Chapter 4 BLOCKED LEARNING IN
THE EXECUTIVE BRANCH

[ 4 G

In this chapter, I begin 1o restructure the case material to diagnose the bar-
riers to government learning. As a first step, I draw from the historical rec-
ord evidence of seven common, self-blocking patterns of behavior within the
executive branch. Next, I will evaluate current theories that learning is blocked
by inadvertent failures of rational analysis, i.e., that in major foreign policy
decisions there are arguments (unheard) or facts (known but not made avail-
able) that would result in major improvements in intelligence and effective-
ness if organizational changes made them available.

Earlier appointments determined later outcomes. President Kennedy deter-
mined whom to include in policy debates and whom to exclude. As when he
appointed the Taylor Commission, he selected people who favored directions
other plausible appointees would have opposed. Sensing what was wanted,
others in the administration acted in the same spirit, producing a weight of
advice favorable to presidential instincts that later expericnce proved too hasty
and unrefined.

-Originally, during the Bay of Pigs deliberations, people with personal ties
to Kennedy (who might have been candid and alert to his political stakes) were
excluded, cspecially his longtime counsel and speech writer, Ted Sorenson,
and his brother Robert. Apparently, these exclusions resulted from the new
president’s formal decision-miking process; those included were there by vir-
tue of their formal burcaucratic positions. Others with more experience in
foreign policy (like Dean Acheson or Washington lawyer Clark Clifford) were
not brought in, presumably because of this formal criterion.! (There was
only one exception: An outsider, Senator Fulbright, a Democrat and chair-
man of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee was invited 1o the dcusm.
meeting on April 4, apparently at the last moment.)*

Kennedy's preference in appointments can be read as a metaphor express-
ing differcnt aspects of himself. He placed a premium on “quick, tough, la-
conic, decided people.”™ He honored liberal idealism but in a secondary role,
especially in foreign policy: Schlesinger and Goodwin were junior aides,
Bowles was in the cabinet but as the number two man under Rusk, Steven-
son was kept at a distance in New York.
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Kennedy also weighted, by personai instinct, the advice he received. Like
many men in public life, he tended to consider the adviser and his advice joint-
ly and to discount advice if he was uncasy with the personal style of the ad-
viser. He was inwardly impatient with moral objections from the idealistic
liberals of his party. They (he said privately, ncver in their presence) “lacked
balls.”™ Later he was to explain to Ted Sorenson that doubters were funda-
mentally scared — they were “grabbing their nuts.™ Adlai Stevenson, Chester
Bowles, Fulbright, and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., were treated with public gra-
ciousness and inner suspicion by Kennedy —and kept on the periphery.

Dean Rusk excluded two people. His top intelligence analyst, Roger Hils-
man, learncd of the plan from Alien Dulles and Richard Helms. Dulles casu-
ally mentioned the operation to Hilsman but gave few details; apparently he
intended to keep a burcaucratic collcague on friendly terms while excluding
him.¢ Helms mentioned the Bay of Pigs scheme to Hilsman at the end of a
meeting officially on another matter. Helms left Hilsman with an unstated
message that the president would be seriously mistaken if he believed there
would be an uprising.” Hilsman, as Helms probably expected, went to Rusk
and asked to have his Cuban staff evaluate the opcration. Rusk said no, it
was being too closely held.* '

Under Secretary of State Chester Bowles first heard of the Bay of Pigs plan
in late March when he attended a White House meeting in Rusk’s absence.
He sent Rusk a memo saying he was appalled, and he asked to sce the presi-
dent if the plan was approved. Rusk put him off.*

Rusk’s personal style probably explains both exclusions. He did not lack
an instinct for power: A man docs not become secretary of state without one.
But he was a diplomat, kept his own counsel, and believed in quict diplomacy.
(Once, asked if he intended to solve the Berlin problem, his cyes twinkled and
“he said no, he wasn't that vain, he simply hoped to pass it along to his suc-
cessor.) He was not a man to do public battle and cross-examine people with
acerbic intelligence as Acheson had done for Truman.'" Apparently, in the
carly deliberations he also misjudged, believing the folly would be obvious
and the president would drop the plan, and he was 100 cautious to gear up
for a major battle when there was no compelling need. Later, he believed that
changing the dramatic Trinidad assault to a quict night landing at an isolated
site had solved the international noise-level problem and made tfurther pol-
icy battle unnccessary.'' He probably also judged that Bowles’s passionate
moralistm — Bowles thought Allen Dulles should have been “thrown out of
Kennedy's office” for even suggesting the plan —would be an embarrassment
and ineftective, and he perhaps knew that Bowles’s long-winded, idealistic
arguments got on Kennedy's nerves. !

Finally, one of Amcrica's top experts on guerrilla warfare, Col. Edwin
Lansdale, a man who would have been certain to spot the missing guerrilla
fallback option, and who was deeply skeptical that peasants anywhere jumped
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into mass uprisings, especially against a national hero, w s cut out, but ap-
parently by circumstances. He was being sent on an advisory mission to Vi-
etnam."'

Among those cut out there is a common pattern: in pational security af-
fairs idcalistic liberals were kept at the periphery. And that was not an acci-
dent. The kind of advice Kennedy had confidence in, he arranged to repre-

sent prominently in the inner circle."

Neither bureaucratically nor personally did anyone accept complete respon-
sibility.'s How a man defined his personal responsibility (typically, by his
formal rolc) established — and limited — what he thought about, what he ar-
gued for, what he remained silent about, and his judgment of the plan.

“Defeat,” Kennedy said at a press conference aflterward, “is an orphan.”
The CIA certainly thought so. A collective government operation? No. Gen-
eral Gray, the Joint Chicfs liaison, told them after the D-Day cancellation,
“There gocs your invasion.™* Kennedy said, publicly. that he was responsi-
ble. Privately he thought about it differently and-asked, “How could  have
been so stupid to let them go ahead?””

Such reactions were more than post-failure buck passing. If the “rational
analysis problem” (or “national interest”) was to overthrow Castro within the
constraints of secrecy and no American involvement, it was burcaugratical-
ly “owned” by no onc. The CIA wanted to overthrow Castro and was willing
to sacrifice both secrecy and American noninvolvement. The State Depart-
ment wanted secrecy and no American involvement and was willing to reduce
the chance of military success to preserve both limits. The policy issue Ken-
nedy defined was what to do with this holdover Eisenhower plan, how to
reduce risk to himself —and, in a wider world, to America. When he gave the
final order, the only objective he took responsibility to achieve was, as he
put it: “If we have to get rid of these 800 (sic) men, it is much better to dump
them in Cuba than in the United States, especially if that is where they want
to go.™"

Policy meetings were highly ritualized. Sophisticated participants Jjudged
no one would learn or rethink views in the light of arguments and evidence
that could be presented.

Within the group of advisers, the way men dealt with one another, and what
they expected from onc another, reinforced the tendencies for a collective deci-
sion process to produce a policy which lacked intellectual integrity.

If we view the new Kennedy administration when all its members first heard
of the plan —late January 1961 —and then observe them again on the eve of
the invasion, in mid-April, there was no fundamental change in anyonce’s
thinking. The CIA people were still strong advocates. Kennedy was favorable
on the surface, still instinctively secking to adjust the plan so that he faced
minimal risk, holding it at a distance, with ambivalence. Rusk still counseled
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quiet and moderation. The Joint Chicfs appeared favorable, addressing only
the limited technical question of whether the beachhead could be initially
secured, given CIA assumptions. (And privately, of course, they felt this was
not the way they would do the job.) Schlesinger, still silent in meetings, still
wrote private memos to the president articulating his doubts.

Expectations of collective nonlearning in their meetings scemed widcly
shared. Participants thought about the “positions” other people were taking.
They did not think of hypotheses or theories, but of “viewpoints” whose stand-
ing in the universe derived, in Schicsinger’s terms, from the “wcight” of the
institutions they “represented.™” It was not a group of fifteen experienced
men trying to make sense of a complicated world.

The Cabinet Room was a stage set; everyone's role was writien, the forms
of interaction were rituals. The arguments were not mutual dialogue, but a
presentation for an audience of onc, the president. The CIA and the State
Department replayed the same roles from 1954: The CIA urged approval, the
State Department criticized each move for its “noise level,” the issues of le-
gality and morality never elicited much inner-circle interest, the junior men
kept their mouths shut. The military, as it was often to do, was willing to
sign, privately grumbled that insufficient manpower and exceessive political
constraints made military victory uncertain, but so long as the president un-
derstood this, they had done their job and would go along.™

Burcaucratically specialized viewpoints are not inappropriate, and a presi-
dent whose diplomats become enthusiasts for war, or whose military officials
are habitually uninterested to guarantee their own battieficld supcriority, is
a president who had best find new diplomats and new military commanders.
However, when such agency viewpoints organized the analytical work at se-
nior levels in the Cabinet Room, they also transformed this formal division
of labor into a fragmented sense of personal responsibility ™!

This awareness of their own sociology, and perhaps their personality assess-
ments of others in the room, led men to doubt there was much interest in re-
thinking views of the world or learning. Given the known facts, could any-
one really have expected to change Rusk’s mind, or Bissell's, or Fulbright's,
or Schlesinger's? These men were probably sophisticated enough to doubt that
anyone would be persuaded to change from what he really wanted to do any-
way. Attempting to affect such fundamental mind-sets by discussion was, on¢
man later recalled, “like talking to a wall.™?

Viewpoint lock-ins, produced within a system, are not uncommon. But they
are odd: on grounds of intellectual integrity, untried proposals and ambigu-
ous realities should produce shifting positions, congealing to formulas only
if the facts are clear. But that is not what these worldly men expected, and
not how they played it with one another.

Thus, beneath the surface of the policy, there was no sense of a common
enterprise, not even a common theory about how the operation was to suc-
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ceed. The personal sophistication of individuals was high, but by any reason-
able definition of collective learning, no process ever came together. Collec-
tively, there was no intellectual integrity.

Lying within the executive branch, and deceptive, politically sophisticated
behavior produced a system that moved incrementally further from reality.
Politically sophisticated men often, as we have seen, “precalculated” likely
responses and then obscured candid communication, to clicit a desired ef-
fect. But the entirc system —which actually relied, in the fong rua, on realistic
behavior by the people involved —slowly began to lose touch with reality.

In Table 4.1 I have drawn from the case material a list of major lies, and
the intentionat dissembling of “the truth but not the whole truth” (which was
more typical).

Decision processes designed to affect choices rather than to clarify them
inhibited learning. Kennedy did not use systematic procedures to assure the
most thorough evaluations the executive branch could produce. He seems to
have known in advance the nature of advice he would judge constructive and
to have understood the decision process to be a political process as much as
an intellectual one. Thus Stevenson’s exclusion was not simply intellectual (i.e,
because his assumed arguments were prejudged, found wanting, and he would

Table 4.1. Lying and Dissembling That Reduced the Intelligence
and Effectiveness of Collective Action

1. The “fake-out,” by national security secrecy, of most public of ficials about the realism of
Castro’s pereeptions and actions, with consequent suggestion he was mad, thus unstoppable by
rational means, and an casy pushover for clever psychological warfare.

2. Colonel Hawkins's “bonsai” message erroncously portraying the state of mind of the Cuban
troops.

3. CIA failures 1o communicate upward their nonimplementation of Kennedy’s strictures and
orders (possibly in the belief he did not want to hear the truth).

4. Lying to Stevenson about the nature of the Cuban operation, the date, and the defector
covcr story.

5. Messages from headquarters to CIA operatives that failed to include the context of the
message as a means of avoiding “upsctting” people: messages to Rip and Gray that did not tell
of the D-Day cancelfation, the veto of final appeals for jet support, the reason naval evacuation
was being oftered.

6. Incomplete briefing of the Pinar det Rio diversion commander.

7. Probable dissembling about the importance of the guerrilla escape option to retain the CIA"
impression Kennedy's group was behind them.

8. CIA"s “failure 10 be completely candid” to the president and his other advisers that there
was no viable guerrilla option at the Bay of Pigs. And that there had been no training or plan-
ning for this fallback contingency.

9. CIA operatives misinforming the Cuban soldiers, during the Bay of Pigs and MONGOOSE,
to keep up their morale and (some would say) serve them.
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merely repeat them) but because inclusion would have placed a presagious
Democrat on record opposing a scheme Kennedy was already (according to
a National Security Memorandum circulated in March by McGeorge Bundy)
“expecting to approve” once a proper plan was developed.®! If allowed ex-
pression, Stevenson's formal opposition would then be overridden and later
“place him in a difficult position,” a polite way to predict that, when the plan
was approved and Stevenson’s opposition eventually leaked, it might create
political problems for the president as well as undermine Stevenson as a credi-
ble U.N. spokesman for American policy.

Similarly, we may infer that the president did not want to be placed in the
position of canceling the D-Day strikes after senior military advisers had for-
mally opposcd the cancellation (as would be expected). Thus, they were not
given the opportunity to be consulted. In bot h cases Kennedy appears instinc-
tively to have designed a decision process, with political sophistication, think-
ing two steps ahead.

In MONGOOSE, the circle of advisers was cven further restricted. Even
critics who carlier had raised valid objections (¢.g., Schlesinger) were exclud-
ed. The most likely reason was that Kennedy suspected that critics, losing in
the inner council, would take their case sccretly to like-minded members of
the press. And so, appreciating the broader political processes and allegiances
of various men in his administration, Kennedy excluded from debate, and
knowledge, all who might be critical. He lost no Cuban expertisc, but did losc
the emotional force a determined critic could have brought.

We may then observe political artistry in Kennedy's decision process (but
note, too, the long-term costs he paid).** Kennedy was not a neutral court-
room judge but was engaged in a different occupation. No doubt he belicved
that such precalculation was prudent, dealing with decided men in a conten-
tious world, if he were to produce, politically, the policics he wanted.

Collective learning was inhibited because subordinates were at personal risk
if they told the truth. If the inhibited critical analysis and muted emotional
force observed by the Taylor Commission came partly from a pereeption Ken-
nedy wanted “docers,” not “doubters” or “worriers,” this perception was not
merely a fantasy. The Kennedy activist style was to lean on people to get the
job done the way the Kennedys wanted it done. If you did not produce, they
looked Tor someone clse. Subordinates, “risk averse,” attended to these risks.
The consequences were self-created and predictable, not accidental.

Dovish advisers were intimidated and hid out in meetings. Schlesinger, who
attended, wrote memos to the president rather than speak in open meetings.
He said (later) he was intimidated because of his ow official rank; he lacked
the standing, as an assistant White Housc aide, to be a principal discussant.
And as an idcalistic liberal in these settings, he felt uneasy and vulnerable to
criticism. Hard-liners had the rhetorical advantage in foreign policy: “they
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could strike virile poses and talk of tangible things like fire power, air strikes,
landing craft, and so on. I could not help feeling,” he wrote, “that the desire
to prove to the CIA and the Joint Chicfs that they were not soft-hecaded
idealists but were really tough guys, too, influenced the State Department’s
representatives at the Cabinct table.™*

To keep his job, another man excluded himself voluntarily. Richard Helms,
then Bissell’s deputy (chief of operations) at the CIA, would ordinarily have
played a key role. But he did not like the plan. He thought American involve-
ment could not remain sceret. He considered both the mass uprising and
Guatemala scenarios unrealistic. He thought the planning was sloppy. Yet
he was also a realistic judge of his bureaucratic position. Dulles and his own
boss, Bissell, wanted this plan to succeed. Thus, they did not want doubters,
they wanted people to put it together, to make it work. Helms judged the plan
would be approved and, after it failed, their involvement would end the
careers of the senior CIA planners associated with it. But he could not op-
posc the plan successfully: he would be inef fective and it would cost him his
career. He mancuvered privately to alert Hilsman tg make the case from
within the State Department, but he personally stayed out,™

In retrospect, Helms was right in cach assessment, although even an op-
timal strategy almost cost him his job. Predictably, Bisscll certainly did want
a deputy who did more than stay out, and he went to Dulles to suggest that
Dick Helms might find a job abroad — London, for example —more com-
patible. (Dulies did not approve. Firing Helms would raise questions. Too
much visibility.) In the course of events, the plan was approved, secrecy came
apart, the invasion failed, Dulles and Bisscll did lose their jobs. And Richard
Helms, the survivor, became director of the CIA (in 1966). A man used his
intelligence to assess (realistically) the personal constraints imposed by his
burcaucratic situation, and the system became less intelligent as a result.””

The Joint Chiefs of Staff restrained themselves because deference was ex-
pected from the military profession concerning issues outside its formal area
of expertise and burcaucratic responsibility. (Thus JCS Chief General Lem-
nitzer later argued, “You couldn’t expect us to say this plan was no damn
good, you ought to call it off. . . . That's not the way you do things in gov-
ernment . . . The responsibility was not ours.”)™ ‘

Kennedy's formality also intimidated mere expressions of nervous uneasi-
ness. The deliberations were large, full-dress meetings chaired by the presi-
dent. Dulles and Bissell, superbly prepared, briefed the participants, Bissell
often with a pointer in hand. With an agenda structured primarily by Bissell,
the meetings shifted quickly to practical detail. Bissell's own gifts probably
contributed both to the tendency to trust him and to uneasiness about chal-
lenging him by people not sure of their ground. He was a man who seemed
to have an answer to every question. He was candid about uncertainties and
never estimated more than a two-to-one chance for success. Walt Rostow
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called him “the most articulate man that has ever been.” Even men of substan-
tial ability and intellectual accomplishment admired him, and they continued
to respect him after the failure.™

Personal effectivencss in large, formal meetings chaired by the president
typically requires hard questioning or boldly made arguments. Astute men
who value their reputations seldom will become advocates in such settings
without a well-informed view to defend, certainly not outside their arcas of
“official” expertise. And their expertise was dubious, given the nature of the
problem: Bissell and Dulles were the recognized experts on covert operations.
They put their double signature on the check to the president. No other ad-
viser had overthrown a government, judged the likelihood of a mass uprising,
or been part of an inner group that discussed such matters. What most of
them knew of Cuba came from the New York Times and what the CIA told
them. Robert McNamara stayed out for this reason: had the topic been the
defense budget, he would have intellectually dominated any discussion. But
this was not his ficld. The same was true to a lesser degree of the presideat.
He oo initially deferred to his best experts in a ficld in which he was an
amateur. As he put it: “If someone comes in and tells me this or that about
the Minimum Wage Bill I have no hesitation about over-ruling them. But you
always assume that the military has some secret skill not available to ordinary
mortals.”"

As a consequence of their position in the executive branch, subordinates
felt inhibited from delivering critical messages, with emotional foree, upward,
Admiral Arleigh “Thirty Knot” Burke, a forceful man (downward), later
fumed about the second air strike, “What the Chiefs could have done is pound
the desk and insisted. . . . We should have been tough but we weren't.™"
(But his open assertiveness was retrospective, in retirement: deference and
fear of the consequences of talking straight to a new, and still unknown, com-
mandcr in chiel, made it unthinkable at the time.) Kennedy heard direct moral
criticism, face to face, only from Senator Fulbright, 2 man with an inde-
pendent power base.

Richard Bissell too acceded deferentially, against his better judgment, to
decisions by the president that increased the chances for Kenned y's approval
but reduced the project’s chances for success: from the bold psychological
impact of a daylight assault at Trinidad 10 a covert, nightime landing at the
Bay of Pigs, from a massive D-Day strike to two strikes to reduce the noise
level (but allow Castro to arrest 100,000-200,000 suspected traitors), from
sixteen airplanes to six on the first strike, dropping the sccond strike. Indirect-
ly promised the directorship of the CIA after Dulles retired, Bissell never drew
the line and said: “If you do that, Mr. President, we can't LUArantec success.
You should drop it.” A subordinate does not easily give such ultimatums
which imply he cannot do the job, because the boss (and this was quite prob-
ably true of Kennedy) could attribute the problem to lack of ability or com-
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mitment, or to coercive manipulation or just plain willfulness on the part of
the subordinate — and not, as the subordinate saw it, to the nature of the prob-
lem or the lack of crucial resources.

Thus, as a consequence of locations within bureaucratic systems, people
kept reservations to themselves. If they were lower down —such as Bissell's
subordinates at the CIA —they swore about it, perhaps talked about resign-
ing (as several of Bisscll’s key aides did after the D-minus-two reduction), they
said (to cach other) the president was “criminally irresponsible” (General
Lemnitzer), but they did not tell him this, and as “good soldiers” they tried
to make the best of it."

Were these men unrealistic — individually — to size it up this way? Later,
after the trauma of defeat had jarred them to recognition of the need for
candor and the mutual support of one another’s best efforts —in the Missile
Crisis — I think they would have been. Here, in this situation, I think each
was right about the personal risks of being a lone protagonist, especially when
lacking expertise. If one were successful, there would be resentments and a
suspicion of inadequate courage (strange, given the courage needed to take
a bold stand for “intangibles” in such a situation); the disposal problem and
soft-on-communism issues would hurt the president and his programs; peo-
ple would remember —and leak to the press—who caused the plan to be
dropped. Was a new, activist administration ready to give standing to a
counsclor who said things could not be done? And why cngage in this policy
battle if the right questions had been raised (and they had been), the presi-
dent had heard the CIA’s answers, and the worst outcome, if the CIA were
wrong, was a quict guerrilla dissipation?¥

No, ecach man was probably right to keep doubts to himself, given an
understanding of his problem as a personal survival problem (i.e., job and
power survival)." The onc man who might have killed the invasion was
Dcan Rusk; only he had the institutional resources, had he sought to use them,
to dircct acknowledged expertise against key assumptions of the CIA plan.
Had he used his intelligence analysts to cloud further the issue of a mass upris-
ing, he might have taken the steam out of the plan. He could have claborated
the scenario of international press coverage of a prolonged civil war and
counscled against overt military actions until the Berlin problem was resolved.
And a sccretary of state with the implicit backing of the New York foreign
policy establishment, arguing on these grounds, might well win (and survive).
because it was in a scnse his job to serve the president by making these argu-
ments. Had he put his job and prestige on the line, he almost certainly could
have blocked the plan (although later, he would probably have discovered
his resignation “accepted”; no president is willing to be blackmailed on policy
by his own appointees).

He did nonc of these things. It was not his style. He was a survivor, a team
player for the long haul with other, more important, batiles to join. And his
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agenda was to preserve, in his own mind (and publicly) an image of himself
as the president's senior foreign policy adviser. (It was not an inappropriate
self-image. The secretary of state is often described in such terms. Rusk, older
than the president and most of the others, had been assistant secretary of state
during the Korean War when most beginners around the table —including
Kennedy — had still to be trusted with serious responsibility, by anyone, for
national decisions.) His self-image and role he retained by reserving views for
the president alone: they were not voiced in public confrontation in open
meetings.

The natural consequence of fear and pressure was that, “swearing and mak-
ing the best of it,” subordinates ignored orders, corners were cut, and reality
was kept from the president. Leaned on with too many demands, or con-
tradictory demands, people calculated what would be on their final exam.
CIA ficld operatives did not convey the president’s decision to forbid Ameri-
can involvement, under any circumstances, because they knew high morale
and a successful operation were impossibie if troops understood President Ken-
nedy might abandon them.™ Breaking Kennedy's explicit orders, the CIA
handlers led the assault because they judged military success depended onit,
that was their job, and lapses would be overlooked if the operation suc-
ceeded. Under conflicting pressures, Tracy Barnes chose not to brief Steven-
son candidly.

Such problems may be endemic: Programs may not work, and subordinates
may sce why they do not work, yet senior officials are kept in the dark. Social
scieiee rescarch at the Department of State, and other studices of burcaucratic
behavior, suggest the *official™ norms for mutual aid in collective problem
solving arce often a facade Tor mancuvers to stay out of trouble.’ The real
norms absorb uncertaintices in upward reporting, undercutting bases for open
communication, etfective top-level monitoring, and collective intelligence. ™
“Corver your ass,” “don’t make waves,” and “keep your skirts clean™ are ap-
parently taken by many people in burcaucracies to be good maxims. Burcau-
crats may be timid, uncreative, and strategically evasive because they are in-
timidated, a natural consequence of conventional structures of power and
control."™

An analogy with a classroom may be useful. Professors typically feel stu-
dents should speak up and feel free to disagree or express uncertainty. But
students may experience reality differently and in fact may speak only to score
points. If they are confused, unsure of themselves, feel inadequate or in trou-
ble, they may tend to maintain a bold front, or avoid teachers, and thus (to
their mind) avoid a bad reputation or doubts about their ability.

Bureaucratic assessments were more realistic “upward” than “downward"”:
subordinates were erroneously 1aken for granted. The men at the top made
astute assessments of one another. Allen Dulles, for example, presented a
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Cuban operation to Eisenhower in such a way that while Eisenhower was
never enthusiastic about it, the CIA still received a presidential mandate to
begin. Dulles’s briefing to Kennedy after his election omitted mention of a
“disposal™ problem Kennedy would face if he did not stop the CIA. Nor did
Dulles provide alternative disposal options to the president (although after-
ward he implicd he might have found ways to effect a quict disposal).*
Committed to the plan, believing in it, and wanting to try it, neither he nor

.Bissell reported the doubt within the CLA that America’s hand could remain

a secret. Nor did he and Bisscll alert the president that the Bay of Pigs had
no route for guerrilla escape.*!

Often underestimated and overlooked because of his quiet and unassuming
manner, Dean Rusk also exhibited unusual ability for astute calculation and
burcaucratic effectiveness. Unobtrusively, he effected every major retrench-
ment he wanted by clucidating doubts and sentiments that the president ac-
cepted. He produced the D-Day canccllation by the proposal that it be can-
celted unless there were “overriding considerations,” a deft and reasonable
phrasing that accorded with Kennedy's own sentiments. At Rusk’s urging, four
days before the invasion, the president held a press conference in which he
ruled out, catcgorically, any use of American troops in Cuba. The CIA
thought this a sophisticated “disinformation™ tactic, but Rusk later used the
public commitment he had clicited, on Sunday, as an added reason why
American credibility was threatened and required the air-strike cancellation
he urged.®

While experienced burcaucrats in Washington developed great sensitivity

about superiors, their main constituents, they were less gifted when monitor-

ing and appraising behavior downward, within their own agencies. The work
Bisscll did in Washington (the conceptual mastery, interlocking parts, and
mathematical logic of the plan) was impressive. But his predictions and
judgments about the behavior of human beings were less impressive and
seemed to rely, perhaps a common failing, on the assumption that others
down the chain would be brilliant, responsible, and perfectionist about the
details of their work.

Bisscll had a passion to use intelligence to create order and improve the
world. Onc of his hobbics was railroads. He knew, and could draw from
memory, all the major lines in the country. He knew distances and clevations,
and on trips he would mentally reroute inefficient lines, calculating clevations,
grades, and distances. The lack of absolute perfection in design offended him.
When the cost of building the clandestine airstrip at Happy Valley escalated
substantially over original estimates, he ordered the man responsible back to
Washington and chewad him out: Castro would be overthrown and within
budget.¥

Bissell’s expert analytical mind, energy, and attention to detail contributed
vitally to make the operation possible. Had he personally run everything, the
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oversights and sloppiness of people who were less meticulous might have been
avoided. The different nose assemblies of the B-26s made sense — unless you
cared enough and were bright enough to sec a problem the alleged defector
might face when his plane arrived in Miami. The new aluminum boats with
untried outboards would not have hurt the operation had the man on the spot
checked themn before departing instcad of mercly assuming they would work.
Loading almost all the ammunition on one boat was alright — unless you had
the imagination, perhaps the obsession, to worry about extremely bad luck.
“Best guess” intelligence estimates, converted to confidence for transmission

upward (scaweed instcad of a reef, an uninhabited landing site) would have

been fNagged for their uncertainty and added work undertaken to refine the
judgment. But the frustrating reality of a large government operation was
that subordinates commonly overlooked details, or assumed (hoped) they
would not matter and things would work out. )

There is a deeper cause of the treatment of subordinates, misperceptions
of them, and oddly naive miscalculation of their responses to the pressures
they were under: They were overlooked and taken for granted. | will want
to explore this further in chapter 6.

INTELLIGENT AND EFFECTIVE POLICY:
EVALUATING PROPOSALS FOR
ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE

The Bay of Pigs invasion was a widely acknowledged fiasco. Operation
MONGOOSE abandoned ideals and wreaked violence without an end game
while Castro and the Sovict Union, fearful there woudd be an end game, had
incentive to collude in a risky (but undeterred) nuclear deterrence gambit
which became extraordinarily dangerous for the United States. After such
forcign policy failures critics argue: “they should have listened to adviser x”
or “they should have recognized fact p.” Such criticism can be only ad hoc,
but they also suggest that organizational improvements in cliciting and cvalu-
ating arguments and evidence might signiticantly improve the intelligence and
effectiveness of major American foreign policy decisions. In this section |
want to assess several theories of inadvertent failures in the policymaking pro-
cess, asking of the case material: Were there arguments (unheard) or available
facts (unknown) that would have substantially changed or reversed the presi-
dent'’s decisions?

I will assess the following propositions to evaluate whether failings in
technical, rational analysis could have been corrected to produce better
policics: (a) the decision process failed because it lacked multiple advocacy;
(b) the decision process failed because it lacked good institutional memory;
(¢) the decision process failed because the CIA was poorly organized to pro-
vide reliable torecasts: (d) the decision process failed because it was insular
and the decision makers exhibited a “groupthink”™ syndrome.
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Failure of Multiple Advocacy

The political scicntist Alexander George has recommended that presidents
formally assign advocates to argue policy options systematically, as in the
courtroom, to assure that both advocacy and criticism are the best the presi-
dent can obtain.* The case material shows, I belicve, this would have been
a wise idea: Although it probably would not have affected the major direc-
tions of policy, nevertheless such procedures would have produced a better
invasion plan; and they might have prevented the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Most of the erroneous belicfs and misjudgments associated with the Bay
of Pigs and Operation MONGOOSE (chapters 2 and 3) would have been un-
changed by a courtroom-like decision process. The president erred, but [
doubt even the best technical social science, using the facts available at the
time, would have changed his beliefs and judgments. President Kennedy knew
the CIA’s estimate of the probability of an uprising; Castro enjoyed majority
support, there was no assurance of any mass uprising. (Kennedy chose to
belicve he could change this, but his judgment —in the face of ambiguity —
was not a factual question.) The availuble arguments that a D-Day cancella-
tion could be disastrous were conveyed to Kennedy on Sunday evening; the
unforeseen operational problems that combined to make disaster certain —the
recf, and the misinterpreted withdrawal order from CIA headquarters —had
not yet occurred on that Sunday cvening. The hope that America would re-
tain its “fig leaf™ In hindsight this was erroncous, but no one was better posi-
tioned than the president to know the facts and assess arguments about the
likcly behavior of the American press. The belief that Castro, a “psychotic
personality,” might lose his nerve, was wrong, but it is doubtful that further
analysis would have reversed the idea: Castro’s fiery provocations appeared
manifestly irrational, and who could say what the psychological effects of
the invasion itself might be?

But at two major points accurate presentation of available facts, or new
arguments, probably would have aliered perceptions: (1) Kennedy's wishful
image that the Cubans were solely volunteer patriots could probably have been

" changed to a more realistic appraisal if he had been told candidly of his error;

(2) A skeptical analysis of worst-case possibilitics would have revealed the
guerrilla escape no longer existed. In both cascs, the CIA created erroneous
impressions, or allowed them to continue; multiple advocacy would have kept
the men more honest and forthright with each other.*

During Operation MONGOOSE, setting aside the issuc of whether assassi-
nation was consistent with the CIA's directives, there is no evidence the presi-
dent’s basic decision to battle Castro would have been reversed by available
(unpresentcd) cvidence or arguments. But it is possible that the merits of
earlier, clearer, and more dramatic deterrent warnings to Khrushchev, con-
sistent with the earlier message-sending methods used in Laos and Berlin,
could have been argued, and to good effect.* :
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Poor Institutional Memory

One reason the American government does not learn is the absence of in-
stitutional memory. Administrations change, both through clections and, be-
tween elections, by personnel changes among a president’s appointees.*” The
historian Ernest May has suggested that a systematic capacity to survey
historical experience could improve foreign policy decisions.* Werc there
clear failures of institutional or historical memory, and what were their
consequences?

If we reconstruct American policy toward Fidel Castro, it does suggest a
limited scarch of precedents, selectively attentive to scenarios of dramatic set-
backs (from inaction) or successes (from bold action) that could apply in deal-
ing with the type of man Castro appeared to be. 1 will discuss four themes:
the danger of messianic lcaders, the fraudulent idealism of communism, the
importance of message sending, and the cxpectation of incvitable American
victory.

The Danger of Messianic Leaders

Kennedy and his advisers belonged to a gencration that had bloody warn-
ings scared into personal memory: Hitler's fascist megalomania and World
War 11 shaped their early lives. Kennedy’s older brother was killed in the war,
and he almost lost his own life in the Pacific theatre. He won public recogni-
tion for his book Why England Slept. Major Dean Rusk was a staff officer
in the China-Burma-India theatre. Licutenant McGeorge Bundy landed on
the Normandy beaches on D-Day plus one.®

Hitler, however, was not an anomaly, and their apprehension of charis-
matic leaders — ol whatever political persuasion —who captured imaginations
- and used violence to shape history was reinforced by later expericnce. A
similar, brutal pattern continued after World War Il as other messianic
leaders, now of Communist persuasion, battled for power. Millions dicd
violently as Mao's armics fought to victory in China. In the next step,
American soldicrs paid the price of Mao's victory as this newly consolidated
power base was deployed in the Korean War — which (it is important to recall)
ended only scven years before President Kennedy was elected.

The Fraud of Communist Idealism

Amcrican leaders have always recognized that Communists preach ideals.
But, in practice, Stalin’s brutal and repressive system in Russia appeared to
be the invariant result; in each observed case, revolutionary leaders of single-
minded ambition who shot their way to power and purged opponents brutally,
never surrendered power or risked doing so in free elections. They produced
totalitarian regimes with secret police and a controlled press, and they sup-
pressed dissent internally and in spheres of international influence (c.g., the
violent suppression of the Hungarian uprising in 1956). Talk of “people’s
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democracy” was a sham; Communist elites aided one another (in those days.
men perceived a Sino-Soviet bloc), and thus loss of territory was not an
isolated geopolitical loss, but a loss of territory to movements that used the
best of human ideals as a cloak for the worst of human impulses and col-
lectively challenged the core values of civilized behavior.

Message Sending

“Message sending” to the Russians figured prominently in both the Bay of
Pigs and MONGOOSE decisions. Would America be perceived as “tough™
or “weak”? Kennedy himself acknowledged that many elements contributed
to Castro’s success, but if this success were perceived 1o be a Communist ad-
vance, American forebearance (especially, deviating from the Monroe Doc-
trinc) could send a message to the Soviets to encourage their assertiveness in
othcer arcas. Thus, Kennedy felt he could not accept “visible™ defeat in Laos,
Berlin, or Cuba clse a process begin that would destabilize world order. And
the Sovicts were thought to respect toughness, to have backed down when
confronted by it (c.g., the Berlin airlift crisis), and to have acted aggressively
(and with misperception) when America had failed to send messages which
accurately conveyed its resolve. The Korcan War was thought by many to
have been precipitated by public statements that Stalin misinterpreted and
that led him to believe the United States would not go to war to defend South
Korcea against North Korcan invasion.

Inevitable Victory

Finally, in the American self-image, America always won, in both major
wars (World Wars I and 1), Korea, and in numerous past interventions in
Latin Amcrica (most recently in Guatemala), as indigenous governments col-
lapsed casily. Undoubtcdly some Latin Americans were upset by these effec-
tive demonstrations of power, but if past interventions gave America a “bad
reputation” in Latin America, critics could present no cases in which the long-
term costs outweighed the short-term victories —at least in the sense of citing
cases where later interventions failed as a result.

Against this background, the potential impact of inadequate historical
memory can be tested by asking whether the substantial majority of historical
cases were in the opposite direction? Was there clear, knowable, and pre-
ventable error? Probably not. Certainly Kennedy and his advisers, had they
thought about it, would have recognized several counterexamples to each
lesson — for example, revolutionaries who spoke in universal ideals, but who

“were essentially nationalistic and constructive in their political goals. (The

Europcan underground during World War 11, which fought against Hitler's
domination, was an important case; many of its leaders, after the war, became
influcntial and constructive in shaping the European Economic Community.)

But it is doubtful that the four basic beliefs would have been reversed.
Especially, the assessment of Castro would have been unchanged; as I will
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review in the next chapter, he did appear to want to challenge American
hegemony and to become a dominant political force in the southern hemi-
sphere, and he did appear interested to spread violent revolution. His actions
over a two-year period fit the Hitler/Mao model too well for him not to be
considered dangerous.®!

However, | do want to call to the reader’s altention an important qualifica-
tion which bears upon an argument I will make in chapter 6. In the imagina-
tion Castro fit the Hitler/Mao model, but he was only a dictator on a poor,
isolated istand without an appreciable navy or air force and surrounded by
massive American conventional superiority. He would always lack the military
capability to mount and sustain credible invasions, especially if these were
opposed by the U.S. navy. If he was dangerous it was because he might be
persuasive 10 others, inspire revolutions against repressive governments by
their own people. The danger might be real but it was more psychological
in its mechanism than Hitler’s tanks, and whether one thought such a distinc-
tion vitally important (as Eisenhower did, in his cquanimity) depended criti-
cally on how one assessed the role of imagination in determining power
relationships.

However, even without a major difference in policy outcome, better histori-
cal knowledge would still have been beneficial. The needs of beginners are
dual: They do not have a complete stock of historical scenarios to consult
for possible answers to policy problems; perhaps more important, they also
lack the comparative perspective afforded by potential counterexamples,
which informs them of critical questions 1o pose.

Institutional memory (classified, in the carly 1960s) abcut covert opera-
tions belonged 1o the CIA, and Kennedy and his new advisers did not have
the personal knowledge to ask critical questions concerning a transfer of the
Guatemala plan. In 1954, a skilled ambassador and staff maintained refations
with key army officers and others with antipathy to Communism who ¢x-
pected to suffer losses in a Conmmunist state. In Cuba, America could sus-
tain no such presence (diplomatic relations had been broken), and the prom-
inent anti-Castro and anti-Communist clites, the core of any indigenous
opposition, were now living in Miami. Castro was an experienced guerrilla,
with faith in hilpsclf and his cause, and had never lost his nerve when hope-
lessly outnumbered in his war to liberate Cuba from Batista’s control. Nor
was the leadership of the Cuban army likely to rattle or defect; most of the
troops were untested, but Castro had replaced the high command (recogniz-
ing, from the Guatemala precedent, this crucial vulnerability) and these men
were personally loyal and experienced guerrilla fighters. Ata minimum, such
considerations (after the Mafia failed in early April) might have warned
Kennedy more vividly against his belief in an antiseptic victory and made him
aware that stalemate or a bloodbath might ensue.

Kennedy also needed a review of the C IA’s record of planning and execu-
tion. Many of their covert operations had not been successful: A CIA attempt
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to repeat its Guatemala success in Indonesia had failed. Had Kennedy known
the full history of CIA operations, he would have recognized that clandestine
field agents were notorious for disobedience to Washington’s orders, play-
ing the same games of deception with headquarters (e.g., not reporting can-
didly and fully on their activitics) that they played, officially, with the rest
of the world. In the 1950s, President Eisenhower’s Board of Consultants on
Foreign Intclligence Activities had appointed a panel, chaired by Robert
Lovett and David Bruce, to conduct a full-scale review of CLA covert opera-
tions. The agency recruited young college graduates and sent them around
the world to overthrow governments, bribe newspaper editors, rig elections,
spend huge sums of money; the coordination and oversight, financial or other-
wise, was minimal.® The panel’s report was highly critical, but there was
now a generational lag: Kennedy and his advisers had to know the report
existed, and their trusting reliance on the men at the top of the CIA suggests
they did not know of this detailed history. The failure also had a personal
element: President Kennedy’s father, Joseph P. Kennedy, had served on the
blue-ribbon panel. But Jack Kennedy, now in his 40s and president, did rot
ask his father’s advice about the CIA's clandestine plans. Later, when he heard
of the invasion’s failure, Joseph Kennedy’s first question was whether it had
been run by CIA clandestine operations people. Told it had, he snorted, ~1
know that outfit, and | wouldn’t pay them a hundred bucks a week."
On these matters, the contribution of institutional memory to critical review
would have been of vital importance to the president. The CIA's artful manip-
ulation of the president was egregious, albeit bureaucratically sophisticated.™
The slipshod cover story at the Bay of Pigs produced a chain of events that
effectively scuttled the operation even before the first team of frogmen hit
the beaches. Control of lower level CIA operatives was weak; at critical timzs,
the men did not obey Kennedy's orders. The first men to hit the beaches were
Americans (against the president’s explicit order), and the C1A’s commanders,
in the final hours, were violating orders and en route to beach their boas,
with additional supplics, to continuc a fight. Again, although still against
presidential orders, we now know Amcrican CIA operatives continued 10
enter Cuba during MONGOOSE operations.* In 1962, the head of para-
military operations for MONGOOSE was fired after a confrontation with
a murderously angry Robert Kennedy: at the height of the Cuban Missile
Crisis, it was discovered, the man had violated direct orders and allowed the
MONGOOSE operations he had previously scheduled to continue. ™

| .Poor CIA Organization

After the invasion, a popular solution was to split the CIA, divorcing its
Plans division (which ran covert operations) from its Intelligence division.”™
The underlying theory was that President Kennedy had been seduced by fanci-
ful CIA promises of mass uprising and these false estimates were produced,
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consciously or unconsciously, because the CIA planners had a vested interest
to belicve their plan would succeed and provide intelligence estimates that
would sell it.**

The CIA reorganization plan was never adopted, apparently for good
reason. In reality, we now know its two divisions were independent in their
appraisals (so much so that Castro’s realism about plots against him was
evidence, to the Board of National Estimates, that he was paranoid). Bissell’s
own cstimates of indigenous Cuban support were capably made and con-
firmed by the Taylor Commission. There were errors aplenty, but not errors
of burcaucratic organization.

Entrapment in a Small Group

Irving Janis, a psychologist, has argued that the Bay of Pigs decision may
have resulted from a syndrome he called “groupthink.” In the “groupthink™
phenomenon decision makers bind themselves together into a relatively co-
hesive group to reduce stress and thus introduce systematic deficiencies in their
decision making. They do not caretully survey all alternatives, exhaustively
search for information, examine pros and cons of cach alternative in an un-
biased way, or finally face up to the question, “which course of action will
best meet all the essential requirements to solve the problem?”*

The specific symptoms of the hasty concurrence-secking of groupthink arc
in three categories: overestimation of the group (illusions of invulnerability
and belief in the inherent morality of the group), closed-mindedness (collective
rationalizations, stercotypes of out-groups), and pressures toward uniforniity
(selt-censorship, illusion of unanimity, direct pressure on dissenters, and sclf-
appointed mind guards who act to block troubling issucs from being raised
or pursucd).®

Instances of cach deficiency can be cited for the Bay of Pigs, the Taylor
Commission, and Opceration MONGOOSE. Yet asscssing the extent to which
they were produced by a single cause — concurrence seeking to reduce stress —
is a subtle problem. Adequate personal data are lacking to reach a formal
conclusion about the weight 1o be given to such a causal path. However,
several observations can be made to indicate that other causal paths were more
significant, and can serve to draw together the main points of this chapter’s
analysis.

First, Janis’s “groupthink” analysis was originally proposed when, by the
data available in the 1960s, the invasion decision appeared to have been a
mindicss aberration: 1,200 men were put ashore against 250,000, crroncous
assurances (supposedly by the CIA) of a spontaneous mass uprising were
never critically evaluated, and the options for dropping the operation were
never developed.

Today we know the plan had a more sophisticated rationale than it first
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secmed. We know of the carlier Guatemala success, the plan for a coordinated
Mafia assassination, that the CIA was cautious in the mass discontent num-
bers it provided, and that the president and most of his advisers did not ap-
prove the plan expecting it would surely succeed, and werc willing that it fail
if it did so invisibly. .

Also, we have seen the primary cause of activist like-mindedness was politi-
cal — the nature of the president’s own appointments —and this variable was
determined before any meetings of the adviser group. There is no basis, in
a before-after comparison, to conclude that the general ways these men
thought about Communism, Castro, the moral virtue of American foreign
policy, the competence of people with opposed views, or the need for tough,
activist policics were cither produced or changed substantially after January
1961.

Too, we know now that discussions were partly critical. Critics were persua-
sive, eventually making the president uneasy enough to whittle down the plan
and undercut it. Even before the April 4 meeting that gave unanimous ap-
proval, on which Janis specifically focused, critics were not suppressed or
unheard, they simply lacked ultimate persuasiveness. Every key issue later
identified as relevant was identified and discussed: “noisc levels,” the Russian
responsc, uprisings, guerrilla cscapes, morality. The Cubans in Guatemala —
one-for-all-and-all-for-one, with zcal and “tcam spirit” — were “groupthink-
ers,” but in the White House the president did survey the critical questions,
and he heard the answers of his cxperts.

It onc picked a normal, “non-groupthink™ bascline for foreign policy deci-
sion making, it would probably not be a systematic and thorough review cn-
visioned by Janis but what has been termed a “cybernetic” process.® This
description proposes that decision makers respond to changes of a prior status
quo, that they typically make only a limited canvas of alternatives, and —
rather than exhaustively analyze any alternative — they “satisf. ice” (i.e., carry
the analysis to a natural stopping point where they identify a viable solution
they are willing to accept). The Bay of Pigs process was such a “limited
search,” engaged by the need to decide —yes or no—on a packaged proposal.
When they were told the Zapata arca “was suitable for gucrrillas,” they made
a sophisticated judgment about further debatc: it really doesn’t matter. That
is, if Amecrica stayed below the threshold needed to trigger Russian military
reaction clsewhere and public outery, there was no point to pursue other ques-
tions of whether ultimately the plan would succeed. No one (except the CIA
and the cxpatriates themsclves) was committed to its success. The extent of
critical scrutiny reflected the issues of power in the case being considered
rather than group processes that simply inhibited analytical thinking. (This
too, was the asscssment made astutcly by Dulles and Bissell: if the group
believed a sudden or disastrous defeat would not occur, they would agree and
give the CIA’s plan a chance, even without full confidence it would succeed.)
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Similarly, if we compare the MONGOOSE decision and other decisions,
the exhaustiveness of the decision process generally retlected substantive
political variables (especially fear of the opponent). For MONGOOSE, Ken-
nedy insisted on secrecy and no direct use of American troops — that is, the
criteria he thought meant no risk to himself or to America —and within those
parameters gave a blank check and demanded the bureaucracy then devise
the means to climinate Castro. To his mind, there was no reason—that is,
no cxpected utility —to have further debate. By contrast, I have argued, the
Missile Crisis decision process was prolonged and scarching —as were the
Berlin and Laos crises considered by this same adviser group — because these
involved the Russians directly, and Kennedy could find no simple formula
for minimal risk by which the decision process could reach an carlier stopping
point.

My argument is that the decision was not primarily the result of a smatl-
group entrapment. For example, | list in Table 4.2 the indications that Ken-
nedy was not primarily a “groupthinker,” a proposition which Janis himself
acknowledges. In fact, the more Kennedy thought about the Bay of Pigs plan,
the less enthusiastic and the more ambivalent he became, a “slope” of his en-
thusiasm curve which is the opposite from what a group entrapment, be-
ginning in January, would be predicted to show.*

Table 4.2, Aspects of Groupthink: Kennedy as an Exception

Uncritical Assumption of Vietuous Self

Kennedy made consistent efforts 1o change the plans 1o improve America’s moral standing
and render America’s role “nonaggressive.” He invoked a hard-line test of his moral position
by requiring that the Cubans Tormally understand and agree 1o do it alone.

Uncritical Assumptions of Invudnerability

Kennedy consistently expressed worries about vulnerabifities and ordered steps to reduce them,
at variance with plians presented by the CIA and fasored by other advisers: the shift from Trimdad,
the 12 cutback from 16 10 6 planes, the D-Day cancellation. His worries about consequcnees
produced stubborn resistance to the efforts of advisers to elicit American force commitments.

Suppression of Dissidents

Kennedy formally solicited the views of all his key advisers, appeared equally open to all view -
points (aceepting Schiesinger's memos and going ont ol his way to solicit his thinking), and was
willing to hear dissenting views and evidence (inviting Fulbright to a crucial meeting, soliciting
information from a journatist recently returned from Cuba).

Selt-Censorship of Doubits

Active, skepiical, probing in group discussions.

Initiator, in group scttings, of a series of orders Gibove) expressing explicit criticisms of the
plans being presented.

Cohesiveness wuh Group and Euphoria
Moody and distriacted betfore giving “go” signal on Sunday. Resists consaltations with most
group members on D-Day cancellation decision.
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As the analysis in this chapter suggests, collectively self-blocking behavior
within the executive branch has determinants which are deeper and more
pervasive than small-group dynamics. Prior personal (especially anti-Com-
munist) commitment and “subordinate think™ are a better characterization
of the nexus of inhibition for most of the advisers. Given their backgrounds,
roles, and the standard norms, the conduct of most advisers was already de-
termined: the CIA men were advocates, the Joint Chicfs never spoke on
political issues, Berle and Mann had advocated the Guatemala operation,
Schlesinger was a junior aide. Only four men in the room — Kennedy, Bundy,
McNamara, and Rusk — were the uncommitted “principals.” Of these four,
Kennedy, as we have scen, was not primarily a “groupthinker.” What of the
three others? McNamara was a fierce and probing critic in his arca of ex-
pertisc in other mectings with these same men. His lack of expericnce and
expertise, not any general, anxious scarch to blend invisibly into group con-
currence, primarily explains reticence in the Cuba meetings: This was not his
field.

Thus, to assess whether simple concurrence seeking was a primary cause
becomes a question about the two quintessential team players of the Establish-
ment, Rusk and Bundy. Former college deans, they both built careers on abil-
ity and the respect of associates — that is, good judgment without being con-
troversial protagonists. But this was an enduring personal style —at least a
public style —of men who wished to be team players, respectable and non-
controversial. It manifested itsclf in this small group but did not begin
here.** Morcover, both men, albeit keeping their own counsel in large,
public meetings, retained a healthy independence of mind, channeling their
criticisms privatcly, directly to the president on Sunday. Far from being cap-
tives of an enthusiastic group consensus, their back-channel advice was in-
dependent, and they acted 10 minimize public controversy and rein in the CIA.

Although an insular, concurrence-seeking, small-group process may have
had a modest psychological effect, the perspective of an additional twenty
years —as well as the analysis presented in this book —suggests most of the
1961 syndrome correctly observed by Janis is likely caused at a larger, systemic
level. Every newly clected administration since Kennedy has also assumed na-
tional power with a tendency to overconfident euphoria (Castro did too: the
CIA's psychiatrists thought it evidence of a mental disorder). By the 1980s,
rescarch has shown that many of President Johnson's carly Great Society pro-
grams did not work; each economic recovery program announced almost an-
nually in the 1970s did not work, the bold Reagan economic policies in the
early 1980s followed the same pattern of initially overconfident prediction.
Inherent assumptions of moral purpose, a shared programmatic mind-set,
and an “over-mind” fantasy which ignores or attempts to manage the dissent
of outsiders —and then a record of overconfidence and substantial error —
appear to be common and predictable in the American political system.*
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Finally, on detailed examination, this was not a cohesive executive branch
group. Ambitious men shared a common bond, in their imaginations, with
institutions of national power and valued highly their positions in the inner
circle, but there was no personal cohesiveness with one another in these ear-
ly days. Especially, the evidence suggests, a sharp cleavage divided the Eisen-
hower holdovers, primarily at the CIA (to a lesser degree the JCS) from the
“inner” inner circle of new people loyal to Kennedy. The plan was “their” (the
CIAs) plan. The politics of this intragroup split likely explains why the CIA
game-planned the gucrrilla issue, why Kennedy and his own advisers who
“placed great importance” on a fail-safe plan nevertheless did not explain this
to the CIA and analyze the guerrilla escape plans candidly, and why Kennedy
chose to decide the D-Day cancellation issue by conference only with “his”
people (Bundy and Rusk).*

The System Worked?

Al this point, to aid our summary appraisal of the Amcrican foreign policy
process, | want to evaluate the bold argument of Lestic Gelb and Richard Betts
characterizing decisions made during the Vietnam War later in the 1960s.
Their conclusion was: the system works. They perceived a high level of
technically sophisticated, rational analysis provided to decision makers. Suc-
cessive presidents were consistently told an American victory in Victnam was
unlikely. A continuing presidential purpose—to prevent a visible Ameri-
can defeat —was sustained until the American domestic political consensus
changed.*

This analysis usefully corrects a popular tendency solely to blame or scape-
goat government officials for the Vietnam War (or other aggressive, especially
unsuccessful, policies). Gelb and Betts analyze the effects of international
“compulsions” to “save face” and “keep your word,” but they ultimately point
the finger backward, to the American voter and the competitive nature of
Amcrican politics. Successive American presidents anticipated that a visible
“defeat” in southeast Asia would place them at risk of clectoral defeat at the
hands of voters aroused by opponents who would usc such an outcome against
them.¥

For these Cuban cases, did the advising system work? In many ways, in
the short term, it did: The CIA's plans for the Bay of Pigs and MONGOOSE:,
although they did not work, under the circumstances and constraints were
probably about the best to be devised rationatly. However, the Gelb and Betts
thesis is not wholly true, and in each decision loop there was at least one point
of critical failurc: the (disguised) absence of an “invisible™ dissipation of the
Bay of Pigs, and the failure to effect a credible deterrent prior to the Missile
Crisis.

Yet, testing these ideas of inadvertent errors and technical remedies, |
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Table 4.3. Repeated. Sclf-Blocking Behavior Within the Executive Branch

. Earlier appointments predetermined policy outcomes. ;

_ Neither bureaucrancally nor personally did anyone accept complete responsibility.

. Policy meetings were highly ritualized. Sophisucated participants judged no one would learn
or rethink views in the light of arguments and evidence that could be presented.

4. Lying within the executive branch and deceptive, politically “sophisticated” behavior produced
a system that moved incrementally further from reality.

. Decision procedures designed to affect choices rather than clarify them inhibited learning.

6. Collective learning was inhibited because subordinates were at personal risk if they 10ld the

truth.
7. Burcaucratic assessments were more realistic “upward” than “downward”; subordinates were
erroncowsly taken for granted.

b b -

w

belicve we arrive at an important conclusion: Flaws of technical analysis
had little effect on the major direction of policy, and the major cause of
American policy was motivational. Had he found a way to prevent the cost-
ly press publicity attendant on a Bay of Pigs failure, President Kennedy,
under the same circumstances, probably would have made the same basic de-
cision again.*

In Table 4.3 I list major gencralizations concerning the vector of reduced
intelligence and effectiveness we have considered in this chapter such as the
behavior of presidents and advisers in the executive branch when making
major foreign policy decisions.

NOTES

1. And perhaps because, from pride, this new and younger president wanted his ad-
ministration to do it alone. Dean Acheson did speak-to Kennedy about the plan,
saying it was obvious that 1,500 Cubans weren't as good as 25,000 Cubans, but
he was not dircctly involved. At the time, he was primarily active with a task force
to develop options for the Berlin problem. See H. Parmet, JFK: The Presidency
of John F. Kennedy (New York: Dial Press, 1983), p. 163.

2. Kennedy, as a matter of courtesy, invited the senator to share an airplane ride
10 Florida when he discovered, in casual conversation, they both had engagements
there. Fulbright used the occasion to give Kennedy 2 memo opposing the opera-
tion. 1t turned out they both planned to return the same day. A second invitation
was extended, and accepted, and just before the plane landed Kennedy told
Fulbright he was going dircetly to a meeting about Cuba and invited him to at-
tend. Fulbright's advice was not solicited by Kennedy belore or after this April
4 meeting and Kennedy did not discuss Fulbright's memo with him during either
plane trip. See P. Wyden, Bay of Pigs: The Untold Story (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1979) pp. 122-123, 146.

In his oral history Robert Kennedy (Kennedy Library, Martin interview, vol.
1, p. 60) asserted Fulbright later received a more complete military briefing and
appeared to rescind or modify his opposition. Fulbright (personal communica-
tion) has denied Kennedy’s story.
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But a president who cannot trust his top appoinices to be completely honest with
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Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, pp. 211-212.

Too, these considerations had been raised (albeit without a counting of historical
cases): Fulbright, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, told the
president that Castro was “a thorn in the flesh, not a dagger at the heart” and
implicitly dismissed the notion that forbearance would undermine the structure
of world order.

A. Schiesinger, Robert F, Kennedy and His Times (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1978), pp. 455-459.

Ibid., p. 456. .

And the failure to provide a worst-case, guerrilla-option appendix 1o the Joint
Chiefs tor review.

T. Branch and G. Crile, “The Kennedy Vendetta: An Account of the CIAs En-
tanglement in the Secret War Against Cuba” Harper's (August, 1975), pp. 49-63.
Martin, Wilderness of Mirrors, pp. 144-145,

G. Allison and P. Szanton, Remaking Foreign Policy: The Organizational Con-
nection (New York: Basic Books, 1976), pp. 201-203 discuss this proposal.
And the Plans divisions agents and spy-networks in the Steld — who might wish
to convey misleading messages to Washingion, would not be the only network
providing information.

1. Janis, Groupthink: ¥ svchological Studies of Policy Decisions and Fiascoes, sec-
ond cd. (Boston: Houghton Mif flin, 1983), p. 298; sce also 1. Janis, Victims of
Groupthink (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1972).

. Janis, Groupthink, second ed., p. 245.
- . Steinbruncer, The Cyvbernetic Theory of Decision (Princeton: Princeton Univ,

Press, 1974) presents this model. It may be descriptively accurate, but likely reflects
many underlying mechanisms: a typically limited sense of personal responsibility,
laziness, time pressures, burcaucratic inhibition, low returns to further calculations
until after an opponent makes a responding move, ete. I will argue in chapter 6
that the main determinants of the stopping points are power calculations.

I do, however, believe that Kennedy and his preselected advisers, under stress,
appear to have become “groupthinkers” during the MONGOOSE period.
Recall that both men, along with the president, trusted the CIA’s assurances of
a “quicet” disposal and they probably felt no need 10 devise a plan that would suc-
ceed. This was not a case of either approving a plan that would succeed or call-
ing it off; they were willing to approve a plan that might not succeed.

. See the discussion of imagination systems in chapter 6: it is possible we are observ-

ing mood effects caused, subjectively, by the new experience of being “above” and
“at the top.”

The theory of small group entrapment also omits history and learning (including
the absence of Janis’s book and knowledge of its thesis) from the causal equa-
tion. The bases of key lessons decision makers needed (o learn had not yet, in their
experience, occurred. To be forewarned and engage in vigorous intellectual “hot
pursuit”™ of every detail of the CIA% plan, they needed to know ClA experts might
seek deliberately to mislead them. This they did not yet realize: the Bay of Pigs
disaster had not yet happened, and National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy —
the key man to organize such a review — was dealing with a man he personally ad-
mired, an early mentor. Walt Rostow (now Bundy’s assistant) had graded papers
for him. '
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Janis surely is correct, and Maxwell Taylor would agree with him, that strong in-
dividuals who care deeply about issues, have the courage 10 express their doubts
as well as their convictions. and are willing to pursue the truth without support.
in face of fears (perhaps realistic) of isolation, rejection, and loss would make
vital contributions to any decision process, public or private. Concurrence seekers
and people who believe, with a limited sense of personal responsibility, “it really
doesn't matter,” undermine collective strength. But such solutions, as 1 will discuss
in chapters 6 and 7, demand more of the character, integrity, and autonomy of
individuals, and wider supportive changes than in small group processes alonc.

. “the decisionmaking system . . . did achieve its stated purpose of preventing a

Communist victory in Vietnam until the domestic balance of opinion shified and

Congress decided to reduce suppors to Saigon in 1974-75 — that is, until the con-

sensus, and hence the purpose, changed and the United States decided to let Viet-

nam go.” L. Gelb and R. Beuts, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked

(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1979), p. 24.

In a broader assessment, however, the Gelb and Betts thesis falls apart; presidents

consistently maneuvered 10 prevent domestic opposition to their conduct of the

Vietnam War {rom arising, to the point of systematic lying and deception. A com-

plete review of the Gelb and Betts book would be a scparatc project. As chapter

6 will outline, 1 belicve they have misdiagnosed the deeper causc and that the over

dramatized system of imaginings (bold overconfidence, fear, and especially the

compulsion to dominate events and forces in the imagination) were the principal
story. The advisory system, working only analytically, substantially failed both
presidents and the nation.

. Note that the president was not trying, in either case, to effect Castro’s climina-
tion. He was willing 1o approve the best acceptable plan that had a chance; recall
Eisenhower, too. had approved the Guatemala resupplv with only a 20 pereent
estimated probability of success.



