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INTRODL-CTIOY 

On 17 April 1961, a bngade of 1300 Cuban exrles conducted an amphibtous assault at the Bay 

of Prgs (Bahra de Cochmos) on Cuba’s southern coast The Central Intelhgence Agency (CIA) 

had recrurted, orgamzed, tramed and equrpped the Cuban brigade CIA operatives partrapated m 

the assault and Amencan prlots flew combat mrsslons m support of the invasron U S naval 

surface forces and carrier aircraft were mvolved m the operatron Less than 72 hours later, Castro 

had crushed the mvasron Over 100 Cuban eJules were dead and the Cuban survwors of the 

assault force spent the next 18 months langurshing 111 Havana pnsons Four Amencan pilots were 

lulled I Havmg taken place w&in the first 90 days of the new admmrstratron, one of the worst 

U S foreign pohcy disasters of the 20th Century senously Jeopardized the nascent Kennedy 

Presidency . 

Kennedy’s self-confidence was badly shaken He pnvately agomzed over how, as a life-long 

skeptic of “experts”, he could possrbly have allowed himself to be so badly mrsled mto approvmg 

an operation which had been intellectually, morally, and tactically bankrupt from Its mceptron 

Graham T Allison’s subsequent modeling of natronal security pohcy decrsions rllummates the 

shadowy recesses of Kennedy’s drlemma The debacle lshrch has become arguably synonymous 

\\I-h professional buffoonery and natronal embarrassment IS a textbook case study of Alhson’s 

bureaucratrc polmcal model The basic unn of analysis, organizmg concepts, dommant Inference 

patterns, and general proposmons of bureaucratrc polmcs present a framework for evammmg the 

Bay of Pigs operatron 1 

‘Peter \t!dcn BaL of P:gx The I untold .%OI-I (Y-en Sork Simon and Schuster 19’9) 240 Four Alabama Air 
Uatlonal Guard pilots and ~$0 CIA contract pilots flew actual combat mxsslons lunng the rmaslon Of these ~11. 
four were shot donn and enher killed in the crashes or nere shot after they were on the ground The hod? of one 
Amencan pllot Leo Francls B&x from Blrmmgham. Alabama. remamed in a Halana morgue until as late as 
1979 A spokesman for the Cuaan Foreign Mmistn told W>dcn 111 1979 that the Cuban go\ernmenr nas \\altmg 
for the Umted States to ckum tx hod? (Although U S \a\: Jets from the LSS 0scx flew SORICS m the 
knphlblous ObJcctne .Arca. mcludmg ClOSe ionnatIon on Castro’s Jets to discourage attacks on the aSS3Uit fOrCC 

none \\crc III\ 011 ed m actual combat) 
‘Gralam T Allison “Conceptual \lodeIs and tx Cuban Mlsslle Crws ” III~‘I Icmi Pdrtlcal Sxnce lice mc 67 
no 3 (Septcmbcr 1969) 6S3-‘1s 



So prestdenttal dtrecttte \+as ever issued to begm planning for an armed mtaslon of Cuba, the 

controversial invasion was the outcome of the pulhng and hauling between a dnerse cast of 

personahtles and orgamzatlons As Allison’s model would have predicted, the outcome included 

mdnldual group results, resultants emergmg from inter-group dqnanucs. and foul-ups Confhctmg 

personal and orgamzatlonal goals and Interests, later chromcled by &-thur Schlesinger, were 

slgruficant The diversity of chtefs, staffers, Indians, and ad hoc plaj ers u as staggenng, and their 

baggage of parochial pnontles and perceptions contributed to amateurish plannmg and sloppy 

execution Msperceptlons and reticence were the rule rather than the exception Styles of play, 

including Kennedy’s, were major determmants m shapmg events Although the failure was charged 

to the Kennedy adrmmstratlon (and Kennedy pubhcly accepted till responnbrhty), the seeds of the 

ill-fated adt enture \\ere planted durmg the wanmg days of the Eisenhouer adrmmstratlon 

The Central Intelligence Agency and other government orgamzatlons had _glven serious 

conslderatlon to the Cuban sltuatlon since 1958 A top secret paper, A Program of Actzon Agaznst 

the Castro Regrme, was drafted by the CIA and contamed the followmg four mam pomts 

(1) Creatzorr of a responszble and znzzfzed Cuban government zn exzie 
(2,) A port ezfill pz opaganda &enszI e 
(3) A cocert znteilrgencr a?zd actzotz organz=arzon zzz Cuba, to be resporzszve to 
the exzk opposztzon 
[4) A paramrlztaq force orrtsrde of Cuba for fzrtzrre gzzen-zlla actzolz 

The program (as Elsenho\\er, with an eye towards plausible demablhty, preferred to call plans 

whch he had not formally approced) was endorsed by Eisenhower and the Special Group on 17 

March 1960 3 No decision was made as to when (or if) the guerrillas would actually be inserted, 

although the CIA estimated required trammg \\ould take eight months The endorsement 

speclficall~ granted authorlzatlon to tram a X0 man Cuban paramrhtarq cadre outside the Cm-ed 

‘IV> den 21-25 The S&ma/ GI oup also kno\\n as the 5-t 12 Committee consisted of onI> a Depug Undersccretq 
of State the Dcput) Scxctaq of Dcfcnsc the Dlrcctor of the Central intelhgence Agcnq and the Speaal 
4sststant to the Presldcnt for Xatlonnl Sccurln 4ffatrs The group \$as authonrcc under SSC 5112/2 and met 
~eekl) It \\as the most sccrct opc’rnttng ~mt of the go\srnmcnt at that time 
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States for eventual clandestme msertion mto Cuba as guerrillas By 17 May, the CIA had 

established a radio transmitter on Swan Island tn the Canbbean to broadcast pre-mvasion 

propaganda mto Cuba Follo\rvmg an 18 August progress report to the Special Group, EtsenhoLver 

authorized Sl3 milhon to continue the effort 4 At that time, the stipulation was reiterated that no 

U S personnel were to be mvolved m the operation Neither an armed mvasron of Cuba nor U S 

partxrpatlon m guemlla operations were mentioned anywhere m the program 

CHIEFS, STAFFERS, IXDIANS AND AD HOC PLAYERS 

The drama’s lengthy cast of characters were players m the national security pohcy game by 

vntue of their position m either the Eisenhower or the Kennedy adrmmstratron The chzefs 

included Eisenhower, Kennedy, CIA Director Allen Dulles, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, 

Defense Secretary Robert )lcNamara, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Lyman L 

Lemnitzer, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (particularly Admiral Arleigh Burke), and the Special 

Assistant for National Security AfZairs, McGeorge Bundy j Richard Nixon, Eisenhower’s vice 

president, would not normally quai+ as a chief wnhm the context of A&son’s orgamzmg 

concepts As the Republican presidential nommee for the 1960 elections, hoccever, lx political 

ambmons made him a major actor m the pullmg and hauling that is bureaucratic politics Each 

‘~fa~~ell D Taylor, The Tqtlor Report. 13 June 196 1, Mam\ell D Taylor Papers, National Defense Umverslty 
Llbrac, Fort McSmr Washmgton, D C 2 The so-called Taylor Report 1s a remarkable document III saeral 
respects Declassdied III 1977, it was n-er published Compded as a senes of four memorandums to Kenned! 
(narratne lmmedlate causes of failure, conclusions, and recommendations), it typdies the concise, lucid wntten 
expression for nhlch the mtellectual Taylor is famous The other three members of the board (nhxh called itself 
The Green Stud& Group) were Admiral Arlelgh Burke. Robert Kennedy, and Allen Dulles Ongmallq classtied as 
Secret, Eves On&, and L’ltra-Sensrttl e only one cop) uas made Accordmg to W>den. that copy nas personally 
carned to each of the Jomt Chiefs b: Engadler General Da\ id W Gra! Gra! then sat 111th each of the Jomt Chiefs 
while the! read the report to make sure that no notes were taken Ta>Ior was subsequently recalled from reurement 
IJ> Kenned) and appomted as Chaxman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
‘Congressional Research Sen ice. CRS Report for Congress. The .Yatronal Securrn Counctl --.I? Otgancatronal 
.&es.sment (Washington. D C Llbraq of Congress 1993) 12 In contrast to pra~ous National SecunQ Adllsors 
Bundj emerged as an important cwxt~~c dlrecti> rcsponslble to the Prcsldent He became an actne paruclpant m 
polq making although hu performance durmg the &I> of Pigs sened nenhcr Kcnncdl’s nor the nation’s best 
interests 



chief had at least one lieutenant R hose lmprlmatur &as, m some cases, more prominent than tiat 

of the prmclpal 

Alhson defines staffers as the immediate staff of each chief Under Secretary of State Chester 

Bowles was strongly opposed to the plan Assistant Secretary of Defense for International 

Securlb Affaxs Paul Nltze was “unhappy” with the plannmg but did not articulate his nx.gl\xngs 

General Charles P Cabell, Deputy Dlrector of Central Intelligence, xx-as faulted for his farlure to 

exert more Judgment and leadership as the operation unfolded The CIA’s Deputy Director for 

Plans (covert operations), &chard Mean Blssell, Jr, was eventually fired (along wth his boss, 

Allan Dulles) by Kennedy for his key role m the operation Although Richard Helms’ position as 

dn-ector of operations m the CIA’s Plans Directorate would have quahfied him as a staffer m 

Mlson’s context, he carefully distanced timself from what he considered to be a “haxbramed” 

operation from the outset 6 

Robert Kennedy qualifies as one of his brother’s staffers, he was a cIose personal confidant of 

the president and exerted considerable mfluence on the behavior of other actors Kennedy press 

secretary Pierre Salmger could be consldered a staffer, although he later mamtamed that he had 

3een kept out of the loop until Just prior to the actual landmgs -4rrhur Schlesinger and Theocore 

Sorensen, as presldentlal adcrlsors, fall mto this group Lyndon Johnson (cunously) did not play a 

maJor part In addmon to the staffers, an interesting assonment of rrtdmns \\as included on the 

players roster 

hdzmzs Include polltlcal appointees and permanent go\ emment officials nlthm each of the 

departments and agencies United Katlons Ambassador Adlal Stevenson xxaas. along with Sahnger, 

kept m the dark 7 U S Information Agency Director Edward R hlurrow heard about the plan 

from a reporter Although 1iurrow strongly opposed the plan, he \\as denied admission to 

--___- -- 

%den 33 Hcims’ carccr gamble not to become lmol\ ed pad off He uas the Dtrector of the Cl4 from 1%X- 
1973 and he became a contro\craal figure durmg Watcrgnte In an effort to hccp hmi m lmc Prcsldent hl\on 
repcatedll thrcatrnec to e\posc Bn> of Pigs shcktons Helms connstcnth mamtnmcd thx hc had no Idea nhar 
Sixon was tnlkmg about 9pparcnth narhcr did an>onc else 
7P~erre Sahnger 1: II/T &ntwtlr (Lx Yorb Doubled+ R Comp.lm 1966) 117 



Kennedy’s inner circle CIA field operatnes mcluded Tracy Barnes, Howard Hunt and Rofando 

Martmez (both of whom tvere later involved m Watergate), Robert K Davx (who set up training 

bases m Guatemala), and David A PhIflips (who ran the propaganda shop) Manne Colonel Jack 

Ha\\kms was assigned as the operation’s m11mu-y commander and an operations were run by An- 

Force Colonel Stanley W Beer11 Although neither officer partrctpated m the landings, both 

helped shape the outcome CIA agents Grayston Lynch and Wilham Robertson actually 

accompanied Cuban assault troops to the beach and partictpated m combat operations ashore 

Fmally, the cast \\as rounded out \vrth ad hocplqers 

Within the context of Allison’s model of bureaucratic polmcs, ad hocplqers are actors in the 

wider government game, members of the press, congressional influentlals, and spokesmen for 

important interest groups Senator J Wham Fulbnght, an Arkansas Democrat and chairman of 

the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, had been unaware of the plan until a few weeks before 

the landings He was one of the few who vociferously denounced the initiative and unequnocally 

announced his opposition at every opportumty The press had been aware that invasion 

preparations were m progress but, m the interest of national security, downplayed the stories 

Cuban expatriates, particularly exiled political representatrves m Man-n to whom the CL4 looked 

for unified rebel leadership, meet Alhson’s cntena for constderatron as ad hoc players Furt.-rer 

exammatron of Alhson’s model and the mteractlon of the drama’s characters suggests that the Bay 

of Pigs was more of a pohtical outcome than a rational deciston 

COMPROMISE, CO-ALITIOX, COMPETITIOX, ASD COXFUSIO3- 

Each player brought assorted parochial baggage to the table Indtv-tdual prrormes, percepttons, 

and problems contnbuted to the pullmg and haulmg bet\\een the various government officials 

from wluch the Bay of Pigs evolved Accordingly, the Cuban invasion was not a conscious policy 

decision by a umtary rational actor It was an outcome resrrhrg from compronme, coahtrorr, 
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competlizon, and co@sIon among goterr~ment ofJicclal~ who see d&Serent faces of an issue 8 A 

revrelx of key perceptions, interests, and actions helps to explam both the Bay of Piss and 

Allison’s model 

The chiefs had less slgntficant roles m determmmg the final outcome than some of their staffers 

and mdians Eisenhower’s endorsement and fkndmg of the CIA’s Cuban Program, for exampfe, 

reflected no specific or implied mtention to invade Cuba He was supportne, however, of 

attempts at Cuban destablhzatron Nixon urgently (but quietly) pushed for the Program’s 

implementatron m the fall of 1960 As the Republican presidential nominee, he fervently desired 

the political capital the Republicans stood to gain if Castro was toppled pnor to the general 

electrons Klxon had no designs, however, for an amphibious assault Inheritmg the Program from 

Eisenhower, Kennedy was still stru,, -1q to get tus hands on the levers of power at the time he 

gave final approval for what he thought would be a “quiet” landing He had not been nearly as 

confident m tus own judgment durmg the run-up to the Bay of Pigs, therefore, as he was by the 

time he faced the mrssile crisis 18 months later 

The paramilitary complexion of the Cuban Program began to change during the summer of 

1960 g The CIA’s Deputy Director for Plans, Richard hf Bissell, was the most mfluential staffer 

among an impressive array of parucipatmg lummanes A former economrst who had earned his 

Doctorate at Yale, Bissell \vas widely considered to be one of the brightest stars m Washington 

He enjoyed the full support of Cr.4 Director Allen Dulles in his energetic efforts to expand the 

scope of the Cuban Program, and tt had not been a secret that Bissell was Kennedy’s selection as 

Dulles’ eventual replacement Hatm, 0 been the architect of several unsuccessful assassination 

attempts on Castro, Bissell was intensely determined to personally engineer the overthrou of the 

Cuban government \vtth an amphlbtous imasron lo 

‘Alhson 70-7 1 
‘Ta\ lor 2 
lo-&thur 51 Schlesqcr Jr .! T~~o?ousnrrd Drns Jolt F Kennec& m the II hrte Home (Qw York Greenwch 
House 1987) 241 Schlcsmgcr b~hcxcs that b\ that tulle B~sscll had become far more of an adlocate than an 
anal! st 
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Dulles briefed Eisenhower on the expanded plan on 29 Sovember 1960 and the Spectal Group 

on 8 December The assault force had grown to 600-750 Cubans with extraordmarrly hea\? 

firepower, and surplus B-26 aircraft had been used to form the nucleus of a tactical an force 1 1 

Origmal plans for a guemlla mfiltratron had been all but scrapped CIA operatives mere trammg 

the Cubans at a secret an-field (constructed by the CIA expressly for the purpose) in Guatemala 

The concept now called for preliminary an stnkes whxh, although launched from Nicaragua, 

would be made to appear to have been launched from Cuba and flown by defectors from Castro’s 

au force The objectrve now was to conduct an amphrblous landing and draw dissident Cuban 

elements to the landrng force with the ultimate goal of triggering a general uprismg Marine 

Colonel Jack Hatvkms, who had been destgnated the operation’s military commander, and the CL4 

tramers in Guatemala were optrmrstx and enthusrastrcally recommended approval Although 

Ersenhoner neither formally approved nor disapproved, the CL4 began to prepare a detailed 

operation order to support the modified concept I9 

The weeks followmg the mauguratlon m January 1961 were even&l Although he had first 

learned of the plan’s eustence m November 1960, Kennedy was formally bnefed on the operation 

on 28 January 1961 at a meetmg which mcluded the Vrce Prestdent, Secretary of State, Secretary 

of Defense, Dnector of Central Intelhgence, Chairman of the Jomt Chrefs, and the Xatlonal 

Securq Advtsor l3 Although Kennedy was skeptical about the operation’s chances of success, he 

issued gurdelmes for contmued plannm g The operation was, for the first time, assrgned to the 

Joint Chiefs for evaluation Earher m January the Joint Chrefs had submnted a recommendaAron 

that an mterdepaxtmental group constder a consolidated plan for contmued U S mvohement in 

the operation Although the recommendation reached the Secretary of Defense, it was never 

fonvarded 90 mentron of the recommendation \\as made at the 25 January meetmg l-! 

l l-h\ lor 3 
‘*Ta\ lor 5 
’ 3Tai lor 6 
I’,, lor 7- 10 



Although they later contended that they lvere not supportne of the plan, the Joint Chiefs 

submnted the opmron that the operation had a fan chance of success zf the assuzdt force HCZS 

sllccessfili 111 urcrtmg n general tqmsmg The landmg area had been changed to an area u-hlch, in 

contrast to the origmal landing sate, did not present the advantage of nearby mountams where the 

assault force could revert to guemlla operatrons If subsequent operatrons ashore were 

unsuccessful Thrs fact was never clearly comrnunrcated to Kennedy Although opposed to the 

new landing area, the Jomt Chiefs nevertheless evaluated the probability of success at the new 

Iandmg area and Included only a mmor comment that reflected then preference for the former sate 

As the operation gained momentum, more last minute changes were made to the plan which 

reflected the parochial interests of organizations and mdlvtdual players 

Kennedy and Rusk were concerned wrth the issue of national demabrlny and credibility (How 

anyone could serrously believe that the Umted States’ fingerprints would not be al1 over the 

mvasxon, however, remains an unsolved nddle ) Kennedy wanted a “quiet” landmg, preferably at 

mght He subsequently canceled half of the scheduled prelimmary air stnkes just prior to the 

mvaslon The stnkes had been essentral in order to destroy Castro’s ax force on the ground The 

mrsslon commander and CIA operatives were fixrous, but Btssell and Dulles readrly accepted the 

terms m the interest of proceeding with the landings The Cuban assault force&was never told of 

the canceilatlon Although Kennedy had consrstently insrsted that no U S rmhtary would be 

involved, the Cubans had been told that they could depend on U S mtervention if the attack 

stalled At about midday on D-l, 16 Apnl 196 1, Kennedy formally approved the landmg plan 

That night, less than SIX hours before the landings, Bundy called General Cabell at the CL4 and 

relayed for Kennedy that the D-Day stnkes could not be launched unnl an austnp had been 

secured Lvtthm the beachhead From Kennedy’s perspectrve, the pohtical risks were inversely 

proportronal to the mllnary risks 

Dlssentmg votces had amounted to Me more than cnes m the wilderness J N’riham Fulbnght 

1s the most notable example, but he was unable to convmce the leadership of either the tactrcal 

deficrencles or the questronable moraltty assocrated \\sth an attack on the legmmate government 
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of a soterelgn country Edward R h&u-row, Arthur Schlesmger, Paul Yltze, Chester Bowles and 

Adlal Stevenson were others l5 (Bowles believed his boss, Dean Rusk, had an orthopedic 

problem he was unable to put hs foot down ) Their opmlons \\ere not senously constdered 

Bobby Kennedy admonished at least one skeptic to be more of a team player and support the 

President Adrmral Burke argued forcefully but unsuccessfilly for US natal mtervention m order 

to salvage the landmgs The final catastrophic outcome was the resultant of the competltlon and 

cor&slon between the mynad of officmls mvolked m the pullmg and hauling of the bureaucratic 

process 

CONCLUSION 

The Bay of Pigs landmgs, as the outcome of the bureaucratic process, was dlstmctly d6erent 

from the expectations of any smgle actor or orgamzatlon As the central figure 111 the narrative, 

Kennedy’s perception of the rmssed signals and broken plays ments consideration I6 

First, Kennedy believed he had approved a quiet (although large scale) mfiltration of fourteen 

hundred Cuban exiles back mto their homeland The CIA not only kept the press well mformed, 

however, but actually sent battle communiques to a Madison -4venue public relatxons firm 

representing the Cuban pohtlcal front m Maml After accepting nuhtary hmltatlons in the Interest 

of reducmg the U S signature, Kennedy bellebed that role was actually exaggerated by the CI-& 

Second, Kennedy had believed that If the mvaslon failed, the extles could conduct guemlla 

operations from mountams m the kicmlty of the beachhead The nearest mountains \%ere separated 

from the beachhead by eighty miles of stkamps The landing force had not been tramed m guemlla 

15Dwid Halberstam. The Besr cl& the Brrghttsr, (New York Random House, 1972) 66 Commandant of the 
Manne Corps General Da11d Shoup. opposed a Cuban mxaslon A &da1 of Honor reaplent at Tarawa. Shoup 
o~erla>ed a red dot on a map of Cuba dunng a ii’hlte House bnefing He elplamed that the dot represented the SIX 
of Tara\\a and that It had reqmred three dqs and 15,000 Slannes to take It Hc ~cntuallq became KenncdJ’s 
fa\ ante general 
16Theodore C Sorensen Lznnr~~. (Xcn Yorh Harper & Ron 1965) 302-304 Sorensen had been the S~aal 
Counsel to Kenned! but claims (along wth Press Secreta? Sahnger and. to a lesser extent Spcc~al Acxlsor 
Schlesm_eer) to haxe been left auf of the mner circle during the run-up to the mxaslon Sorensen dclmcates thcsc 
fix e areas m \\ hlch Kenned\ felt that hc had been pamcularl? nwsmformcd b> the CIA and the Jomt Chwfs 
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operations The CIA netther told Kennedy that retreat to t=le mountains was not an optton nor 

informed the evtles of Kennedy’s desires 

Third, Kennedy’s prohibition of overt hencan support was neber relayed to the assault force 

The exiles had been led to believe that U S mtervention m the form of addmonal assault troops 

and air cover would guarantee the mt asion’s success Kennedy was not aware of the exiles’ 

assumptions 

Fourth, the CIA’s contention that the landings would be greeted wtth mass upnnngs was 

unfounded Public sentiment at that time, particularly m the Zapata area where the landings were 

conducted, was predommantly supportive of the Castro regime 

F&h, Kennedy had been told that the mbasion had to be conducted before Castro had time to 

acquire the mthtary capability to defeat tt In fact, he had already had the capabthty Further 

estimates regarding Castro’s mablhty to respond to the Zapata area were false Castro’s response 

was effective and tactically sound 

Sorensen’s points are valid, but hts assessment is representative of the admmistratton’s 

perspective in Its revtew of the failure Each of the other actors also had then own umque 

assessment. depending on thetr positton m the gobemment Explanations for farlure were lnmted 

to tactical considerations and ignore last mmute fiddling with the operation order by Kennedy, 

Rusk, and Bundy Moral rssues associated wnh an mvasion of a sovereign state do not appear to 

have been exammed Kennedy’s subsequent dtstrust of the Joint Chefs (as well as other “experts”) 

resulted m a style of White House mrcromanagement of nuhtaty confrontattons which has not 

always sened the national interest 

The debate concerning the lessons of the Bay of Pigs continues Examming the debate through 

the lens of Allison’s bureaucratic polmcal model presents an opportunity for better understanding 

of the mvaston, the model, and the history of I_: S forergn policy 
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