s failure to formulate a
consistent crime policy reflects in part an
inability to decide whether criminals are
freely willing rational men subject to deter-
minations of guilt or innocence or the victims
of socio-economic conditions, or psycho-
logical circumstances, over which they have
no control. The economy manages to defy
accepted economic precepts by sustaining
relatively high inflation and unemployment
at the same time. Public officials and econo-
mists question the wisdom of economic
growth. Conflicts exist over what the objec-
tives of the nation should be and what its
capacities are. On a whole range of social
issues the society is torn between attributing
problems to individual inadequacies and
social injustice.

None of these issues can be decided just
by improving managerial techniques. Before
the niceties of bureaucratic implementation
are investigated, it is necessary to know what
objectives are being sought. Objectives are
ultimately a reflection of values, of beliefs
concerning what man and society ought to
be. The failure of the American government
to take decisive action in a number of critical
areas reflects not so much the inertia of alarge
bureaucratic machine as a confusion over
values which afflicts the society in general and
its leaders in particular. It is, in such circum-
stances, too comforting to attribute failure to
organizational inertia, although nothing could
be more convenient for political leaders who
having either not formulated any policy or
advocated bad policies can blame their
failures on the governmental structure. Both
psychologically and politically, leaders may
find it advantageous to have others think of
them as ineffectual rather than evil. But the
facts are otherwise—particularly in foreign
policy. There the choices—and the respon-
sibility—rest squarely with the President.
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