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SHORT SYNOPSIS

At the heart of VIRTUAL JFK is the critical question: Does it matter who is President of the United States when it comes to issues of war and peace? It explores this question by investigating one of the most debated "what if" scenarios in the history of U.S. foreign policy: What would President John F. Kennedy have done in Vietnam if he had not been assassinated in 1963, and had he been re-elected in 1964? The film employs what Harvard historian Niall Ferguson calls "virtual history," assessing the plausibility of counterfactuals – "what ifs" – and the outcomes they might have produced. 

LONG SYNOPSIS

Of all "what if" scenarios in the history of United States foreign policy, one is perhaps most debated: What would President John F. Kennedy have done in Vietnam if he had not been assassinated in 1963? The film focuses on a question of supreme importance in the contemporary world: "Does it matter who is President of the United States when it comes to issues of war and peace?"  VIRTUAL JFK focuses heavily on John F. Kennedy's thinking and decision-making with regard to war and peace during the thousand days of his abbreviated presidency (although the film also deals with Lyndon Johnson for purposes of comparison). Drawing on unusual archival footage from presidential libraries and the National Archives, along with newly deciphered audio tapes and other documentary evidence, the film draws our attention to six highly charged crises Kennedy faced in which many, or most, of his advisers counseled war:
The Bay of Pigs Fiasco (April 1961): After letting the flawed U.S. invasion of Cuba go ahead, Kennedy watches it fail miserably. He vows that never again will he believe the rosy predictions of the outcome of military action from his so-called experts.

The Laos Crisis (1961): Having little knowledge of Laos on taking office, JFK is told he might need to order the use of nuclear weapons to stave off the Russians. Instead, he negotiates a neutral solution that avoids an escalation of the war.
The Berlin Crisis (August-November 1961): With advisers recommending that he destroy the new Wall in Berlin, which would risk war with the Russians, JFK backs off, as do the Russians, without a shot being fired.

The Showdown over Vietnam (November 1961): With all his senior advisers recommending an American take-over of the war in Vietnam from the South Vietnamese, JFK refuses to order any combat soldiers to deploy there. Instead, he provides advisers and equipment to the U.S. ally in Saigon, the South Vietnamese government.
The Cuban Missile Crisis (October 1962): Poised on the brink of a catastrophic war with the Russians over their Cuban missile emplacement, JFK refuses to authorize the air attack and invasion his advisers are recommending, and resolves the crisis short of war.

The Withdrawal (October 1963): JFK agrees to a plan devised by Defense Secretary Robert McNamara to withdraw most Americans in South Vietnam by late 1965, with the first 1,000 to be withdrawn within three months. JFK's plans are reversed by his successor, Lyndon Johnson, who decides to Americanize the war.
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
The Vietnam War: In the mid-1950s, the U.S. intervened militarily in Vietnam, beginning what has been called a “crisis in slow motion.” Americans, convinced that the fall of South Vietnam to Communism would eventually result in the “fall” of all of Southeast Asia, believed this war was an effort to prevent North Vietnam from unifying North and South Vietnam under Communist leadership. To the combined Communist forces of the North Vietnamese and the National Liberation Front (an army based in South Vietnam that fought the U.S. and South Vietnamese governments), U.S. involvement in South Vietnam was a sign of U.S. imperial ambitions in the South. The war stretched across several generations and killed more than three million Vietnamese and 58,000 Americans. There was intense international opposition to the war and widespread protest at home. The U.S. loss in Vietnam dealt a profound psychological blow to America. 
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

From one end of the globe to another, across one sector to another we face crisis. From the global economy to international menaces, the President must lead the U.S. through thickets that involve complex and difficult challenges.

In matters of international affairs, how do we extricate from the war in Iraq?  How do we counter the North Korean nuclear weapon gambit? How do we prop up Afghanistan as it melts down, and how is the resurgent Taliban kept at bay?

"Virtual JFK: Vietnam if Kennedy Had Lived" is a relevant film that addresses these questions by looking at the way President Kennedy dealt with six deep foreign policy crises (Cuba to Vietnam) without going to war.  Combining footage from numerous Kennedy press conferences, in-depth interviews and a close reading of the documentary record, the film argues that critical decisions about the use of restraint and coercive diplomacy often require greater acts of courage than the use of force, and that character matters greatly in Presidential leadership.

The film has resonated powerfully with audiences in both the pre and post-election climates and provides a critical historical context for understanding the choice that faces Americans every four years.  It takes inspiration from Kennedy's famous statement that "We must never negotiate out of fear, but we must never fear to negotiate," and invites viewers to draw their own conclusions.

- Koji Masutani

ABOUT THE SUBJECTS


FILMMAKER BIOS

PRODUCER PETER O. ALMOND 

Peter O. Almond is a producer and filmmaker at Beacon Pictures. With Kevin Costner and Armyan Bernstein, Almond produced THIRTEEN DAYS, a historical film about the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, seen from the perspective of the U.S. political leadership. The film, starring Kevin Costner (as Kenny O’Donnell) and Bruce Greenwood (as John F. Kennedy), was produced by Beacon Pictures and released by New Line Cinema. Almond has worked with Armyan Bernstein and Kevin Costner on a number of projects at Beacon Pictures, including producing the upcoming A LITTLE WAR OF OUR OWN to be directed by Costner. 
PRODUCER JAMES G. BLIGHT 

James G. Blight served as principal substantive adviser to Errol Morris, during the 3 years his documentary film, THE FOG OF WAR: ELEVEN LESSONS FROM THE LIFE OF ROBERT S. McNAMARA, was in production. The film was released in 2003, and won the Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature in 2004. Blight was also a co-author of a teacher’s guide for the film, which was underwritten by the film’s distributor, Sony Pictures Classics. In 2005, Blight, with janet M. Lang, published The Fog of War: Lessons From the Life of Robert S. McNamara. Blight is the author of a dozen other books on the recent history of U.S. foreign policy, including: Argument Without End: In Search of Answers to the Vietnam Tragedy; and Sad and Luminous Days: Cuba's Struggle with the Superpowers after the Missile Crisis.

PRODUCER JANET M. LANG

janet M. Lang is Adjunct Associate Professor of International Relations at the Watson Institute for International Studies, where she is co-director (with James G. Blight) of the Critical Oral History Project. She has been the project director for nearly two dozen international conferences: on the Cuban missile crisis, the Bay of Pigs invasion, the Vietnam war, and the collapse of U.S.-Soviet detente during the Carter administration. She is the author or co-author of A Quiet Revolution (2003), a history of the project's research on the missile crisis and (with James G. Blight) The Fog of War, a book that accompanies the Academy Award winning Errol Morris film. 

PRODUCER/DIRECTOR KOJI MASUTANI 
Koji Masutani was born in Tokyo, Japan, in 1981. He spent the majority of his childhood in Hong Kong under British colonial rule before attending a private boarding school in Massachusetts, USA. He received a Bachelor of Arts in International Relations from Brown University in 2005 and is currently a Visiting Fellow at the Watson Institute for International Studies. His short films have screened at the 2004 and 2005 Cannes Film Festivals. He received photography training from internationally acclaimed cinematographer Christopher Doyle (IN THE MOOD FOR LOVE; 2046).

FILMMAKER BIOS (CONT’D)

PRODUCER DAVID A. WELCH
David A. Welch is Director of the Trudeau Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of Toronto. He is the author of numerous award-winning books on U.S. foreign policy, including: Painful Choices: A Theory of Foreign Policy Change (inaugural winner: International Studies Associate ISSS book award); and Justice and the Genesis of War (winner: 1994 Edgar S. Furniss Award for an Outstanding Contribution to National Security Studies). He is the author of Decisions, Decisions: The Art of Effective Decision-Making, and co-author of: On the Brink: Americans and Soviets Reexamine the Cuban Missile Crisis; and Cuba on the Brink: Castro, The Missile Crisis, and the Soviet Collapse. Welch received his Ph.D. from Harvard University in 1990.

CO-PRODUCER MICHAEL PASZT

Michael Paszt is Vice President of acquisitions at CinemaVault Releasing International. Over the last five years, Paszt has acquired and promoted over 200 feature films for CinemaVault, including such titles as Cannes Camera d'or and five-time Genie winner ATANARJUAT – THE FAST RUNNER, Paul Cox's award-winning film INNOCENCE and the Theo van Gogh remake INTERVIEW starring Sienna Miller and Steve Buscemi (on which he also served as an associate producer). Paszt earned a degree in Film, Screenwriting and Modern European History from Toronto’s York University, and also graduated from Oakville’s Sheridan College in Film and Television Production.
CREDITS

Writers






Original Music

JAMES G. BLIGHT




JOSHUA KERN

JANET M. LANG

KOJI MASUTANI





Editor

DAVID A. WELCH




KOJI MASUTANI 

Producers





Directors of Photography

PETER O. ALMOND




EDWARD HUFF

JAMES G. BLIGHT




KOJI MASUTANI 

JANET M. LANG




 
CURT WORDEN
KOJI MASUTANI






DAVID A. WELCH




Assistant Camera








MATT THURBER 

Producing Consultant






PAMELA HOGAN




Director  








KOJI MASUTANI

Production Design







ELLEN V. DARLING




Co-Producer 
KATHERIN FARRELL




MICHAEL PASZT 

ELLEN C. WHITE














Post-Production Supervisor


Special Advisors





MICHAEL DAWSON 


BENJAMIN COLLIER






GREGORY MAZUREK 




Graphic Design 

KAYLEIGH SCALZO




EMILY FRIEND ROBERTS 

Grip






Sound Recordist
             ROGER YERGEAU




KEVIN KALUNIAN



John F. Kennedy was the 35th President of the United States, serving from 1961 until his assassination in 1963. He is the youngest man and only practicing Roman Catholic to be elected president. He is also the only president to have won a Pulitzer Prize. Kennedy was assassinated on November 22, 1963 in Dallas, Texas.











 





Lyndon B. Johnson was the 36th President of the United States. Before entering office, Johnson served a long career in both houses of the U.S. Congress, and in 1960 he was selected by then-Presidential candidate JFK to be his running-mate. In 1963, Johnson succeeded to the presidency following Kennedy's assassination.

















James G. Blight served as principal substantive adviser to Errol Morris, during the 3 years his documentary film, THE FOG OF WAR: ELEVEN LESSONS FROM THE LIFE OF ROBERT S. McNAMARA, was in production. The film was released in 2003, and won the Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature in 2004.





















































