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When truth is stranger than fiction:
the Able Archer incident

Arnav Manchanda
Conference of Defence Associations Institute, Ottawa, Canada

In November 1983 a routine NATO nuclear readiness exercise code-named Able

Archer could have led to a Soviet nuclear strike against the West. What is
remarkable about this possible Soviet strike is that it was perceived by the Soviets

as a defensive and pre-emptive strike. Therefore, the Soviets somehow believed
that there was an impending Western nuclear attack that they had to pre-empt.

American rearmament, NATO missile deployment, and Reaganite rhetoric
somehow convinced the Soviets that the nuclear endgame was near. These fears
climaxed in November 1983 during a seemingly innocuous nuclear-readiness

exercise by the West.

Introduction

When one thinks of situations where the world came closest to nuclear war, the Cuban

Missile Crisis of 1962 is the readiest example. Those more familiar with Cold War
history would perhaps point to the US nuclear alert in 1973 during the Yom Kippur

War. However, there is another case that is worthy of our attention. In November 1983
a routine North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) nuclear readiness exercise

codenamed Able Archer could have led to a Soviet nuclear strike against theWest. It has
been described by historian Christopher Andrew as one of the most dangerous
moments of the Cold War.1

What is remarkable about this possible Soviet strike is that it was perceived by the
Soviets as a defensive and pre-emptive strike, not as an offensive first-strike. Therefore,
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the Soviets somehow believed that there was an impendingWestern nuclear attack that
they had to pre-empt. American rearmament, NATO missile deployment, and the

rhetoric of US President Ronald Reagan somehow convinced the Soviets that the
nuclear endgame was near. These fears climaxed in November 1983 during an

otherwise innocuous nuclear readiness exercise by the West.
This crisis will be analyzed in several parts. First, this paper will look at the

international and strategic environment of the early 1980s: détente was over, and
doctrines of nuclear parity and mutually-assured destruction (MAD) were weakening,

leading to an acute Soviet fear of a hostile West. Second, the paper will look at an
intelligence gathering operation that grew out of this pervasive fear: Operation RYAN
became the attitudinal prism through which Soviet decision-makers received and

interpreted information regarding a nuclear first strike by the West. Next, in light of
the international setting and this intelligence-gathering operation, the paper will look

at the crisis itself, going through the various stages of alarm on the Soviet side. Finally,
the paper will analyse the aftermath of the crisis, focusing on an American foreign

policy shift that Beth Fischer has referred to as the ‘Reagan reversal’.2 The paper’s
conclusion is that while the ‘crisis’ of Able Archer was entirely in the minds of the

Soviets, these fears were grounded in Western actions that were perceived by the
Soviets as preparations for a nuclear first strike.
Some comments must be made regarding sources used for this paper. Able Archer

1983 was not a widely reported incident. Official NATO and Western documents
regarding the exercise have not yet been declassified. Therefore, information for this

paper has been accumulated from a variety of sources: personal memoirs of East and
West bloc officials, Cold War history projects, Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)

history projects, Warsaw Pact history documents, general and scholarly articles, and
others. This paper attempts to incorporate and integrate political, military and

individual factors in analysing crisis behaviour during Able Archer 1983, to give a
context and meaning to it. Finally, the paper makes several claims on the relative

importance of this crisis in the grand scheme of the end of the Cold War. This is based
on informed and reasonable conjecture, and not on actual interviews or discussions
with former or current leaders or decision-makers. This is because of the simple fact

that pertinent documents have yet to be declassified, especially on the Western side.
It has also been reported that Able Archer 1983 was covered-up by both sides in its

aftermath. Thus, while this paper hopes to make clear the facts, there is conjecture at
points that the reader may disagree with.

From détente to confrontation: international political and strategic environment

The 1970s was a decade of stable expectations for the Soviets. President Nixon cooled
down his election rhetoric and pursued a policy of détente with the Soviets. The 1975

Helsinki Accords lent legitimacy to the existing geopolitical order by solidifying and
legitimising Soviet influence over Eastern Europe. The existing balance of nuclear

forces was legitimised by the doctrine of MAD, where each side recognised that the key
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to peaceful coexistence was the maintenance of a second-strike capability. US nuclear
plans followed this moderation by targeting only economic and industrial targets in

the Soviet Union. Even though political and leadership targets were included in the
Single Integrated Operational Plans (SIOP)3 from 1962, the Soviet leadership was not

made the specific target of the SIOPs. This allowed both sides to retain the ability to
conduct controlled nuclear strikes, allowing for escalation and de-escalation during a

nuclear exchange.4

However, the comfortable age of MAD and détente began to deteriorate during the

administration of Jimmy Carter. The reasons for this shift in American strategic
thinking, while beyond the scope of this paper, can be characterised briefly as a
reaction to Soviet moves in the international arena. The Soviets had in the 1970s

deployed SS-20 missiles that could destroy targets in Europe and Asia. Furthermore,
the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979.

Taking a hard line in response, the Carter administration’s focus on human rights
discourse de-legitimated the political order and the strategic stability the Soviets had

worked for in the period of détente. NATO responded to the deployment of SS-20
missiles in 1979 with the ‘twin track’ policy: it planned to deploy missiles to Europe by

1983,5 while continuing to seek a negotiated settlement to the missile crisis. This was
interpreted in a hostile manner by the Soviets, who tended to focus on the more
threatening part of the NATO deployment instead of on the opportunity for

negotiations.
Of course, there was a rational reason why the Soviets tended ‘to focus on what they

[ . . . ] [viewed] as the more ominous aspects of policy’.6 For one, the cohesion
displayed by NATO in response to the SS-20 missile deployment was disturbing.7

Furthermore, while Carter had initiated a shift towards a more conservative foreign
policy, President Reagan’s foreign policy became even more zero-sum in the eyes of the

Soviets. Reaganite foreign policy was based on the belief that the Soviet Union wanted
global Communist revolution and that this put it on an inevitable collision course

with American interests. The goals of US foreign policy at this point were to achieve
Soviet restraint and reciprocity in policy areas such as arms control. These two
objectives would be brought about by increasing American defence spending as well as

intervening to protect US interests abroad. Defence, not deterrence, was the new order
of the day. While this was meant to cow the Kremlin into submission, it had the

opposite effect of radicalising Kremlin opinion. Contrary to the view that arms races
allow for ‘an atmosphere conducive to a better understanding of the other party’,8 this

Western rearmament merely fueled the East–West rivalry and strengthened Soviet
perceptions of Western aggression.

Changes in American strategic nuclear doctrine also contributed to the growing
sense of Soviet unease. There was a growing American belief that nuclear war was
survivable. Presidential Directive 59 (PD-59), signed on 25 July 1980, called for a more

survivable system of nuclear command, control and communications. This was
designed to shift the focus fromMAD to a doctrine of selective use of nuclear weapons

during a protracted war.9 In October 1981 President Reagan signed National Security
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Decision Directive 13 (NSDD-13), which envisioned the goal of ‘prevailing’ in a
protracted nuclear war of up to 180 days.10 This strategic thinking went into

operational effect with the new SIOP-6 on 1 October 1983, a mere month before the
start of Able Archer. This targeting plan placed a heavy emphasis on the destruction of

Soviet political and military command structures at any point during a nuclear
exchange, and also targeted new Soviet nuclear capabilities (e.g. mobile systems) by

making use of new US capabilities (e.g. quick targeting).11 Overall, SIOP-6 called for
the destruction of about 50,000 Soviet targets: 25,000 military, 15,000 economic and

industrial, and 5,000 leadership.12

This was a nuclear doctrine and operational plan that aimed to make nuclear war an
unrealistic and unrewarding option for the Soviet leadership. Indeed, by targeting the

Soviet leadership, American planners hoped to induce caution upon the Kremlin,
which it assumed was more obsessed with its own survival than with that of the Soviet

populace.13

The Soviets, however, viewed this change in nuclear doctrine as dangerous. They

feared that a crisis could escalate to nuclear warfare due to pre-set bureaucratic
reasons. The Soviet Union also remained traumatised by the German surprise attack in

1941; this mindset led to an obsession with pre-emptive attack and automatic firing by
either side.14 American nuclear strategy was less and less reliant on strategic concepts
and doctrines as American technology improved, making escalation inevitable.15

The Soviets were aware of this fact, and with Reagan in office, the connections between
nuclear policy, forces, and technology were more purposeful and complex, difficult to

unravel. Policy and technology became mutually reinforcing as the prevailing US
nuclear command structure created severe penalties for delaying the release of nuclear

weapons.16 This encouraged Soviet leaders to pre-empt any possible US hostility, as
indecision and late release would lead to a disaster for the Soviet Union. While the

Americans had intended to induce caution in the Soviet leadership by targeting them,
it instead increased the Soviets’ incentive to act massively and decisively at the onset of

a strategic nuclear exchange, possibly even leaving launch decisions to local
commanders.17

The Soviets did not see nuclear war as a survivable option. Rather, they viewed it as

the decisive outcome of a conflict.18 The American and NATO buildup of arms was to
many in the Soviet establishment a sign that this endgame was near. The Soviets

viewed the Reagan administration as capable of a surprise first strike. The Soviet’s
strategic response to a possible American launch was to pre-empt, to get in a parting

shot in the final steps to a nuclear holocaust. This doctrine of pre-emption was
consistent with the Soviet launch system, which was based on a system of warning that

supported the strategy of pre-emption.19 Even though the Soviets had adopted a
‘no first use’ policy in 1982, military strategy did not always follow this policy;
furthermore, there had always been an emphasis on retaliation in Soviet military

thought.20

This Soviet emphasis on pre-emption was made more acute with the descriptions of

NATO’s forces and operational plans that they were receiving. Despite the extensive
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information obtained by Warsaw Pact and Soviet intelligence agencies, this
information was made to conform to the ideologically-driven image of an ‘aggressive’

NATO, which served to legitimate the Warsaw Pact’s own doctrines and plans.21

Paradoxically, the more extensive the penetration of NATO, the more the Soviets used

this information as a basis to justify a pre-emptive plan.22 As a result, intelligence – no
matter how accurate – only fed the Soviet paranoia, whose worldview predisposed

them to view all NATO actions as hostile. East German intelligence had also acquired
the US 5th Army’s (based in Germany) plans for an ‘AirLand Battle’, a plan to respond

to Warsaw Pact attack with deep strikes into enemy territory, with the possible use of
tactical nuclear weapons. Even though this plan was defensive, the Soviets perceived it
as offensive and embodying growing American technological superiority.23

Keeping the correlation of forces at the level of the 1970s was a main priority of the
Soviet leadership.24 It seemed as if the West did not view the Soviets as equals any

more, and the Soviets did not want to negotiate from a position of weakness. All US
actions were thus attributed to a larger effort to repudiate the Soviet Union’s right to

exist and legitimate place in international politics.25

In this environment, the Soviet leadership was engaged in a discussion on the threat

of war, both at the level of defence experts and top leadership.26 This discussion was
characterised by a combination of offensive ideology in the form of Marxism–
Leninism and a cautious military doctrine that projected nuclear war as unwinnable.

This mix of offensive and defensive ideology informed Soviet decision-makers’
reactions to the Western buildup. Even though officials believed that nuclear war was

unwinnable, their perceptions of the buildup made them feel that nuclear war was an
inevitability that they had to deal with. However, any dialogue between the hardliners

and moderates was curtailed in the early 1980s as the military became more prominent
in decision-making structures. The moderate view was sidelined when Defence

Minister Ustinov yielded to the beliefs of Chief of General Staff Ogarkov, who was in
favour of increasing military readiness.27

With an aging civilian leadership, the offensive bias in Soviet doctrine became more
acute. According to Jack Snyder, the offensive bias tends to be greatest when civilian
control is weak or when the military retains a monopoly on operational expertise.28

Both of these factors were in play in the Soviet hierarchy. Indeed, politicians and
military officials now shared the fear of facing another surprise like Barbarossa. This

shared view only served to heighten the offensive bias. The Soviets initiated their own
military exercises and preparations for mobilisation. These operations reinforced the

offensive bias in a vicious circle – the more the Soviets prepared in exercise after
exercise, the more they became convinced that the West was preparing for an attack.

In this situation, Soviet and Western leaders needed to avoid provocation and
heightening the sense of coming confrontation.29 However, both sides’ decision-
makers did not restrain themselves from hardening their rhetoric. In May 1981

Brezhnev denounced Reagan in a speech.30 In October 1982 he told leaders of the
Soviet armed forces that the US was carrying its military preparedness to new heights

and that the Soviet Union had to do likewise.31 In his final years in power, an ailing
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Brezhnev had become more of a hardliner. His words and views were unchallenged
within the Communist Party.32 Therefore, any potential successor had to follow a

similar approach, as this was the only way to rise through the ranks.33

Yuri Andropov, despite being a KGB officer and a potential reformer, came to power

in November 1982 after Brezhnev’s death with a profoundly zero-sum view of the
East–West conflict and a fear of a confrontation between the superpowers. This fear

led him to initiate a ‘peace offensive’ at the beginning of 1983, a series of proposals to
reduce intermediate-range forces in Europe and organise a summit with Reagan.

However both of these proposals were rejected.34 Whether this was a sincere move or
not is marginal to the fact that the Soviet leadership perceived Reagan’s rejection as a
sign that US motives were predatory and not driven by security considerations.35

Andropov’s view of American motives was confirmed by Reagan’s tangible moves, for
example the increase in defence spending and the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).

Even though the SDI was a long-term project and rhetorical device, its initiation was
seen as the harbinger of a long-term decline in Soviet economic and military power.

Andropov called Reagan’s strategic proposals ‘insane’ and ‘irresponsible’.36 He believed
that Reagan’s rhetoric would eventually become reality,37 one that the Soviets could

not hope to match militarily or economically.
This fear extended even into Soviet society. There was a well-publicised war scare in

the early 1980s. Soviet citizens’ anxiousness about war and nuclear conflict was

maintained by the continuing missile deployments in Europe and Reaganite
rhetoric.38 Soviet leaders encouraged this alarm, as it confirmed their own fears about

the West’s hostile intents. In the West, decision-makers saw this war-scare as a means
to intimidate NATO and generate citizen support in an era of economic and political

stagnation. Even though Western decision-makers were correct in believing that the
threat of foreign enemies had long been a useful tool for Soviet leaders to distract their

own people,39 they did not recognise that there was a tangible and rational element to
these fears at not only the societal level, but also at the level of Soviet decision-makers.

When truth is stranger than fiction: Operation RYAN

The unrealistic nature of these instructions – the yawning gap between the
perceptions of the Centre and conditions at the front – perfectly summed up the
futility and danger of much KGB activity.40

The fear of nuclear war was both a military-doctrinal argument and a sincere belief

among Soviet decision-makers. This fear became dogmatic and extremist.41 Any
information that was received was made to confirm and reinforce this fear as the Soviets

tried to learn of a possible Western first-strike. Soviet bureaucracies like the KGB were
governed by this dynamic, often in mundane ways. Like any bureaucracy, intelligence

agencies had to justify their own existence and gain funding and operational resources
from the Soviet system. They appealed to upper-level decision-makers in the Kremlin

by fanning the fears of nuclear war. This led to a vicious self-reinforcing cycle as the
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collection of data was structured by this fear. This fear of nuclear war constituted the
belief system that framed and determined the collection of intelligence data, hardening

attitudes and beliefs in Moscow. Even KGB officers, known for having a more pragmatic
view of the East–West conflict, were afflicted by this tendency towards rational

consistency.
This fear of a nuclear first-strike was so ingrained that it became the operational

basis for the collection and analysis of intelligence data. Indeed, it can be characterised
as a particular decision-making model: the cybernetic model of decision-making is

characterised by decision-makers starting out with a blueprint or causal model of their
environment. According to this blueprint, decision-makers gather information on
pre-selected indicators in order to make decisions. This sort of information-gathering

model starts out with a worldview of events and attempts to find information that ‘fits’
this worldview best. The common purpose of this type of decision-making is to avoid

disaster.42

In May 1981, the Soviet leadership initiated an intelligence-gathering operation that

vividly characterised this model of information-gathering and decision-making.
Operation Raketno Yadernoye Napdenie (RYAN), or ‘nuclear missile attack’, was set in

motion. With the fear of nuclear war now given the status of truth, this was a plan to
detect preparations in the West for a nuclear first strike against the Soviet Union.

Operation RYAN was an unprecedented joint operation between the GRU (military

intelligence) and the KGB (external intelligence), with directives sent to both KGB and
GRU residencies in NATO capitals. Initially Andropov (as KGB Head) had delayed the

plan in 1981, dismissing these fears as groundless. However, Andropov wanted to
succeed Brezhnev and therefore had to listen to the dominant hardliners in the

Politburo, including Defence Minister Ustinov.43 Andropov had to play to his power
base of military and ideological conservatives, and therefore had to act on his rhetoric.

RYAN proved the perfect way to do so.44

Operation RYAN was a new intelligence concept developed at the FCD Institute for

Intelligence Problems.45 It was based on the assumption, derived from Marxist–
Leninist axioms, that indicators of deviations from peacetime routines in a variety of
spheres of life – social, economic, military and political – would constitute indicators

of an imminent nuclear first strike. These indicators were specified in November 1981
in a circular to all KGB residencies in NATO capitals, with each indicator slightly

modified for the specific context of the country. Soviet spies were given instructions to
watch for lights in government offices and ministries after-hours; spies were to

monitor the movement of prominent political and military figures and note any
deviations from the norm; blood banks were monitored for any stockpiling of blood

donations and a rise in the level of money given to blood donors; even priests and
bankers were watched, as Marxist–Leninist doctrine held that they would be the
vanguard of a nuclear first strike, stockpiling the credit and reassuring the masses.46

As mentioned above, even though the Soviets had access to NATO war plans and
preparations, the leadership continued its search for information. The Soviets believed

that the Western system for a build-up to nuclear war was much like its own – that
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it would be masked by wide-scale yet clandestine preparations in society and the
economy for war.47 The time factor was also crucial to the Soviets: they wanted to

know whether there was a crisis or a first-strike brewing. The provision of sufficient
warning time had been compromised with new US nuclear technologies and missiles:

the Pershing II could reach Moscow in a matter of minutes and wipe out the
leadership, leaving the Soviet Union unable to retaliate.48 Operation RYAN was

intended to mitigate the time factor by giving the Soviets advance warning by
transmitting information on a set of indicators that could be monitored to infer a first

strike and avoid disaster. The official slogan of RYAN was ‘Ne Prozerot’ – ‘don’t miss
it!’:49

Attention should be concentrated particularly on signs of any secret measures which,
in conjunction with other factors, may point to a decision being taken by the
military and political leadership of the member-countries of the [Western] bloc to
begin immediate preparations for a nuclear missile strike against the USSR.50

The use of actual Soviet spies and indirect indicators violated standard intelligence

tradecraft, which was to use recruited agents to obtain information directly from
within NATO bureaucracies. This break from the norm highlighted the KGB’s

desperation in instituting RYAN.51 The KGB’s glory days of recruiting high-profile
agents were a thing of the past: it did not have access to direct operatives, but only to
stolen NATO documents. It was forced to rely on indirect indicators52 as intelligence

on NATO war-plans was not sufficient for the Soviet leadership, who perceived any
‘defensive’ plans as cover for NATO’s true offensive nature. Even though RYAN was

funded and staffed at a wartime level53 to try and break past this perceived
informational barrier, ideological bottlenecks precluded the use of any information

that was not consistent with preexisting beliefs and fears.
Operation RYAN was not defensive in nature. Consistent with Soviet strategic

nuclear doctrine, the Soviets instituted this intelligence-gathering operation to be able
to strike pre-emptively, not after the fact.54 This operation had an aggressive and

offensive tinge to it. The search for information was active, not passive, making it
prone to active misperception and misinterpretation. Indeed, while the job of
intelligence agencies is to report information that makes things seem worse than they

are, the current geopolitical situation was already bad enough in Soviet eyes. Indeed,
Operation RYAN began with the baseline-assumption that a nuclear first strike was

imminent: the only question was when.55

A number of factors made this search for information prone to misinterpretation,

both deliberate and unintentional. As RYAN was a joint KGB–GRU operation aimed
at integrating military and political indicators of a first strike,56 there was competition

between the two agencies for resources. While united in a common goal, they operated
as separate intelligence-gathering operations in NATO countries. These two
bureaucracies competed for resources and prestige by seeking information that was

supportive of Moscow’s worldview and fears. Short-staffing and the inability to
get reliable information back to Moscow led some residencies – such as the one
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in London – to report faulty information back to Moscow. Agents did this
deliberately, transmitting information that they thought Moscow expected to hear.

This set a dangerous precedent and initiated a vicious circle of disinformation.57

The GRU, set to monitor military indicators, was even worse than the KGB in

reporting what its masters wanted to hear; it had a more primitive infrastructure and
often exaggerated military intelligence.58

This complex intelligence war-game had become self-reinforcing, highlighting what
Robert Jervis calls the phenomenon of ‘overkill’ in rational consistency. Beliefs and

fears became undisputed fact and formally operationalised.59 Political directives from
Moscow between 1981 and 1983 strengthened the consistency between political beliefs
and operational indicators. There were frequent telegrams from Moscow that Reagan

was preparing for war and these telegrams would be accompanied by an increase in the
number of RYAN-related indicators to be monitored. A KGB directive to intensify

RYAN on 17 February 1983 was justified in the eyes of the Soviets after Reagan’s
‘Evil Empire’ speech on 8 March, barely three weeks later.60 In a speech to the Central

Committee in June 1983, Andropov highlighted the danger of nuclear war. Five days
later, Operation RYAN was intensified.61

Information from RYAN was often used in the daily briefing books for the
Politburo, and Andropov began to believe the information that was coming from
RYAN.62 Soviet perceptions of a hostile West were both plausible, as the US was

developing first-strike systems, and ideologically-comfortable, as it fit the Marxist–
Leninist worldview that the West was imperialist and inherently aggressive. Soviet

agents in NATO capitals, even if they did not find a first strike a likely scenario, did not
want to risk their own careers by reporting information that conformed to a pragmatic

worldview,63 something that had been discredited in Moscow. This operation soon
became a ‘vicious cycle of intelligence-gathering and evaluation, with foreign stations

feeling obliged to report alarming information, even if they did not believe it’.64

In addition, RYAN indicators were often flawed in their very conception. For

example, Marxist–Leninist doctrine predicted that priests and bankers would be the
first to know of a coming nuclear apocalypse. In addition, mistaken intelligence
practices from the past were prevalent in RYAN. The intelligence lessons of 1941 had

not been learnt. For example, Stalin had used mutton prices as an indicator for a
coming German invasion, in the belief that the Wehrmacht would order large amounts

of sheepskin coats to cope with a Russian winter, flooding the market with cheap
mutton. However, the assumption was flawed, as Hitler did not expect Barbarossa

to last until winter. Similarly during Operation RYAN, Soviet agents were tasked
to monitor blood prices in London as an indicator of a coming first strike, on the

assumption that blood prices would rise as more blood was stockpiled. The flaw
was that British blood donors had not been paid for donations since the end of
World War II. Another example of the faulty operationalisation of indicators was the

monitoring of military bases outside of London by Soviet agents: RYAN planners failed
to realise that Soviet diplomats were often not allowed outside of London by the local

authorities.65
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Even the use of external Warsaw Pact intelligence agencies did not dampen the
Soviet assumption of a hostile West. East German intelligence, headed by the

formidable and experienced spymaster Markus Wolf, was ordered to uncover plans for
a surprise attack. The HVA (Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung, the foreign intelligence

service of the German Democratic Republic) formed a special staff, and built special
situation and command centres; its personnel underwent military-style training to

prepare for any eventuality.66 The HVA also merged military and civilian intelligence,
in line with the Soviet model.67 Even though Wolf himself found RYAN a waste of

time, East Germany’s subordination to the Soviets made him obey orders
unquestioningly. The HVA thus reported information that confirmed to Moscow’s
worldview, despite the clear evidence it had always had of NATO’s defensive posture.68

The HVA became a global military and political monitor, linking its situation centre
with KGB headquarters in Moscow as part of an early-warning system.69 This would

only serve to heighten Eastern alarm at the onset of Able Archer.

Prelude to Able Archer 1983

The stage was set for RYAN-related indicators to activate simultaneously, confirming

Soviet predictions of an imminent first-strike.70 Ironically, the West knew of
Operation RYAN from steady reports channeled to British Intelligence by the West’s

star spy in the Soviets’ London Embassy, Oleg Gordievsky. However, the West chose to
ignore this information. It believed that it was merely part of the Soviet war-scare

paranoia, a phenomenon that they believed did not have any tangible basis to it.
In the 16 months preceding Able Archer, the US undertook military operations in

Lebanon, Grenada, Central America, and Libya. These, along with continuing NATO

missile deployments and hard-line rhetoric by the Reagan administration, served to
heighten the Soviet’s sense of impending nuclear conflict by ‘activating’ RYAN

indicators in a variety of combinations.
On 1 September 1983, the Soviets shot down Korean Airliner 007 (KAL 007),

believing it to be an American spy plane. Such was the state of Soviet suspicion that
even though the Soviet fighter pilot recognised it as a passenger plane, the Soviets

continued to justify the shoot-down. American condemnation of the act was quick
and harsh as the Reagan administration experienced the ‘joy of self-righteousness’.71

It condemned the Soviet Union for a ‘barbaric act’ and at the United Nations. This

vicious American attack, in Soviet eyes, constituted one of the indicators for a coming
nuclear attack: ‘disinformation campaigns’ against the Soviet Union72 which would be

used to prepare the American people for war.73 In comparison, the Soviets had forced
down another Korean Airliner in 1978 without a response from the Americans.74 This

time the response was unexpectedly harsh and unforgiving, a sign of larger plans afoot.
This justified RYAN’s active search for information.

Furthermore, RYAN’s preemptive and offensive nature was justified by the fact that
eight out of eleven radar tracking stations had been overflown by KAL 007 before it

was detected by the Soviets. The Soviets became aware that their early-warning and
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communication system was lax, and that they had been vulnerable to a surprise
incursion.75 Had KAL 007 been a Pershing II missile, they would never have detected it

until it was too late. This heightened the Soviets’ sense of vulnerability, increasing the
state of vigilance of RYAN.

This sense of vulnerability was further heightened on 26 September, when a Soviet
missile base commander detected what he thought was an American Minuteman

missile launch. In fact, the warning was the result of a faulty satellite. Already jumpy
after the KAL 007 incursion a few weeks earlier, preemption nearly became a valid

option. Fortunately, common sense prevailed as the local commander correctly
deduced that the alarm was false.76 While it is fortunate that he turned out to be
correct, the fact that the decision to launch was in the local commander’s hands

highlights the precariousness of this pre-emptive launch system.
Operation RYAN’s political and military indicators became further activated

following the American invasion of Grenada on 25 October 1983. This American
operation was the ‘high-water mark in the Reagan administration’s use of military

force overseas’,77 an act of foreign aggression that was perceived by Moscow as hurting
the cause of Marxism–Leninism. This would have alarmed Moscow even without

RYAN. However, with RYAN underway, the number of alarming indicators grew. Apart
from being a use of force, this operation obviously involved the ‘sudden movement of
political and military officials’ in Washington. Soviet alarm was made even more acute

by a burst of ciphered communication between London and Washington, as the
former protested the invasion of Grenada (a member of the Commonwealth) by its

biggest ally. This was interpreted negatively by KGB officers monitoring RYAN: they
saw this deviant burst of information as an indicator of cross-Atlantic preparations for

a nuclear first strike. In addition US Deputy Secretary of State Kenneth Dam, on
31 October, gave a speech that labeled the superpower confrontation as zero-sum and

based on hostile spheres of influence.78

On 3 November a disabled Soviet submarine surfaced 500 miles off the coast of

South Carolina. It was aggressively buzzed by the US military and civilian media,79

embarrassing and alarming the Soviet military. Finally, the bombing of the US Marine
barracks in Lebanon on 23 October caused a sudden alert at all US Army bases in

Europe.80

The events described above served to set the stage for plausible Soviet alarm in the

face of increasingly hostile actions by the West, as this combination of military and
political indicators escalated Operation RYAN to even higher levels.

Soviet pre-crisis period: 2 – 5 November 1983

Able Archer, codename for a NATO nuclear readiness exercise, was conducted every
year by the alliance to test the operational readiness of its nuclear forces. It was

designed to simulate the initiation of a nuclear strike by NATO. It did not involve the
actual movement of troops or the activation of weapons, but merely simulated the

orders and alerts that were involved in a nuclear strike.81 The exercise was designed
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to simulate the actual buildup to intentional nuclear conflict, involving simulated
incidents and the participation of senior NATO leadership.82 NATO forces would

move through all alert phases from normal readiness to general alert. The operation
was an open secret to the Soviets, who monitored it year after year.83

In 1983, however, several factors combined to make Able Archer a more dangerous
and provocative exercise. In terms of scope, the exercise stretched from Scandinavia to

the Mediterranean, from Norway to Turkey, including cross-Atlantic alerts.84 In 1983,
it involved high-level decision-makers in the simulation, including the American

President, Vice President, the Joint Chiefs, as well as other NATO leaders. With each
passing year, Able Archer had become increasingly intricate as the exercise kept pace
with improving nuclear arsenals and options,85 which as described above were

becoming more technologically advanced and capable of quick strikes. Finally, NATO
communications in November 1983 were in a new message format, a code that the

Soviets did not immediately break.86

Even though Able Archer was only an international security simulation and did not

have any contact with the outside world,87 the past history of recent tensions in the
East–West conflict and Operation RYAN convinced the USSR that there was a

purposeful difference to this exercise.88 Indeed, as NATO simulated the
‘daunting chore of [ . . . ] a final resort to nuclear weapons in the fog and passion of
protracted war’,89 some aspects of the exercise were changed to make it seem more

realistic.90 Whether this was a deliberate misrepresentation by the West is uncertain,
but the crucial factor is that somewhere in the Soviet chain of command, somebody

thought it was the real thing. The Soviets also could not help but notice that the new
US nuclear targeting plan (SIOP-6) was both more extensive than before and placed an

emphasis on the Soviet leadership.
The simulation, in the context of past crises and the 1983 war scare, activated several

more RYAN indicators. There was increased movement of high-level officials in
Washington and other NATO capitals as Able Archer got into full swing. This coincided

with movements caused by the invasion of Grenada. The increase in ciphered
communications between London and Washington following Grenada was followed
by the encoded messages of Able Archer, further heightening the Soviet sense of alarm.

Soviet contingency plans for a nuclear strike had always entailed a military exercise
or large-scale maneuver as a cover, accompanied by societal mobilisation. They

assumed that these contingency plans were the same as the West’s. Moscow was
‘haunted by the fear that Western plans might be the mirror image of its own’.91

Reaganite rhetoric was seen as a mobilisation of the American people for nuclear war,
while the Able Archer exercise was seen as the military cover.

Soviet crisis period: 5– 11 November 1983

Able Archer began on 2 November 1983 as imaginary NATO forces moved through all
alert phases from normal readiness to general alert. Monitored by the Soviets through

Operation RYAN, the KGB sent a new telegram to residencies in NATO capitals
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on 5 November. It consisted of an additional checklist of indicators to monitor in the
face of growing NATO political and military activity.92 For the first time it revealed

what Moscow believed to be the possible timetable for a Western first strike, 7–10
days, which happened to coincide with the approximate length of Able Archer:

‘Surprise is a key element in the main adversary’s plans and preparations for war in
today’s conditions. As a result it can be assumed that the period of time from the

moment when the preliminary decision for [a nuclear attack] is taken, up to the order
to deliver the strike will be of very short duration, possibly 7–10 days’.93

Even today, scholars and historians are unsure at which Soviet decision-making
level the Able Archer crisis was considered. One indicator that some members of the
Politburo were somewhat aware of the exercise was a 6 November speech by a

Politburo member to celebrate the October Revolution: ‘the international situation is
white hot, thoroughly white hot’. This statement was carried on the front pages of the

Soviet journals Pravda and Izvestia.94

In response to Able Archer, Soviet military authorities increased the alert status of

army divisions and nuclear forces in Eastern Europe. US electronic intelligence noted
that 12 nuclear-capable aircraft went on ‘strip alert’ at East German and Polish bases,

most likely because the local commander felt there was an increased threat of
aggression against the Soviet Union. There was considerable activity by Soviet and
Warsaw Pact forces in the Baltic military district, as well as by East German, Polish, and

Czechoslovak forces. Soviet military meteorological broadcasts were taken off the air,
and units of the Soviet 4th Air Army went to increased readiness, with all combat flight

operations suspended from 4–10 November.95 However, it is unclear whether these
alerts were the result of local commanders’ initiatives or directives from Moscow.

The minimal and routine Soviet response to an exercise like Able Archer would be the
following: aircraft and weapons would be prepared, crews and bases would be put on

heightened alert, and war plans and NATO targets would be reviewed.96

However, even such a routine Soviet alert was further escalated. On the night of 8 or

9 November, KGB and GRU residencies both received a directive from their respective
headquarters in Moscow to look for new signs that indicated a nuclear first strike.
The message contained the warning that a reported alert at American military bases

was an indicator of an imminent first strike.97 Furthermore, teams of monitors
detected new patterns of officer movement and an hour’s radio silence at American

bases, concluding that American forces had been put on alert.98 Of course, there were
non-nuclear rationales for these moves: the alert at American bases was a response to

the bombing of the US Marine barracks in Lebanon on 23 October; the hour’s radio
silence was a routine component of Able Archer. However, ‘Soviet nerves were

evidently close to screaming pitch’.99 Pre-existing notions of West military alerts and
exercises led the Soviets to believe that the exercise was a possible camouflage and
springboard for a surprise attack.100

GRU and KGB officials in Moscow, independent of higher-level officials and even of
each other, had sent this alarm and request for information. This led to the danger

of GRU elements operating independently of the joint political-military structure
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of RYAN. This had the potential to create further panic, given the GRU’s propensity to
exaggerate military indicators without considering the politics.101 For example, the

fictional alert of a Pershing II missile during Able Archer could have been interpreted
by the GRU as a sign that Pershing IIs had been smuggled into Europe before their

official arrival date (23 November).102

Why the world did not explode: explaining a non-event

In this explosive environment, historians and scholars still do not know what would

have happened had the exercise continued after 11 November or had the Soviets acted
on their fears. Others disagree about whether there was any real alarm, and whether

the crisis was worth all the fuss that it has created in subsequent years. We do not have
a complete understanding of why the crisis faded away, or why there were no marked
indicators of the ‘end’ of the episode on the Soviet side. This section will evaluate

several explanations that attempt to explain why the world did not descend into a
nuclear abyss.

One explanation centers on the role of the West in de-escalating the crisis. There are
two versions of this explanation. One centers on the crucial decision by US National

Security Advisor Robert McFarlane, made at some point at the start of the Able Archer
exercise, to reduce high-level American participation in the exercise. Originally the

exercise was to involve American decision-makers such as the President,
Vice President, the Joint Chiefs, the Supreme Allied Commander of NATO, and

many others. However McFarlane recognised, in the wake of the KAL 007 shoot-down
and the invasion of Grenada, that the Soviets could overreact to high-level
participation.103 Eventually, Reagan did not participate, but Helmut Kohl of Germany

and Margaret Thatcher of Britain still did.104 While this explanation does offer a
reason why the Soviets may have perceived Able Archer as less threatening, it still does

not account for the urgency of the RYAN telegrams on 5 and 8 November, nor does
this offer an explanation of how other activated RYAN indicators were similarly

neutralised by the West.
The second strand is based on the belief that the West’s star spy in London, Oleg

Gordievsky, reported these two urgent RYAN telegrams to British intelligence.
TheWest, now alerted to the possibility of a Soviet overreaction, gave assurances to the
Soviets. This calmed Soviet nerves at the end of Able Archer.105 Based in London,

Gordievsky had a relatively easy way to keep MI6 informed of RYAN, and had
continuously supplied his handlers with documents.106

However, this explanation is problematic. Gordievsky, while he did keep MI6
continuously informed, also continuously complained that his handlers were not

paying attention to his warnings or did not believe him. Gordievsky’s information on
the paranoid state of mind of Politburo members in the early 1980s was often ignored

by Western intelligence. Instead, they preferred to pay attention to his information
about KGB operations and tactics, as they believed that the KGB was the real power in

Moscow. They ignored Gordievsky’s evaluation that the Politburo was the master and
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the KGB its servant.107 Bureaucratic incentives to heighten the Soviet threat led to a
discounting of information that contradicted the worldview of Western intelligence

officers.108 Intelligence from Gordievsky that showed the Soviets as paranoid and
defensive was not ideologically-favourable – the British reaction to RYAN had always

been one of ‘profound disbelief ’.109

Another blow to this explanation comes from an interview with a US intelligence

analyst, who claimed that US intelligence ‘had no window on Soviet decision making,
no window [ . . . ] at all, and I emphasize at all’.110 Indeed, Washington was always

unsure about how to react to the Soviet war scare of the time, and thought it was just a
propaganda campaign.111 This probably continued to inform Western interpretations
of Soviet intent, and most likely would not have changed so dramatically in just a few

days without a direct Soviet reaction to Able Archer. A final critique of this explanation
lies in the sheer time factor: even if Gordievsky had somehow managed to convince his

handlers of the genuine urgency of the two telegrams, it is doubtful whether these
warnings could have filtered upwards through the various levels of bureaucracy to

top-level Western decision-makers in time for them to calm the Soviets. In fact, there
was no (reported) use of the direct communications hotline between Washington and

Moscow.112 Thus, there was no high-level communication to allow for
misunderstandings to be corrected or the crisis to be managed between the two sides.

A second explanation centres on the peripheral nature of Able Archer 1983 and the

view that the exercise did not sufficiently alarm the Soviet high-command. Able Archer
may have brought to a climax Soviet fears of hostile NATO action, but not to the

extent of preparing for a pre-emptive strike against the West. Evidence for this
argument is based on the observation that upper-level Soviet decision-makers and

senior military officers have not mentioned Able Archer in their memoirs (for example,
Soviet Ambassador to the USA Dobrynin), nor have Soviet military officers attached

great importance to this exercise. Indeed, the CIA claimed at one point to have
monitored the actions of Soviet troops in Russia and found no hard evidence that

something out of the ordinary was being contemplated.113 A CIA Special National
Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) in May 1984 reported the absence of Soviet force-wide
combat readiness or other war-preparation moves in the Soviet Union, and the

absence of any worrying diplomatic communications.114 This report interpreted any
moves as part of a larger Soviet war scare and propaganda campaign aimed at

discrediting the US and NATO. Military moves were labeled a ‘controlled display’ of
military might. These were all manifestations of the Soviet desire to speak with a

louder voice, a desire present much before November 1983. Some intelligence analysts
believe that the Soviet alarm was just a part of the larger Soviet concern with the

worsening correlation of forces and with the imminent deployment of Pershing II
missiles in Europe on 23 November. Finally, the West knew the difference between a
‘real’ Soviet alert and when they were just ‘rattling their pots and pans’. The Warsaw

Pact had extensive knowledge of NATO’s plans and operational readiness due to deep
penetration by East German intelligence. Therefore, there was no way that they could
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have interpreted Able Archer 1983 as anything but an exercise. Indeed, this could have
been a classic case of Cold War intelligence keeping the Cold War cold.115

However, what this explanation does not account for is the fact that the RYAN
telegrams on 5 and 8/9 November were real signs of alarm. Furthermore, the KGB

tended to ignore information from foreign Warsaw Pact intelligence agencies.116 Even
when they did use this intelligence, the Soviets exaggerated the threat from NATO.

This tendency overtook even the professional East German intelligence. Fear pervaded
the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc from the top-down, affecting their leaderships,

bureaucracies, militaries, and societies.117

Thus, a truly convincing explanation for the non-explosive conclusion of the
Able Archer crisis should account for the following puzzle: while there was no evidence

of high-level Soviet alarm or a counter-response by Western officials, there was
considerable KGB/GRU alarm and a rise in RYAN-related observations. Given the

number of RYAN indicators that were activated during this period, it remains a puzzle
why the Soviets did not go nuclear. As Robert Gates wrote, ‘I don’t think the Soviets

were crying wolf ’.118

The most convincing explanation is that the personnel who were conducting

observations of RYAN indicators did not transmit this information to the upper-levels
of the Soviet Defence Ministry or to the Politburo.119 The argument is that
de-escalation took place because the Politburo was not informed in real-time of

Able Archer 1983. It remains a mystery why the KGB and GRU remained quiet, whether
it was common sense or incompetence that prevailed.120 Looking at this intermediate

level of decision-making, below the Politburo and Defence Ministry, may provide a
fruitful answer. The May 1984 CIA SNIE mentioned that it had no indicators of alarm

in the Politburo,121 but it does not take into account perceptions and uncertainties at
both the local operative- and bureaucratic-level.

The ‘common sense’ version of this explanation is that the KGB and its operatives
did not think that Able Archer 1983 was worthy of urgent attention. To them the NATO

exercise was not unlike the Soviets’ own nuclear-attack exercise conducted in June
1982. This nuclear war simulation began with the destruction of US intelligence
satellites, and ended with the destruction of Western Europe and the USAwithin seven

hours.122 This exercise was meant to intimidate the West.123 During the course of Able
Archer, Soviet intelligence may have concluded that the NATO exercise was similar to

their own. Thus, Soviet interpretations of what they were observing were based on
their expectations and past experience. Of course, this is highly ironic considering how

Operation RYAN was also based on Soviet expectations and past experience. This time
perhaps the observations of the Soviets were more objective, and eventually the alarm

died down as they received more information about the true nature of Able Archer.
On the other hand, the ‘incompetence’ argument can be made as well. Either the

KGB did not pass on this information because it was incompetent and inefficient, or

because it could not report this information to the Politburo. The CIA acknowledged
that quick leadership changes in the Soviet Union meant that military leaders had

greater influence in an uncertain political situation.124 In November 1983, Andropov
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was on his deathbed, and there may not have been a decisive Politburo meeting at this
time to decide whether or not to respond to Able Archer.

Thus, what both strands of this argument boil down to is that, somehow, Soviet
intelligence prevented a tragedy from occurring by not initiating a frenzied Politburo

meeting.125 Soviet decision-makers at the highest levels were not involved. This meant
that Andropov’s apocalyptic views of the East–West conflict and the inevitability of

nuclear war were not activated by Able Archer because he did not receive any
information about it. Indeed, one wonders what would have happened had Andropov

received information about Able Archer, considering he was the one who had initiated
Operation RYAN.

Aftermath: the ‘Reagan Reversal’

The aftermath of the Able Archer crisis is quite remarkable given the one-sided nature of
the incident. Even though neither the United States nor any other Western state was a

knowing participant, the US was an extremely important actor in the aftermath.
Knowledge of the extent of the Soviet alarm at a routine NATO readiness exercise created

a shift in thinking on the American side. Reagan changed tack with the Soviets,
emphasising dialogue and toning down his rhetoric. He now favoured compromise and

common interests instead of American moral and strategic superiority. Beth Fischer has
termed this about-face in foreign policy the ‘Reagan Reversal’,126 and Able Archer 1983
played a key role in bringing it about. Indeed, it has been reported that NATO did not

conduct future exercises like Able Archer 1983 through the rest of the Cold War.127

It was at about this time in November 1983, according to Reagan’s memoirs, that he

realised how much the Soviets were afraid of him:

Three years had taught me something surprising about the Russians: many people at
the top of the Soviet hierarchy were genuinely afraid of America and Americans [ . . . ] I
began to realize that many Soviet officials feared us not only as adversaries but as
potential aggressors who might hurl nuclear weapons at them in a first strike.128

He realised that the Soviets perceived him differently than he perceived himself.129 His

‘evil empire’ rhetoric died down as he became more conciliatory. On 11 November, the
day that Able Archer ended, Reagan made his first public appeal for a total elimination
of nuclear weapons, repeating this plea at a news conference on 14 December.130

On 16 January 1984 he gave a conciliatory speech that called for dialogue with the
Soviets. In marked contrast with Deputy Secretary of State Dam’s portrayal of

superpower relations as zero-sum on 31 October 1983, Reagan played down
ideological differences, spoke of common interests, and urged peace. He insisted that

the West was not a threat to the USSR. He also called for new arms reductions,
cooperation and confidence-building measures.131 Within one week of Able Archer, he

formed the National Security Planning Group to take control of relations with the
USSR and to chart a course towards improved dialogue to prevent a nuclear

holocaust.132
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This was a remarkable reversal, as images and perceptions are very difficult to
change.133 In this case, Reagan’s worldview of US–Soviet relations became more

nuanced and less absolute. However, it was not a change in his view of Communism,134

indicating a subtle yet more serious shift. This reversal was implemented before the

Soviets began to reform and before Gorbachev came to power. Therefore, this policy
shift was not reactive, as Andropov was still in power.135 Instead, Reagan realised that

firmness and cooperation had been separated for too long in American foreign policy,
and that his firmness had gotten out of hand.136

The role Able Archer had to play in this shift can be termed important, if not central.
The period of October and November 1983 was the height of the Soviet nuclear scare,
and Reagan had been primed to think about nuclear war in fall 1983.137 Soviet actions

and talk during this period, after the KAL 007 shoot-down and the invasion of
Grenada, made Reagan realise how the Soviets truly perceived American intent.

Reagan had thought his policies of increased American firmness and strength were
successful in preventing nuclear war; he now realised that they were just stoking Soviet

fears and thereby raising the possibility of nuclear war.
Able Archer 1983 was the climax after which Reagan realised the true extent to which

the Soviets misinterpreted and misunderstood him. This hastened the transformation
of the Western understanding of the Soviet regime.138 Gordievsky’s information to
Western intelligence now illustrated the paranoid nature of the Soviet leadership quite

clearly to Reagan. He realised how Soviet misinterpretation and had nearly become
reality.139 A 1985 paper of 50 pages, ‘Soviet Perceptions of Nuclear Warfare’,

highlighted how the Soviets were inclined to believe their own propaganda and
warned against the dangers of driving the Soviets to the brink.140 Reagan read this

paper from cover-to-cover (reportedly, a rare occurrence).
Therefore, while Reagan may not have transformed his view of the Soviets overnight

after Able Archer 1983, this event did illuminate more clearly in his mind the possibility
of accidental nuclear war. This crisis was the culmination of a larger nuclear war-scare.

Without this episode, Reagan may not have realised the direction in which Soviet
paranoia could have led the world.
On the Soviet side, Gorbachev’s rise to power in 1985 brought about the end of the

Cold War. Gorbachev may have been influenced by Operation RYAN and the reports
on Able Archer 1983, considering he had been a Politburo member since 1979. He may

have known what nearly came to pass, influencing his approach to the West.141

However, this Soviet change in attitude did not come about immediately, and some

traces of the war-scare lingered until the demise of the Soviet Union. In spring 1984,
the Soviets continued with SS-20 and SLBM activity. They intensified military

operations in Afghanistan, conducted Soviet–Cuban naval exercises, and continued
with troop rotations and other military maneuvers.142 Operation RYAN reportedly
did not completely cease until the 1991 coup, with reports being sent fortnightly

as a matter of routine. New Russian leaders professed to be shocked by the fact that
RYAN continued up until the very end of the Soviet Union.143
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Conclusion

In conclusion, Able Archer 1983 presents an interesting case about misperceptions and
the escalation of crises. It provides a stark example of how the lack of mutual

understanding can lead to mistaken interpretations. This can lead to irrational
decisions that are quite rational in the minds of decision-makers. The case

demonstrates how worldviews, pre-existing beliefs, and expectations can structure the
process of information-gathering and decision-making. The case also presents clear
evidence on how it takes a big event or a ‘close call’ to modify deep-seated worldviews.

Even in this case, a near-brush with nuclear conflict only led Reagan to partially
modify his worldview, and there is no evidence (yet) on whether this similarly affected

the Soviets.
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