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Bertrand Russell’s Role I n
the Quban Mssile Oisis

Victoria Martin

4 nattack onthe Lhited S at es
w t h 10, 000 negat ons woul d
Aleajtotredesthd essatidly
all of the Anerican peopl e and to
thedsstrutiond theretion’ ‘1n1980
Pr esi dent Kennedy nenti oned
30, 000 negat ons as the si ze of the
wor | d’ s stockpi | e of nucl ear
weapons. ' !

I nthe aut unm of 1962 t he worl d
cane cl csetosea ngthesefrigten ng
statistics beconereal ity wenthe
two great superpowers of the @ld
\Wr, turned a di sput e over the
gover nnent of Glba i nt o a danger ous
gane of ‘ chicken', wthneither side
w | i ng to back down and | ose face.

Hwvever, thecrisiswas resad ved and
narny peopl eattributed at | east sone
of thistothe peace naki ng efforts of
the 90-year-d d Bertrand Russel | .
Russel | was wel | respect ed by
nany em nent peopl e and on hi s
ninetiethhirthday, ‘tributes poured
in: tel egrans fromkhrushchev, Tito,
Nkrunmah, Nehru and UThant.’ 2 He
had previ ousl y been known for his
vork i n nat henat i cs and phi | asophy
but | ater becane vel | -known for his
Liberd vievsandpditica op niams.
Most peopl e saw himas an
aristocraticinelectud bu vienhe
began hi s canpai gn for Nucl ear
D sarmanent hi s rebel | ous si de

shone through, nuch as it had done
intheHrst Verl d Ver, when he had
goetoprisonfor hisanti-var vi ens.
He was al so seen in a | ess
conpli nentary | i ght by nany onthe
right wng, and conversely by sone
ontheleft. Theright wng sawhi m
as a Communi st because of his
respect for Khrushchev, despitehis
earlier criticisns of Bl shevism In
the Vst a thistineviewstendedto
be di vided and si nplifiedinto
Capi tal i st or Communi st. So,
athough Rissel | hadrepeated y tried
toexplainthat, inthis particu ar
ci rcunst ance onl'y, was hi s synpat hy
wththeSvies, hevasstill seenas



‘nthingbut atod of thefar [eft’ by
the Aneri can press. nthe ot her
hand, nany of the NewLeft were
equa lydstrustfu of Rissd | because
of hisprevious ati - Bl shevi k vi evs,
expressedinhi s book The Rracti ce and
Theory of Bol shevi sm and conment s
such as ‘the Bol shevi ks had
destroyed al | beauty’.®Inthe
oversinpl i fied viewof ‘us agai nst
them Russel | fittedinwthneither
si de and so was viewed with
suspi cionfromboth | eft andright.
As a nenber of ascientific
Pressure group cal | ed Rugwash, and
as ex-presi dent of Q\Dand | eader
of the Cormttee of 100, he had
al ready devot ed consi derabl e ti ne
and energy to the fight for
di sarnarrent . One of the main
successes of t he peace novenent was
t he A der nast on nar ches, whi ch had
upto 60,000 participants at their

hel gt intheearly 1960s. Rissdl | nat
onlylent theve ght of hisnane, as
awvel | -respect ed phi | osopher and a
nenber of the House of Lords, he
alsotook avery activeroeinthe
canpai gn. O 6th August 1961, the
anni versary of the H roshi na bontp,
Russel | vas arrested at the age of 89
for incitingthe publictocivil
di sobedi ence and was sentencedto a
week' s i npri sonnent. Thi s out raged
the publ i ¢ and nade t he gover nnent
[ ook ridicul ous, nuchtothe
satisfactionof Russell. Ray Mk s
descriptionof Russell as‘awhite-
hai red prophet sittingwtharesd ue
expressi on on hi s face anong a vast
throgd youg, idedisticfdlomers’,

(previous page) Bertrand Russell, Edith
Russell, and Ralph Schoenman leading
the Hiroshima Vigil march from the
Cenotaph to Hyde Park, 1961.

(left) Bertrand Russell speaking at an
anti-nuclear demonstration organised
by the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament (CND), in Trafalgar
Square on September 20th, 1959.
Both pictures reproduced courtesy of the
Bertrand Russell archives, McMaster
University Library, Hamilton, Ont., Canada.

describes vel | the way that nmany
canpal gner s sawRussel | . 4 He vas an
iconfor youth: arol e nodel of
dgnifiedhbut deternned protest.
Thi s was not al ways t he case,
however, as he grewsteadi |y nore
hysterical inhis accusations, and
pettyinhisdedingswthpeode A
exanpl e of thisis his nuch-quoted
stat enent that Kennedy and
Macm | | an wer e * nuch nor e w cked
thanHtler’ Svhich, vhil st i ntended
for shock val ue rat her than as an
actual viewpaint, didlittletohe p
the cause. Russel | tended to keep
peopl e round hi mwho woul d fl atter
hsep paticdarlydringhislaer
years and this nay have ledto him
feelingthat hispditical roewvas
geater thanit infact was. He spent
anincreasi ng anount of tinewth
peopl e i ke Schoennan, who credi ted
himwthafar greater influencein

vorldaffairsthanwas actua ly the
caseandfar less tine wth sone of
hisdde friends, vioverena afrad
totell himhonestly what they
thought. Thisledtohisattitudes
grow ng steadi |y nore extrene,
perticu arly tovards Anerica There
was al so an i ncreased sense of
urgency i n hi s speeches and acti ons
and Russel | seened desperate to do
sonet hi ng to save the worl d from
sel f-destruction, evenif it neant
bel ng denounced as a hysterica and
senil e fool . To nany peopl e, this
hystericd attitudeinhislaer years
vas detrinental tothe novenent and
dninishestheinportanceof hisrde
inthe Glbannissilecrisis. During
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thethirteen-day-long eventsin onit, asasignal of Khrushchev
Qtober 1962, however there seened Wi shing to back out of the
littlegroups like Q\Dcoul ddo, wth  brinknanshi p he and Kennedy wer e
no tine to organi se narches and  headingfor, ascanbeseeninthis
proteststhey could only stand back  excerpt fromatel egram
andwatchalongwththerest of the

vorld Rsssdl, ontheather hand, felt | hadatal kthiseveningwth
that ‘therearethingsvhichaprivate Averel | Harrinan. He nade the
i ndi vi dual can do whi ch are nore fdlowngports:

difficult for a Mnister or an 1 Krushchev, hesaid, issendng
dw‘salm,eadtmddesam us%smrateggndstoget us
tryingtoact as peacenaker. tohel p hi moff t he hook.
Benbdaethestat o theMssile 5 qpq gy sae()) theirtrutios
asis, _Rssell mdbemt_rwgtovwn totheSvi e shipstocagethear
_thephlcdthe(hgerllkelytoertn course; (2) the nessage to
inGibabut the press had refusedto RBertrand Russel | If ve act
print hisoucries. Thi s ves perhges de shemiya’dspeedl.)./.vemtsil
totheir shrill tong, i ntendedtoshock, Kir ushohey ot a’dd,scredt the
and their | ack of support for such tough guys raund him
statenents as ‘ YOU ARE ABQUT TO Athur S:Heﬂrger I
DE.. becauserichAericans dislike Qot ober 24 1962, 0
the govermment that Qbens prefer, and ' '
have usedtheir vealthtospread|ies
about it.” " Rissel |l turnedtothe Glan
Enessy toprint thisleefl e, fudling
afewpeop € s suspi ci ons that he vas
inthe pay of the Quban gover nnent .
Wiat littlethe pressdidprint of
Resd|’'sstaemarts vesbe ngtadly
dstated, accord ngtoResd . xspite
thelack of pudicityfor hisactions,

The Anericans clearly viewed this
letter asinportant but, as Mnk
poi nts out, ‘ Khrushchev woul d have
found sone ot her opportunity to
nake this clear.™ Theletter seens After reviewing aerial photos indicating the

very nuch ai ned at theworldin placement of Soviet missiles in Cuba, the President

gener al, rather thanat Russell in speaks to the nation on TV, October 22, 1962, and

articular. Thisis shown when reports “unmistakable evidence...of offensive missile
P ) . . sites now in preparation...to provide a nuclear strike
. Khrushchev says, ‘what i s needed capability against the Western Hemisphere...It shall
Russel | continued t o bonard t he ; he eff | ; R
Hoads of Satewith tel d nowis...theefatsa dl staes, dl be the policy of this nation to regard any nuclear

€l egrans an m adal segnernt of iety.’ missile launched from Cuba...as an attack by the
| etters. To Khrushchev hi s nessages €S A SO Saey. Soviet Union on the United States, requiring a full
: Heis apped ingtotheverld, not j ust » requiring a fu

retaliatory response upon the Soviet Union.”

vere synpathetic, urginghimnot to- 4\ peed| Thefact thet hepud i shed
‘ wvoked : r ; . U.S. National Archives / The History Place
bepr bytheu wetifi el eadtion theletter before Russel | had even

o thelnted3aes. Tokemedy is oy suggests he was just a  efforts ever since 1945to arouse
nessages vereharshanderiticd , telling 0y nessage carrier. Qithe  humanity tothe dangers of nucl ear
himthat “civilisednancondenmsit’ o "o Khrushchevdoeésayhe varfare’. A the other end of the
adbegg ghimto” endthisnadness.” o ooooforaritude toM Bertrand  SPECtrumi's the vi ewhel d by Ronal d

Then Khrushchev sent al etter to Resd|’. UThat. theUitedNtions  Gaktha “thereis noevidenceto
Russel |, vihi chvas toprove aturning %creia‘y@nerd, a soexqressedhis suggest that Russell’sintervention
partinthecisis. Sdy, thepress i o and accordingtoQrdine  dfectedthecarsed everts', or the
ves i mmensel y interestedinRssell, - o chead “woteinhis nenoirs  Viewof Aan Ryanvho beli eves ‘ one
adreportersgatheredal ishoein "y yshchey' s conciliatory  cannot hel p but synpat hi ze with
Vel es. /s Russel| wylynotes, “‘they 4o i o vas. tosone extent. due  Kennedy s retort that Russell’s
suddenly di scovered | hedbeenrather  upy| Ressel | srepetedpleadings  “altentionmght vel | bedrectedat
concerned about thecrisisin@ba. {4 him and congratul atinghimon  theburgarsrather thantothose wo
Theletter, printedinthepress before this courageous stand for sanity”.’ 2 have caught theburg ars™.” Grdine
Rissel | hinsel f receivedit, cotained Hstorians have differedinthe  Mbor ehead suggests that this
asuggestionof a‘top-level neeting extent tovhichthey credit Russel | dfferenced ginonishbecase‘it hes
and was witteninagenerally  wthinvdveent inthecrisis. A oe becone f ashi onabl e t o deny Russel |
conci liatory tone, whichled Russel | edistheviewof B FeinbergandR  ayirfluenceat dl’.'*Th svi ewseas
tobdieeit tobe‘thefirstindcaion  Kasrilsthat ‘the nunber of people  reasonabdly vel | supported because a
of sanityonthepart of thepossible  who cane torely on hi s j udgenent I ot of prai sewas gi vento Russel
bel ligerents .°Rissd | vesnat theoly  and activities duringthis crucial inmedi atel y after thecrisishbut, as
oetoseethisasacrucid letter axd  period was consi derabl € . They  eventsfadedinpeod € s ninds, sotoo
the Awricanswerequicktopickup  atribuethistoRssdl’'s tirdess  ddRsssel’sinvad venaent.
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Thelevel of publicinterest in
Russel | " s rol e shows t hat nany
peopledidbelievehehad aroleto
play, athoughthey dffer vastlyin
exactly what thisrolewas. Qnthe
one hand ‘tel egrans and | etters
poured in, bringing praisefrom

peopl e convi nced that Russel | had
done sonet hi ng t o save t hemfrom
anucl ear var.” Qnhthe ot her hand,
“attacks on himinthe Anerican
press... roseto newhei ghts of
vituperation.’* The publ i ¢ seened
dividedover hisroeinthecrisis
but, vhether saviour or agitator, the
fact that there was argunent over
the nature of hisinvol venent shovs
thet at | east they agreedthet he hed
playedapart.

Imedi ately after thecrisis
Russel | was seen as a hero. A
processi on was hel d for himat his

e s

honeinVl esthat vasledby ‘alittle
boy hol di ng a banner al oft t hat
procl ai ned, “Thanks to Bert, V& re
still unhurt”.” Hs fanmly al so
encouraged himto bel ieve that his
roevasinportant; ‘Lucy, |ike nany
of those cl ose to him shared and

bd stered Rissel |’ s exagger a ed sense
of the part he had pl ayed inthe
negoti ations.’ Schoenman al so
credited Russell with nore
i nportance t han he actual |y had
whi ch, despite Russell clainingto
seethroughit, contributedtowat
Ray Monk descri bes as ‘the
notoriouslylargeego of Russdll.
Monk even goes so far as to
suggest that Russel |’ s vanity nay
have been partly toblane for his
one- si ded appr oach t o t he Quban
crisis, when he says ‘ by t he Quban

Sites of Soviet missiles in Cuba in 1962
John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library

Anbassador and t he Russi an
prem er he was treated as an
inportant andinfluential spokesnan
of world opi ni on; by Kennedy, on
the other hand, he vas treated as an
irrel evance; and by Harol d
Macmi | | an he was snubbed
altogether.”® Thisinpliesthat
Russell nay have treated
Khr ushchev wi t h nor e respect
because he fl att ered hi mand nade
himfeel inportant. Russell al ways
defended hi s favouri ngof the Sviets
by sayi ng that he woul d al ways
support thelesshd licosesidehut, as
Mbnk poi nts out, the Qubans were
thensd vesbel i coseinthissituation
Gastrotaunt ed Kennedy wththe fact
that they coul d now def end
t hensel ves agai nst an Aneri can
i nvasi on, but Russell seened
conveniertlytoiguoreths.

Russel | hinsel f seened t o change
hi s nind about theextent of hisrde.
Garkclainsthat ‘hehinsel f later
sad“ | donaot consider that | have
adteredthe course of history by one
hai r’ s breadth” whereas i n Uhar ned
\ictay, Rssd| says " nany peod e sert
letterstotheheads of stateinvd ved
| had t he good | uck t o be answer ed,
and at considerabl e length’, which
suggests he felt his rol e was an
influetia ore. It seensthet a the
tine Russel | was happy torevel in
the gl ory, andwth so nany peopl e
flatteringhis ego by thanki ng him
for savingtheworld, it ishady
surprisingthat hedidnot rushto
deryit. Hstoriansarenat agreed as
toweat Rssd| felt hisrdeves. Ry
Monk bel i eves that ‘despite
praestatiostothecotray, Resdl
clearly believedthat histel egrans
and st at enents had pl ayed an
important part in averting
catastrophe’, and G d i ne Mor ehead
sai d, ‘Russel | honestly didbelieve
thet... hisstand ngontheverl dstage
ves suchthat itsleadersvad dlistern.
A an Ryan, however, believes t hat
‘Russel | knewhisrd einthe ep sode
vs d nost acci denta’ . *

Totry todefine soneone’ srol e
inanevent isadifficult task
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John F. Kennedy meets with Nikita
Khruchchev in Vienna, May, 1961.
John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library.

because there are so nany factors
i nvol ved, both | ongtermand short
term It seens inpossibletosayto
what extent Russel |l influenced
event s because we w | | never know
what went oninthe heads of the
leaders of theworldat thistine
Russel | nmay wel | have been a
political pawn and a nessage-
carrier, usedas ago-betveen, o he
nay have genui nel y i nfl uenced
their decisions. Inthelongterm
Russel |’ s rol ewas one of palitica
activist, tryingtowarnthe worl d
of its dangerous and fool i shrace
towards sel f-destruction. Inthe
short term his rol e was nore
conf usi ng because, whil st bei ng
agai nst nucl ear arns, he actual ly
def ended Quba’ s right to own them
during the crisis. These two
Vi enpoi nt s nay seemi ncongr uous
but Rissel | naintainedthet, inthis
situation, thenai nobectivevasto
stopthecrisisesca ating. Viether
or not Russel | pl ayed a deci sive
role, wew | probably never know
for certanbut it isclear thet at the
very | east he ‘ nay have reninded
soneone that civilizationis no
snall thing .Y

John Kennedy meeting with Nikita
Khrushchev in Vienna, June, 1961.
National Park Service

FURTHER READING

For nore detai | ed i nf ornat i on about
Russel|'s life, Russell’s four
aut obi ogr aphi cal vol unes, My
Phi | osophi cal Devel opnent (London:
George Al l en & Lhwi n, 1959) and
The At obi ogrgphy of Bertrand Rissel |
(3 vols, London: George Allen &
Uwin, 1967, 1968, 1969).

QG her sources of bi ographi cal
infornati onincl ude Ford dCQark, The
Lifeof Bertrand Russel | (London: J.
Ge 19/, AD Invire(ed), Brtrad
Resd|l: CQiticd Assessnarts, . 1,
(London: Rout| edge, 1998), and Ray
Nonk, Bertrand Rissell: The Sairit of
S itude (London: J. Gyoe, 1996).

WWW, humani ti es. ntnast er. ca/
~bertrand/ i ndex. ht nh
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