
 

 

Syllabus: 
History 289/Winter 2018 

 

JFK: 
The Decision-Maker Behind the Myth 

  
University of Waterloo 

History 289 
Winter 2018 

Thursdays, 2:30 PM-5: 30 PM 
Hagey Hall (HH), Room 334 

 
Instructors: 

James G. Blight and janet M. Lang 
Department of History, University of Waterloo 

and 
Balsillie School of International Affairs 

CIGI Campus 
67 Erb Street West (corner of Caroline), BSIA Room 3-13  

Office Hours: By appointment only with the instructors 
 

jblight@balsillieschool.ca 
http://www.balsillieschool.ca/jamesblight 

 
jlang@balsillieschool.ca 

http://www.balsillieschool.ca/janetlang 
 

Pressure, pushing down on me 
Pressing down on you, no man asks for 
Under pressure 
It’s the terror of knowing 
What this world is about 
This is our last dance 
This is ourselves, under pressure. 

David Bowie/Queen, (1981) 
 
Courage is “grace under pressure,” as Ernest Hemingway defined it. But terrible 
pressures discourage acts of political courage, and can drive a leader to 
abandon or subdue his conscience. 

John F. Kennedy, Profiles in Courage (1956) 
 
 

1. BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE COURSE.  
 

mailto:jblight@balsillieschool.ca
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John F. Kennedy, the 35th U.S. president, has emerged from our own research 
and that of others over the past quarter century as a very different leader from your 
parents’ or grandparents’ Jack Kennedy. The most widely-held myths about JFK as a 
decision-maker have been thoroughly refuted in several respects.  
 

First, formerly thought of as a cold warrior and hawk, we now know that Kennedy 
was cautious and had a spine of steel in resisting his hawks, who on at least six 
occasions tried to talk him into taking the nation and the world to war. Second, we know 
from the archives and informed oral testimony in Moscow, Havana and Hanoi, that 
Kennedy was right to resist his hawks. If war came, initiated by the U.S., most of 
Kennedy's advisers told him the Soviets would not respond, due to the U.S.'s 
overwhelming nuclear superiority at the time. We now know that the Soviet responses 
would have been devastating, probably uncontrollable, and possibly apocalyptic. Third, 
once believed to be the paragon of "vigah," health, and vitality, JFK was actually one of 
the sickest, most physically compromised American presidents in U.S. history. He was 
given last rites by a priest at least four times, and possibly a fifth--the latter while he was 
president, in June 1961. Fourth, many still believe that JFK was unsympathetic to the 
U.S. civil rights movement, led by Martin Luther King, Jr, and that his successor, Lyndon 
Johnson, succeeded in passing civil rights legislation in spite of Kennedy, not because 
of him. But we now know that JFK acted courageously and decisively in the spring of 
1963 to begin to redress the generations of abuse suffered by African Americans.  

 
In this course, students will examine the connections between JFK’s life-long 

“body boot camp,” in which Kennedy learned never to trust experts—whether doctors or 
generals—and the decisions he made (and did not make) on the half-dozen occasions 
when he was intensely pressured to go to war, and also on civil rights in the spring of 
1963. We will explore these connections in biographies and other books, articles, films, 
podcasts, blogs, graphic novels and the revealing “Kennedy tapes,” which give a “fly on 
the wall” immediacy to observing Jack Kennedy making decisions under tremendous 
pressure.  

 
We will ask: what are the takeaways for us, in the 21st century, as our leaders 

contemplate military options in foreign policy crises? We will ask, as we apply the 
lessons from more than a half-century ago: what would Jack Kennedy do, and why; 
and, what would Jack Kennedy not do, and why not? JFK was far from infallible, but 
many of his key decisions suggest considerable relevance for our own time. 
 

2. GETTING UP TO SPEED FAST: START HERE (AND HERE AND HERE)!  
 

The instructors want this course to be fun, as well as interesting and informative. 
Probably the most unusual feature of the course is its use of transmedia (aka multiple 
platform story-telling) as a means of engaging digital natives like you in this wild and 
wooly 21st century. Start your adventure by clicking on the following three links, as you 
begin to immerse yourself in the mindset of the instructors of this course: 
 
1.  http://www.armageddonletters.com. 

http://www.armageddonletters.com/
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Begin with this site. Plan to return to it throughout the semester, as we build our 
understanding of JFK’s decision-making. 
 
2.  https://www.cigionline.org/sites/default/files/no20.pdf 
 
This post, from November 2013, provides the substantive outline for the entire course. 
Get to know the man, the president and the decision-maker. 
 
3.  http://www.armageddonletters.com/sites/default/files/no.%208.pdf 
 
This post, from October 2012, argues that nothing could be more policy-relevant today 
than the tale of a leader—JFK—who resisted tremendous pressure to take his nation 
and the world to wars—wars that, in the light of history, would likely have been 
catastrophic. 
 

3. CONDUCT OF THE CLASS:  
 

All classes will begin with video relevant to JFK’s presidency, along with context 
provided by the instructors. We will then take a short break. The second part of each 
class (except for the first class) will begin with five to ten minute “provocations” from one 
or more students (who will have signed up in advance for that particular day). Your 
objective, as a “provocateur,” will be to launch the discussion for that particular day, in 
what you believe are fruitful directions, based on both the assigned readings for that 
day, and whatever has occurred during the first part of the class—something in the 
video material, or something connected to what the instructors have said. Each student 
will be required to act as provocateur at least once. 

 
You might address such issues as the following: anything you may have found 

mysterious or confusing and in need of discussion by the students and instructors; the 
principal message, or messages, you found central to the reading and/or viewing; what 
you found yourself agreeing with wholeheartedly, or rejecting with equal enthusiasm; 
which issues in your view need to be debated in class before you would be willing to 
endorse or reject something you have encountered in the reading. After the 
provocations, the instructors will open up the discussion to the entire class.  
 

There is no “right” or “wrong” way for students to do this, other than to observe 
the requirement that the provocation remarks not take longer than ten minutes. 
Students may work together on their provocations, or work individually. It depends on 
the class size. The instructors will bring a sign-up sheet to the first class. First come, 
first served. If you sign up early, your choices of dates and topics will be greater than if 
you wait until the last minute. Those who do not sign up voluntarily will be assigned to 
an open day in the class schedule. Your provocations and participation in the class 
discussions will contribute to your grade. (Details below.) 
 

4. THE RESEARCH PAPER. 

https://www.cigionline.org/sites/default/files/no20.pdf
http://www.armageddonletters.com/sites/default/files/no.%208.pdf
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 The instructors will evaluate students in part on the basis of a research paper, 
not to exceed 15 single-spaced pages, including endnotes and other supporting 
material (12 pt font and 1" margins all around).  The paper should be submitted 
electronically to the instructors as an e-mail attachment. Longer is not necessarily 
better. The content of the paper will be discussed individually with each student either 
during office hours (by appointment) throughout the semester, or via e-mail (or both). A 
précis (a brief summary or outline) not to exceed 5 pages will be submitted 
electronically to the instructors at anytime before class on Thursday 1 March. The 
instructors will email feedback on the précis to students prior to the next class, on 
Thursday 8 March. The précis will not be graded. It is meant to help you get started in 
writing a good paper. The research paper will be a major factor in determining your 
grade for the course. An electronic copy of the research paper must reach the 
instructors via an email attachment on or before Monday 10 April. 
 
 The précis is fundamentally a progress report, and also an “action-enforcing 
device” to make sure students stick to a schedule that insures that the research paper 
will: (1) not be a big surprise to the instructors; (2) not be thrown together at the last 
minute; and (3) be worked out in a dialogue with the instructors, over the course of the 
semester, on a subject of interest to the students, and also on a subject about which the 
instructors are well enough informed to give a knowledgeable and helpful reading. By 
far, in the view of the instructors, the best way to accomplish these objectives is to 
adopt a two-pronged strategy: first, to meet occasionally, as needed (but by no means 
required) with the instructors, if students feel the need to discuss their progress (or lack 
of it) orally; and second, even more importantly, to be in touch via e-mail as often as the 
need arises throughout the semester, trying out ideas, asking about sources to be 
consulted, and so on. Since the final paper is a written paper, by far the best way for 
students to assess their progress is via responses of the instructors to their written 
products, however, tentative and preliminary they might initially be. So: put it in writing, 
fire off an email to the instructors, get an email response, and then plunge back into the 
paper. 

 
5. CONSTITUENTS OF THE FINAL GRADE FOR THE COURSE. 

 
Each student’s provocation (or provocations) along with weekly participation in 

the seminar discussions will account for roughly 50% of each student’s final grade in the 
course. The final paper will also account for roughly 50% of the grade for the course. 
 

6. REQUIRED READING. 
 
 Three of the four required books for the course are available in the UW 
bookstore. (The other one is available free and online.) Links to supplemental readings 
are listed below, under the date on which they will be discussed. In some instances 
supplemental materials will be supplied as attachments to emails. 
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Here are the principal required readings for the seminar, listed in alphabetical order by 
author: 
 
• James G. Blight and janet M. Lang, The Armageddon Letters: 

Kennedy/ Khrushchev/Castro in the Cuban Missile Crisis (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012). Available at the UW Bookstore. 

 
This book is focused on the remarkable correspondence during the height of the 
October 1962 Cuban missile crisis between U.S. President Kennedy and Soviet 
leader Nikita Khrushchev; and between Khrushchev and Cuban leader Fidel Castro. 
The three leaders, each trying to avoid a catastrophic war over the clandestine 
emplacement of Soviet missiles in Cuba, are led by their own misperceptions and 
misjudgments to raise the risk of just the sort of conflict they most want to avoid—a 
nuclear war. The letters are sobering, dramatic and highly relevant to the tasks 
facing those charged with responsibility for dealing with contemporary flash points—
such as North Korea, Iran, Israel, South Korea or Pakistan. The book is the anchor 
of a transmedia website, and should be read simultaneously with exploring the site. 

 
• Andrew Cohen, Two Days in June: John F. Kennedy and the 48 

Hours That Made History (New York: Random House, 2014). 
Available at the UW Bookstore.  

 
A pivotal moment in modern history comes alive when you read this marvelous book 
by one of Canada’s top journalists. In early June, 1963, JFK faced squarely, and 
simultaneously, the two greatest issues facing any modern U.S. president, one 
domestic—race relations—and one in foreign policy—the threat of nuclear war. 
Cohen’s book is woven around two of Kennedy’s speeches: the one on war and 
peace delivered at American University of Washington, DC on 10 June 1963; the 
other, on civil rights and relations between blacks and whites, delivered on 11 June 
1963 on national radio and television. Although the book is a factual account, based 
on a comprehensive search of the archives, the drama unfolds as it might in a 
compelling work of fiction. JFK is the “star,” but he has a very able supporting cast 
as well, led by his brother Robert, the U.S. Attorney General.  
 
Two Days in June will be augmented by some remarkable film footage from the 
Kennedy White House. We will watch the speeches and discuss them. We will also 
watch a documentary film by Robert Drew, whose team of cameramen was invited 
by JFK into the White House to film the president and his advisers, as they 
deliberate how to manage the civil rights crisis in which they find themselves. You 
will feel at times as if you have actually been propelled in time and space to June 
1963 into the Kennedy White House. 

 
• Chris Matthews, Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero (New York Simon & 

Schuster, 2011). The book can be downloaded as an ebook from 

http://www.armageddonletters.com/
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itunes, as well as from Google Books. Available at the UW 
Bookstore. 

 
The author is known to millions as the host of the long-running MSNBC talk 
show,“Hardball.” He is also the author of several well-regarded books on recent U.S. 
political history. His “Kennedy and Nixon” explores a little-known secret kept by both 
leaders: while they were political adversaries, both JFK and RN actually liked each 
other when they were colleagues in the House of Representatives in the immediate 
post-war years. In Jack Kennedy Matthews provides, for the first time, a biography of 
Kennedy focused primarily on his evolution as a politician, first in Massachusetts, 
then at the national level becoming, at 43, the second youngest president in U.S. 
history. (Theodore Roosevelt was a few months younger than JFK when he took 
office.) Matthews, who worked for many years as a political adviser and chief of staff 
to several prominent politicians, interviewed many of the key behind the scenes 
political advisers who helped make Kennedy’s whirlwind career possible.   

 
• Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front, trans. from 

the German by A.W. Wheen (1929). Available free and online at: 
http://www.myteacherpages.com/webpages/esimpson/files/AQWF
%20-%20full%20text.pdf 

 
John F. Kennedy read this book as a thirteen-year old boy, shortly after its 
translation into English was published, in 1929. He also saw the 1930 film, staring 
Lew Ayres as Paul Baumer. Together, they had a profound impact on young JFK. 
Many of his characteristics as a decision-maker in the White House can be traced in 
part to Remarque’s book: revulsion at the horror of war; profound skepticism at the 
arrogance and ignorance of military bigwigs; and a highly developed sensitivity to 
the possibility of unintended consequences of one’s actions.  

 
Note: In addition to the required books, articles and movies, the instructors have 
listed relevant web-links: commentary on documents, reports, analyses, photos 
and video relevant to the issues under discussion in the seminar in each 
particular week.  

 
 

7. SCHEDULE OF CLASSES AND ASSIGNMENTS  
 

4 January/Class #1: 
 

During the first part of the class, the instructors will provide an outline of the 
course, before opening it up for discussion. Together we will explore what students 
believe about JFK, on what basis they believe it, and whether the study of a decision-
maker who died a half century ago can have any relevance to problems of war and 
peace in the 21st century.  
 

https://itunes.apple.com/ca/book/jack-kennedy/id427556385?mt=11
http://books.google.ca/books/about/Jack_Kennedy.html?id=vKNGhCqmFRYC&redir_esc=y
http://www.myteacherpages.com/webpages/esimpson/files/AQWF%20-%20full%20text.pdf
http://www.myteacherpages.com/webpages/esimpson/files/AQWF%20-%20full%20text.pdf
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Students who have not already done so, should click on the three links in Part Two, 
above, and explore the posts by the instructors.  
 
Before the break: We will screen two short films from the transmedia site 
armageddonletters.com, where a live or animated version of one of the instructors will 
serve as our first “provocateur.” The films are: “Who Cares About the Cuban Missile 
Crisis?” and “Fear.”  
 

Part One: JFK Immersion School/October 1962 
 

11 January/Class #2:  
Sleepwalking Toward Catastrophe 

 
Students will enter a “JFK immersion school,” focused on Kennedy’s decisions 

before, during and after the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962. The crisis was the 
most dangerous in human history, an event that nearly spiraled into a nuclear 
catastrophe. JFK himself was partly to blame for the onset of the crisis, as were the 
other two major players, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, and Cuban President Fidel 
Castro. In the period leading up to the missile crisis, misunderstandings and 
misperceptions abounded, defensive actions were mistaken for threatening gestures, 
and the leaders began their sleepwalk toward the brink of nuclear war.  
 
Required Reading and Viewing:  
 
Blight and Lang, The Armageddon Letters: pp. 1-78 (to the end of the section 
called “Collision”).  
 
Before the break: We’ll return to armageddonletters.com for an introduction to the 
crisis—via Armageddon by Three Names—and an introduction to the three leaders—via 
Be Kennedy, Be Khrushchev, and Be Castro.  

 
 
 
 

18 January/Class #3: On the Brink of the Unspeakable 
 

This is where it really gets scary. Fearing that the U.S. is poised to destroy the 
Cuban Revolution and put another U.S. puppet in power in Havana, the Russians 
secretly deploy nuclear missiles to Cuba. The U.S., which is closely monitoring what the 
Russians are giving the Cubans, does not immediately realize that missiles capable of 
hitting U.S. targets are involved in the Soviet “gifts” to their Cuban allies. When 
Washington does realize it, the Kennedy administration reacts strongly by establishing a 
“quarantine” of the island and threatening to bomb and invade if the Russians don’t take 
back their “offensive” weapons. The Cubans, who have been in the U.S. crosshairs ever 
since they came to power in January 1959, announce repeatedly that the Cuban nation 
will fight to the death against any American bombing campaign and/or invasion. So the 
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stage is set for the ultimate tragedy. For a week or more, the world seems poised on the 
brink of total destruction.  
 
Required Reading: Blight and Lang, The Armageddon Letters, pp. 79-122  
(“Spiral”).  
 
Before the break: The readings this week include one of the scariest documents we 
have ever encountered—Fidel Castro’s letter to Nikita Khrushchev on the 27th of 
October 1962. In this Armageddon Letter, Castro, expecting a full-scale invasion by the 
U.S., asks Khrushchev to nuke the U.S., once that invasion starts. Following the release 
of this letter, many people asked Was Castro Crazy? We will explore that question in a 
short animated film with that title.  
  

25 January/Class #4: Resolution of the Crisis/Lessons 
 

Over the past quarter century, our knowledge of decision-making during the 
Cuban missile crisis has increased exponentially. From interviews, conference 
transcripts, and declassified (formerly top-secret) documents from the U.S., Cuba and 
Russia, we now know just how close the world came to Armageddon. The more we 
have learned, the scarier it gets. Yet the three main participants in the crisis—Kennedy, 
Khrushchev and Castro—found a way out. Their mutual misunderstandings led to the 
crisis. But the threat of nuclear war seems to have focused their minds on a single 
objective: prevention of a nuclear war. Even Fidel Castro and his Cuban constituents, 
threatened by the U.S. and betrayed (as they saw it) by their Russian patron, agreed to 
compromises that prior to this brush with oblivion would have been unthinkable. This 
week we will discuss what was involved in the leaders’ last-minute grasp at a resolution 
to the crisis, and what it teaches us about “the art of the possible” when the threat of 
nuclear war is imminent. 
 
Required Reading and viewing: 
 
Blight and Lang, The Armageddon Letters, pp. 123-238 (“Escape,” “Squeeze,” 
and “Hope”).  
 
Before the break: We will screen excerpts from "The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons 
From the Life of Robert S. McNamara.” The Errol Morris film won the Academy 
Award in 2004 for best documentary feature. (The instructors served as principal 
substantive advisers to Morris, and to his subject, the former U.S. secretary of defense, 
Robert S. McNamara.) It is poignant, scary, and illuminating. It has become one of the 
most viewed documentaries ever produced. The film is especially brilliant in its section 
on the Cuban missile crisis, where Bob McNamara speaks about his experience in 
1962, and his experience in 1992, when, at a conference in Havana that we co-
organized, McNamara was able to discuss the risk of nuclear war in October 1962 with 
Fidel Castro. 
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Suggested Reading: "Zero: The Surprising and Unambiguous Policy-relevance of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis." The instructors posted this paper in October 2012, on the 50th 
anniversary of the crisis. It argues that the crisis indicates not only that nuclear arsenals 
must be reduced, but that they should be completely eliminated. 
 
Suggested website exploration: 
 
http://www.cubanmissilecrisis.org/lessons/. This website was established by The JFK 
School at Harvard just before the 50th anniversary of the Cuban missile crisis in October 
2012. The tab on lessons is useful because it tracks the way the crisis has been 
understood and misunderstood by several generations of leaders and citizens alike.  
 

Part Two: Becoming John F. Kennedy 
 

1 February/Class #5: JFK, Growing Up, 1917-1946  
 
 The more we learn about JFK’s young life, the more surreal becomes his 
emergence, later on, as a politician and president of the United States during the height 
of the U.S.-Soviet Cold War. On the one hand, he had many advantages: his father was 
rich; he went to the best schools, including the Choate Rosemary Hall boarding school 
and Harvard University. He was raised in a cosmopolitan environment, including long 
visits to England in the 1930s when his father, Joseph P. Kennedy, was the U.S. 
ambassador to Great Britain. On the other hand, he was a sickly child; he nearly died on 
several occasions; and he spent a good deal of his young life in hospitals and clinics. 
His medical history was kept secret by the Kennedy family until 2001, when historian 
Robert Dallek was given access to Kennedy’s medical records. (See below, in the 
reading for class #9 on 8 March, for more details about JFK’s health problems.) 
 
Required Reading and Viewing: 
 
Matthews, Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero, preface through chapter 4, “War Hero.” 
 
John Hersey, “Survival,” from The New Yorker, 17 June 1944. This article was 
instrumental in establishing JFK as a bona fide war hero, whose boat, PT-109, was cut 
in half by a Japanese destroyer, killing two of Kennedy’s crew. The rest survived due 
mostly to the ingenuity and courage of JFK, the boat’s commander: 
 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1944/06/17/survival-2 
 
Before the break: we will screen the PT-109 episode from the popular TV series of the 
1950s, “Navy Log.” The show produced dozens of historical reconstructions of naval 
events during the Second World War. This episode was in part responsible for 
popularizing Kennedy to a wide audience as a war hero. The Kennedy for president 
campaign relentlessly advertised Kennedy’s war experience as evidence of his ability to 
perform as president, despite his youth and inexperience. We will also screen a 

http://www.cigionline.org/publications/2012/10/zero-surprising-and-unambiguous-policy-relevance-of-cuban-missile-crisis-0
http://www.cigionline.org/publications/2012/10/zero-surprising-and-unambiguous-policy-relevance-of-cuban-missile-crisis-0
http://www.cubanmissilecrisis.org/lessons/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1944/06/17/survival-2
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(roughly) four-minute ad with film icon Henry Fonda comparing JFK with Franklin 
Roosevelt.  
 

8 February/Class #6: JFK, the Emerging Politician, 1946-1960 
 
 Among the popular myths about JFK are the following: that he was not ambitious, 
that he had everything given to him on a silver platter, and that as a politician, his 
success should be attributed to his father’s money, his own good looks, and the 
services provided him by a first-rate team of political operatives, led by his brother, 
Robert (“Bobby”). The money was there from the start, as were his good looks. And his 
team was very good. But as Chris Matthews shows, JFK was a driven politician who, 
from a very early point knew that he wanted to be the president of the United States. He 
needed to get elected to Congress in order to get to the Senate. He needed the Senate 
as a launching pad for a run at the presidency. He learned from his mistakes. And as 
Matthews argues, Kennedy was not only willing to play political “hardball,” but he and 
his team played “winner take all” as JFK worked his way to the White House. Looking 
back, JFK may seem simply destined for the White House. But he got there because, in 
addition to some obvious advantages, he also out thought and out worked his 
opponents. And he did it all while hiding from public scrutiny his potentially fatal 
Addison’s disease and his crippling (and progressively worsening) lower back pain. 
 
Required Reading and Viewing: 
 
Matthews, Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero, chapters 5-12.  
 
JFK's "Pullout" Speech, 1956. This is vividly described in Matthews’ book. Seeing the 
handwriting on the wall, JFK rushes to the speaker’s rostrum to concede his run at the 
vice-presidential nomination to Sen. Estes Kefauver of Tennessee. Rather than let the 
clock run down with a whimper, JFK goes out with a bang that will bode well for him 
when he runs for all the White House marbles in 1960. You can go directly to JFK’s 
short speech by scrolling to the 28-minute mark. Keep in mind that he was literally 
making this up on the spot, and in opposition to the advice of most of his advisers. 
 
JFK's Acceptance Speech, LA, 1960. Excerpts from a remarkable speech. Note that 
when the camera focuses on Adlai Stevenson (who has just lost the nomination to 
Kennedy in a bruising battle behind the scenes), everyone claps and cheers except 
Stevenson. (A journalist wrote at the time that, “Adlai looked as if he were having bad 
gas pains.”) Note too the way Kennedy speaks about his feelings in being nominated 
even though he was a Roman Catholic, only the second time it has happened in 
American history. Final note: teleprompters did not exist in 1960. JFK is working from 
notes, but largely just winging it. 
 
The First JFK-Nixon Debate. The first-ever live, televised U.S. presidential debate by 
major candidates. It changed the course of the campaign, giving Kennedy the 
advantage, and eventually altered U.S. history, as JFK went on to become the 35th U.S. 
president. Note how cool and relaxed Kennedy is, and how awkward Nixon appears 

http://www.c-span.org/video/?3396-1/kennedy-pullout-speech-roll-call-vp-nomination
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w4iQPwEEujk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbrcRKqLSRw
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right from the start. Note too how articulate and in command of the facts both 
candidates are. Finally, compared to the debates of recent years, these two candidates 
seem very polite, respectful of one another. This seems odd, perhaps, in the light of 
Nixon’s well-deserved reputation as the master of dirty tricks, nefarious innuendo, and 
personal attacks on opponents. But the fact is: at this stage, Kennedy and Nixon 
actually liked one another. They stuck to the issues—so much so that, in light of what 
has happened in U.S, politics since then, the two candidates seem to have arrived from 
another planet, a much more civilized planet than we currently inhabit. 
 
Before the break: we will screen “The Making of the President, 1960,” a 
documentary film based on Theodore White’s Pulitzer Prize-winning book. The piece 
contains remarkable footage of both Kennedy’s and Nixon’s 1960 campaigns for 
president, as well as some revealing glimpses of the way both candidates approached a 
milestone in U.S. history: the first live, televised debate between the two leading 
candidates for president. 
 

15 February/Class #7: JFK, the Presidential Decision-maker 
 
 Our understanding of JFK as a presidential decision-maker has been greatly 
revised over the last 25 years. Once thought of as a Cold War hawk, a leader who 
needlessly exposed his constituents to crisis after dangerous crisis during his 1036 days 
in office, we now know that Kennedy actually prevented the hawks in his administration 
from initiating wars on at least six occasions. Before a quarter century ago, historians 
had only JFK’s Cold War rhetoric to guide them, which was often hawkish, and the 
histories of his administration written by his loyal aides, who were thought biased and 
unreliable—the posthumous rendition of what many journalists resented, the vaunted 
Kennedy spin machine. We know now, after the declassification of crucial documents 
from archives all over the world, and from oral testimony by JFK’s aides, allies and 
adversaries, that the spin-doctors were right all along. Kennedy stood between his 
military and war, and he refused to budge. Chris Matthews is aware of this, and that is 
why the word hero in the subtitle of his book is not in quotation marks.  
 
Required Reading and Viewing: 
 
Matthews, Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero, chapters 13-16.  
 
James G. Blight and janet M. Lang, “You Don’t Know Jack: JFK’s Weak Body and 
Strong Spirit,” The Daily Beast, 15 November 2013: 
 
https://www.thedailybeast.com/jfks-weak-body-and-strong-spirit 
 
Suggested reading and viewing: 
 
JFK and Gen. Godfrey McHugh, a 1963 telephone conversation about a suite for Jackie 
Kennedy that the Air Force had just installed at Otis AFB on Cape Cod, near the Kennedy 
summer compound. If you wonder whether Kennedy, a very young president, may have 

https://www.thedailybeast.com/jfks-weak-body-and-strong-spirit
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NtLTmg2vCzY
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been intimidated by senior military officers, think again. In this call, he terrorizes an Air 
force General about a looming public relations disaster. 
 
JFK's Withdrawal From Vietnam, secret tape recordings made on 2 October 1963, of a 
conversation involving JFK, National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy, Secretary of 
Defense Robert McNamara and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Maxwell 
Taylor. These tapes, which were declassified and transcribed a few years ago, reveal a 
JFK who is conspiring with McNamara to bypass some of his hawkish advisers and begin 
to prepare to withdraw the bulk of the 16,000 U.S. military advisers from South Vietnam—
after his (presumed) reelection in November 1964.  
 
Before the break: We will screen an excerpt about the making of Stanley Kubrick’s 
timeless masterpiece, “Dr. Strangelove: Or, How I Learned to Stop Worrying and 
Love the Bomb” along with one of the iconic scenes from the film. Dr. Strangelove is 
one of the greatest American films ever made, and the best account on film of the 
absurdity of “mutual assured destruction,” or nuclear deterrence, supposedly the means 
by which the peace was kept during the Cold War. The 1964 film both is, and is not, a 
satire. While very funny, the film nevertheless differs only in degree from the way the 
Cold War was actually played out. So enjoy it. The movie conveys, as only great art 
can, some of the deepest, darkest fears of what might happen during the Cold War, 
especially during periods when it seemed poised to break out into war involving the U.S. 
and USSR. “Dr. Strangelove” is a great filmmaker’s attempt to come to terms with the 
Cuban missile crisis. 
 

22 February: No Class (Reading Week) 
 

Part Three: The Origins of JFK’s Skeptical Outlook 
 

1 March/Class #8: What JFK Learned From World War I 
 
 JFK was born in 1917, during the First World War. He would later become a 
famous war hero for his exploits in the Pacific in the Second World War. But what 
Kennedy learned from his reading about World War I was fundamental to his later 
outlook as a politician. JFK was deeply affected by his reading about a war that ended 
when he was two years old. He learned a great deal about political decision-making 
during the war from one of his heroes, Winston Churchill, especially from Churchill’s 
three-volume study of the war, The World Crisis. But he learned about the tragic plight 
of the ordinary soldier from a 1929 novel, All Quiet on the Western Front, by the 
German writer Erich Maria Remarque.  
 
Required reading and viewing: 
 
Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front, trans. by A.W. Wheen (1929).  
John F. Kennedy read this book as a twelve year old, when it was published in 1929. He 
also saw the 1930 film, staring Lew Ayres as Paul Baumer. Together, they had a 
profound impact on young JFK. Many of his characteristics as a decision-maker in the 

http://whitehousetapes.net/clip/john-kennedy-and-senior-civilian-and-military-advisers-kennedy-withdrawal-combined
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White House are consistent with the messages of Remarque’s book: revulsion at the 
horror of war; profound skepticism at the arrogance and ignorance of military bigwigs; 
and a highly developed sensitivity to the possibility of unintended consequences of 
one’s actions. Finally, Kennedy, who read widely and deeply and loved poetry, knew the 
work of the British war poets like Siegfried Sassoon and Robert Graves. JFK’s favorite 
poem, one he taught to his daughter Caroline, was “I have a Rendezvous With Death,” 
by Allen Seeger, who was killed in the First World War. He also admired Raymond 
Asquith, another who died in the trenches of the Western Front.  
 
 "I Have a Rendezvous With Death," by Allen Seeger, an American who fought and died 
in World War I as a volunteer for the French Foreign Legion. This poem remained JFK’s 
favorite poem throughout his life. Seeger’s nephew, the folk singer and political activist, 
Pete Seeger, was a classmate of JFK’s at Harvard. 
 
Raymond Asquith, JFK’s role model for all time, son of the British Prime Minster at the 
outset of World War I. Here are several memories of Asquith, who does indeed sound 
much like the young JFK: apparently carefree but deeply determined to succeed, gifted, 
handsome, and a man who could easily have pulled strings and avoided service in 
WWI. Instead, he pulled strings to insure that he was sent to the Western front, where 
he was killed in the bloody Battle of the Somme, in 1916.  
 
Winston Churchill, Great Britain’s feisty, irascible prime minister during the Second 
World War, Churchill commanded the British naval forces during WWI. He was 
dismissed from the Cabinet after the disastrous British attempt to force the Turks out of 
Gallipoli in 1915. Out of office, he wrote a multi-volume account of the war, The World 
Crisis, which JFK read over and over again during his many hospitalizations as a boy 
and young man. See “The Deadlock in the West,” pp. 291-294, for Churchill’s 
magisterial account of the global catastrophe that WWI ultimately became. 
 
Before the break: We will screen videos of two (roughly) 18-minute talks given by the 
instructors to an audience of students on Remembrance Day (11 November) at the 
Centre for International Governance Innovation. The two talks are: (1) “Remember What 
on Remembrance Day?” that focuses on the scale of the tragedy of the First World War; 
and (2) “No Missiles of October!” that explores the impact of the First World War on JFK 
as a youth, and the way the war shaped his outlook as president of the United States. 
 
[Note: The five-page (or less) précis of research paper must be 
submitted to the instructors electronically before class on 1 March.] 

 
8 March/Class #9: What JFK Learned From His “Body Boot Camp” 

 
John F. Kennedy was the sickest person ever elected to the White House, 

plagued with a host of painful, crippling medical problems: terrible lower back pain, 
Addison’s disease, an adrenal disorder that leaves its victims weak and unable to resist 
infections and viruses; and a bewildering array of GI problems. He was given the Last 
Rites of the Roman Catholic Church on at least four, and possibly five occasions. Yet he 

http://www.bartleby.com/104/121.html
http://spartacus-educational.com/FWWasquithR.htm
http://books.google.ca/books?id=6l6Fgnz8fXIC&pg=PA291&source=gbs_toc_r&cad=2#v=onepage&q&f=false
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somehow prevailed, growing up painfully thin and unhealthy, but becoming a good 
student, an athlete at Harvard, and a war hero in the Pacific, poised to enter the fray of 
elective politics at the end of World War II. 
 
Required reading and viewing: 
 
James G. Blight and janet M. Lang, “Acts of Agony,” The New Statesman, 7 August 2013: 
 
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2013/08/acts-agony 
 
"The Medical Ordeals of JFK," by Robert Dallek, from The Atlantic Magazine (2002). 
Dallek was the first historian ever granted access by the Kennedy family to JFK’s 
medical records. Plan to spend some time with this article. It is endlessly fascinating to 
imagine a U.S. president whose medical profile seems to indicate that he must have 
been a disabled person. 
 
A Medical Analysis of JFK's History of Spinal Disease and Treatment, by T. Glenn Pait 
and Justin T. Dowdy, Journal of Neurosurgery, September 2017. This is the most 
recent, and one of the most comprehensive, assessments of JFK’s horrendous 
experience of back pain and surgeries that only made it worse. The reference section 
contains a wealth of material that will be useful to students interested in writing their 
seminar paper on connections between Kennedy’s ill health and his career as a 
politician. 
 
"A Knife in the Back," an article published in The New Yorker in 2002 by the Harvard 
physician, Jerome Groopman. He describes in graphic detail the kind of back surgery 
JFK underwent on a number of occasions—surgery that Groopman himself had 
performed on his own back. Often, “spinal fusion,” as it is called, leaves a patient in 
much worse shape than before the surgery, which is what happened to both JFK and 
Groopman. 
 
JFK's Medical Chronology. This astounding catalogue was assembled by a physician 
calling himself “Dr. Zebra.” As you read this, remember to keep telling yourself that the 
person being described medically is the same person we remember as one of the most 
vigorous, energetic presidents in U.S. history. 
 
Before the break: We will listen to a 2006 34-minute interview of Robert Dallek by 
Terry Gross, host of National Public Radio’s long-running series, “Fresh Air.” Dallek was 
given unprecedented access to Kennedy’s medical records, including the extravagant 
attempts by those close to Kennedy to hide his health problems from the public. Dallek’s 
testimony only deepens the mystery: how could one so sick, in so many ways, have 
performed so effectively in what is arguably the most difficult job in the world? 
 
 [Note: Comments and suggestions on students’ five-page précis, 
submitted the previous week, will be sent electronically to students 
before the meeting of class on 8 March.] 

https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2013/08/acts-agony
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2002/12/the-medical-ordeals-of-jfk/305572/
http://thejns.org/doi/full/10.3171/2017.2.SPINE151524
http://jeromegroopman.com/ny-articles/A_Knife_In_The_Back.pdf
http://www.doctorzebra.com/prez/g35.htm
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Part Four: Two Days in June 1963  

 
 On June 10 and 11 1963, JFK addressed, both in public speeches and in secret 
discussions, two of the most important and divisive issues that face all modern U.S. 
presidents: the threat of nuclear war, and the racial tension that continues to tear America 
apart. As it happened, Kennedy’s efforts to deal with these issues came to the forefront on 
two consecutive days in June 1963. On the 10th, he made what many regard as the 
greatest speech ever given by a U.S. president on the Cold War origins of nuclear danger, 
and how to eliminate both the Cold War and the threat of nuclear war between the U.S. 
and the Soviet Union. The speech had been planned for some time. It was given as a 
commencement address to American University in Washington.  
 
 The speech led directly to the first arms control treaty of the Cold War, the Limited 
Test Ban Treaty, by which nuclear testing would thereafter be below ground, eliminating 
the toxic nuclear waste materials that had become a major concern in the U.S. 
 
 The second issue boiled over on the 11th: the arch segregationist Governor of 
Alabama, George Wallace, was refusing to permit black students to attend the University 
of Alabama, and a confrontation loomed between the Kennedy administration and the 
governor. The possibility of rioting and killing was very real. (It had happened the year 
before during a similar confrontation between the White House and Ross Barnet, the 
governor of Mississippi.) In the end, Wallace backed down and the students were allowed 
to enroll. Against the recommendations of most of his advisers, JFK went on national TV 
and radio the same evening and delivered what was, for him, an emotional and heartfelt 
message: if Americans believe in equality, as they say they do and as the constitution 
mandates, then America must integrate, and the white majority needs to recognize that the 
black minority deserves to be treated equally under the law.  
 
 That speech set in motion civil rights legislation that would be completed by 
Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Johnson. 
 

15 March/Class #10: Monday, June 10, 1963, The Nuclear Threat 
 
Required reading and viewing:  
 
Cohen, Two Days in June, pp. 1-174. 
 
Ashutosh, Jogalekar, “JFK, Nuclear Weapons, and the June 10 1963 Peace Speech: How 
Far Have We Come?” Scientific American online, 10 June 2013: 
 
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/the-curious-wavefunction/jfk-nuclear-weapons-and-
the-1963-peace-speech-how-far-have-we-come/ 
 
John F. Kennedy, Commencement Address as American University, June 10, 1963 (text 
of the speech): 

https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/the-curious-wavefunction/jfk-nuclear-weapons-and-the-1963-peace-speech-how-far-have-we-come/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/the-curious-wavefunction/jfk-nuclear-weapons-and-the-1963-peace-speech-how-far-have-we-come/
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http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=9266 
 
Before the break: We will screen Kennedy’s “Peace Speech,” as he delivered it at 
American University.  
 

22 March/Class #11: Tuesday June 11, 1963, Civil Rights 
 
Required reading and viewing: 
 
Cohen, Two Days in June, pp. 175-373. 
 
Gary Younge, “An epochal Moment for Civil Rights in a Single Day, The Guardian, 11 
June 2013. 
 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/11/civil-rights-anniversary-11-june-1963 
 
Before the break: We will screen one of the most remarkable documentary films ever 
made, “Crisis,” by Robert Drew and his associates. The entire crisis over integrating the 
University of Alabama unfolds in five locales simultaneously: the White House, the 
Justice Department, where Robert Kennedy is strategizing with his aides about how to 
integrate the school without bloodshed, in the home of Governor George Wallace in 
Montgomery, Alabama, in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, where the university of Alabama is 
located, and with the two students who wish to attend the university. These are not 
reenactments, and they are not scripted. The events are taking place in real time, and 
you the viewer are vicariously present. 
 
We will also screen the televised speech on civil rights that Kennedy gave to the nation 
on Tuesday evening, 11 June 1962. 
 
29 March/Class #12: The Significance of Two Days in June and 22 November 1963 

 
JFK spoke eloquently about the two main issues that faced the U.S. in 1962: 

nuclear danger and racial discrimination. Five and a half months later he was dead, 
assassinated in Dallas, Texas on 22 November 1963. As we all appraise the decision-
maker you have come to know during this class, we will reflect on what was lost by his 
assassination.  
 
Required reading and viewing: 
 
James G. Blight and janet M. Lang, “What if Kennedy Had Lived?” The New Statesman, 
15 August 2013: 
 
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2013/08/jfk-anniversary-what-if-kennedy-had-
lived 
 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=9266
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/11/civil-rights-anniversary-11-june-1963
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2013/08/jfk-anniversary-what-if-kennedy-had-lived
https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/2013/08/jfk-anniversary-what-if-kennedy-had-lived
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Before the break: We will screen an interview of Andrew Cohen by Steve Paikin on 
Cohen’s book, Two Days in June, a book Cohen says was inspired by Robert Drew’s 
filming of JFK, and his associates. 
 
[Note: Electronic copies of the final papers must be emailed to the 
instructors by Noon on 10 April.] 
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Addendum to the Syllabus  
 
 

There are three things you need to know about your instructors and the "division of 
labor" that we have developed for this class: 
 
First, Jim Blight is a Professor in the History Department and CIGI Professor for Foreign 
Policy Development at the Balsillie School for International Affairs; and janet Lang is a 
Professor in the History Department and Research Professor at the Balsillie School. 
 
Second, Jim and janet (J&j) are beginning their 42nd year of marriage and have worked 
together for virtually all of that time, often teaching classes together, and they have 
often organized critical oral history conferences related to key moments or periods in 
US foreign policy. 
 
Third, in October 1999, janet was diagnosed with two cancers, breast cancer and a rare 
form of blood cancer called Waldenstrom's macroglobulinemia. After surgeries, 
radiation, and chemotherapy, her breast cancer may well be a thing of the past. But her 
blood cancer is incurable, and regularly needs treatment. She is currently in her sixth 
chemotherapy protocol. This current protocol – daily oral chemo – is less toxic than any 
of the previous chemotherapy regimens, though not without side effects that are 
generally manageable. Her main symptom continues to be profound fatigue, on a daily 
basis. With rigorous management and planning, she functions quite well – even 
normally! – many days each month. But, because her awake time is limited, there are 
constraints on what she can do as a co-instructor. 
 
Here are j&J's "rules of the road" for this semester: 
 
• To attend class and participate actively in the discussions, janet takes a long nap 

right before each class. This allows her to be quite fine, even vigorous, for the class. 
• Throughout the semester, Jim will be the primary person for one-on-one interactions 

with each of you, whether via email (which works superbly) or via face-to-face 
meetings (which can be arranged at needed, around the medical appointments 
related to janet’s chronic blood cancer). Jim will be the primary person guiding you in 
the selection and development of your research topic. 

• Both Jim and janet will regularly be available right after class, as needed.  
• Jim will be the primary grader for your research paper. janet will be a secondary 

reader, but only as her energy permits. This basic (and asymmetric) division of labor 
has worked well for us and for our students over the years. 
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University of Waterloo Academic Policy Statement 

 
Academic Integrity 
 
Academic Integrity: In order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of 
the University of Waterloo are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and 
responsibility. 
 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid 
committing academic offences, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student 
who is unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning 
how to avoid offences (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group 
work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, 
or the Undergraduate Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have 
occurred, disciplinary penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student Discipline. 
For information on categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer 
to Policy 71 - Student Discipline, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm.  
 
Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her 
university life has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a 
grievance. Read Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm.  
 
Appeals: A student may appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under 
Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or Policy 
71 – Student Discipline if a ground for an appeal can be established. Read Policy 72 - 
Student Appeals, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm.  
 
Academic Integrity website (Arts): 
http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html.  
 
Academic Integrity Office (University): http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/  
 
Accommodation for Students with Disabilities: Note for students with disabilities: 
The Office for Persons with Disabilities (OPD), located in Needles Hall, Room 1132, 
collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate accommodations for 
students with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of the curriculum. 
If you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, please 
register with the OPD at the beginning of each academic term. 
 
 
 

http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm
http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html
http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/

