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KENNEDY LEADERSHIP: A CRITIQUE
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DR. RUSSELL FRYER

Joln F. Kennedy has long enjoyed one of the most favored
imeges in the public mind smong recent Americen Presidents. Much
of this cen be ettributed to personel quelities and the tregic
neture of his sbortive Presidency. For the better part of o decade,
meny historiens reinforced this favorsble eveluation, beginning
with thet substentiel but flawed study by en ‘insider' end highly

esteemed historien, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., in A Thousend Deys.

Even though the promise wes never able to be completely fulfilled,
except for the "Bey of Pigs" episode, Kennedy's leedership end
performence in the White House hes been generally leuded end held
up &8 & model worthy of emuletion.

In recent yeors, however, the pendulum is sterting to swing
the other wey., If not yet » rising tide, it hos the eppearsnce of
being & groundswell of dissenting opinion and at the very leest
seems to reveel 2 much more criticel mood in assessing the Kennedy
years,

Whet is the neture of this "new criticism?" Meinly, it is
pert of & lorger 'revisionism' releting to the origins of the cold
wer #nd U.S. post-World Wer II foreign policy, empheasizing the
'responsibility' of Americen lesdership for misjudging Soviet in-
tentions in the immedisate post-wor period end more or less mesking
o colculated economic imperielism under the guisc of ‘conteining
Communism' ond eccepting responsibility for the defense of ‘'democ-
rocy' wherever in the world it eppeered to be in peril, sometimes

referred to os Americen 'globelism.' In respect to the Kennedy
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Presidency, this new historical school of so-ctolled 'redicel

revisionists' hos been focusing upon whet they believe is the
underside of the celebrated Kennedy hendling of Khrushchev in the
1962 Cuban Missile Crisis ond the releationship between Kennedy
rhetoric end initistives regerding the esceleting Southesst Asie
crigis in the esrly 60's.

The best one cen do in o brief essey is to olert the reoder
to some recent studies thet ore helping to push the pendulum
toward & less fevornble sassessment of the Kennedy performence end
leadershipe.

Richard J. Welton'®s Cold Wor and Counterrcvolution: the

Foreign Policy of John F., Kennedy is en impressive ond well-

documented, if ¢t times over-steted and tendentious interpretetion
of the discreponcies between Kennedy's reputetion s & sophisti-
cated, knowledgeable, flexible-minded eveluetor of the Americen
netionesl interest vis a'v;g_'cold war® problems ond his actuel
conduct, which reveels him to have been & committed "cold wearrior"
not much different from the seemingly discredited Dulles-Eisenhower
'holy war sgeinst Communism® syndrome thet JFK in other respects
seemed onxious to repudiste ond chonge.

Mr. Walton cleims that Kennedy betrayed his own stated prin-

ciple enunciated in a press conference held on April 12, five deys

before the Bay of Pigs 'inveasion, ' where he said:

The bagic issue in Cube is not one between the United
Steates and Cuba, It is between the Cubsans themselves.
I intend to see thet we adhere to thet principle and as
I understend it this edministretion's attitude is so
understood by the enti-Castro exiles from Cube in this
countrye.

In Mr. Welton's view, not only wes Kennedy more enti-Castro
then Nixon in the femous pre-election TV debates, his approoch to

Cagtro and Cuben Communism wes both simplistic ond misteken in
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coupling Cuben Netionalism end Communist sggression. His decision
to odopt o 'tough stonce' in the foce of contrery fects led log-
ically to the Bey of Pigs fimsco and the Cubsn missile crisis flir-
tetion with brinkmenship end nuclear wer,

Both Robert Kennedy in his smell but evoceative personel eval-

uetion of the 1962 Cuben Missile Crisis in Thirteen Deays and Ted

Sorenson in Kennedy underscore the duplicity end aggressive intent
of the Russiens in plenting ‘offensive weaponry' on Cuban soil less
then o hundred miles from Americen borders, os well 28 the superb
end mesterful wey Kennedy hendled the 'problem', ceusing Khrushchev
to 'beck dowm,' end pull owey from o ‘big power confrontotion® thot
could well heve led to ‘nucleer holaccust.' Mr. Wolton's view,
reflecting o growing chorus of onti-Kennedyism, is thet the Amer-
icen government overreeccted, pertly due to Khrushchev's probably
'steged' bluster ond threats regarding the Berlin situotion ot the
June 1961 Vienns summit meeting ond Kennedy's feeling that o 'get
tough' policy wes necessary in future deelings with Khrushchev,
coupled with domestic politicel pressures thet mede Kennedy vul-
nersble to the cherge of 'being soft on communism.' In other words,
contrary to ‘conventionel wisdom, ' Kennedy wes £s much et feult os
Khrushchev for the perilous week of confrontetion over Cube, end
in some respects wes both foolheordy end irresponsible in his
approach to the crisis. The possibility of o diplometic settle-
ment of the differences between Russis end the United Stetes over
Cubs existed months before the week of confrontation vie stete-
ments made by the Cubon embessedor ot the U,N. that 211 Cube
wonted were 'essurcnces' the U.S. would notl bry to invede Cube.

The reel motivetion behind Khvuashehev's decision to plece offen-

sive missiles in Cube wes the Bay of Pigs episode and the "feer
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Cube wes in serious denger from the United Stetes," ond not os &

"teat of strrength® to strike ot the United States on & vulnereble
issue. Kennedy had provoked Cubs and Russia to respond in this

waey by "dreawing en economic and politicel noose tight around Cube,"
Finally, in the 'settlement' thet ultimetely resolved the crisis,
Cuba and Russie got what they had desired ell along: & U.,S. commit-~
ment not to invede Cuba, tecit understanding that the U.,S. missiles
would be removed from Turkish and Itelien bases and, of course,

the end of the blockade. It may be appropriate at this juncture

to quote Mr. Walton more fully on this point:

I believe thet his decision to go to the brink of nuclear

war was irresponsible and reckless to & supreme degree,

thet it risked the kind of terrible miscelculation that

Kennedy wes olweays werning Khrushchev ebout, thet it wes:

umecessery, end thet, if one assumes minimum competence,

the Kennedy edministrotion knew it wes not necessery. I

argue, in short, thet Kennedy, without sufficient reason,

consciously risked nucleer cotestrophe, with £11 thet im-

plied for the people not only of the United Stetes end

Russie, but of the entire world.

Another event thet has precipiteted much attention from 're-
visionists' is the record of the Kennedy administretion in the
early decision-meking involving Americen Vietnom intervention.
Would Kennedy heve eventuelly realized the folly of U.S. efforts
to bolster o corrupt, 2utocratic end crumbling Saigon regime end
pull back in time from the militery esceletion thet ensued under
President Johnson? No one will ever know, of course, the onswer
to this searing question. However, there ere clues £s to how John
Kennedy might have scted if he hod lived, ond emong ‘revisionists’
the enswer is that he would undoubtedly heve octed much £s Johnson
did leter. The fatel flaw in this line of thinking, according to
David Helberstem in The Best end the Rrightest, snd Trving L. Jenis
in Victims of Groupthink, wes shared by virtuelly every President

and Presidential advisor during the era: they prided themselves
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on their pragmetism, their leck of illusions, their intelligence
and intellectual sophisticetion, but were just es incapable of
truly questioning end exeamining their rather narrow-besed assump-
tions regearding the real world of international power politics and
the Americen democratic tredition. They lost sight of the ethical
dimension so cruciel in uniting democratic meens end ends. They
prided themselves on their realistic toughness end ebility to hendle
any challenge, including their willingness to use America's huge
ersensl of militery force if necessary to ‘contein communism,® but
in sctuality were just es self-deluded and mis-celculeating as their
would-be entegonists. Appearance end reelity cleshed; shodow sub-
stituted for substence. The heart of the matter, according to Mr.

Jenis, is thot:

eese8ch of these decisions (i.ew, Bay of Pigs, Vietnam Wer)
wes o group product, issuing from o series of meetings of @
smell body of government officiels end edvisors who consti-
tuted & cohesive group. And in eech instence, the members

of the policy-meoking group mede incredibly gross miscelcu-

latings 2bout both the precticel and morel consequences of

their decisions,

Then there is this pessege from Helberstam®s brillient study

of the Americen involvement in Vietnom:

And thus it wes the irony of the Kennedy Administretion
thet John Kennedy, retionelist, pledged ebove el1ll to re-
tionality, should continue the most irretionel of 211 mejor
Americen foreign policies, the policy toward Chine end the
rest of Asia, He wes awere of the chenge in the Communist
world, he wes awore of the split between the Chinese ond
Russiens; it wes, he reslized, something very importent.
But he would deeal with it leater.

What is one to conclude? Ig it simply the expeccted counter—
point to the tendency of some historisns to over—-rete end over-
proise the Kennedy Presidency—--end the truth lies somewhere between?
Or is it an over-due and persussive re-evaluation of en era in Amer-
ican history thet hes had such momentous consequences for the ne-

tion, revesling the underside of the self-congratusalatory stence
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thot hes so loug permesated the Americen self-imege and hes peaved

the wey for the 'feilures of policy' that still control end hinder
the prospect for o revised self-imerge more in eccordeonce with con-~
temporery reelities? Clearly, if the latter view is largely correct,
then the efforts of the 'new revisionists' are both valuable ond
welcomed, regerdless of how 'balanced' or ‘eccurste' these seme ine-
terpretotion.s will eppesr in historicel perspective. At the very
lesast, it is = needed reminder thet history is lergely the record

of humen decision, humen strengths, and humen weeknesses. There is
no greater tosk for the contemporsry historien then to help us ell
separete better myths from reelity, end think more cleearly sbout

the competing demends of ethics #nd politics.



