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Summary: This essay examines the actions and policies of U.S. President Ronald Reagan and his 

administration throughout 1981-1983 and argues that Reagan’s inflammatory public rhetoric and 

hawkish policies collectively escalated tensions between the U.S. and the USSR, causing a nuclear 

war scare in response to the Able Archer exercises of 1983. 

The Cold War was a period in international relations characterised by tension and threat. With the 

destructive power of nuclear weapons constantly improving, the possibility of a nuclear exchange 

between the United States and the Soviet Union was a pervasive fear, which threatened millions of 

lives. One event of the Cold War which has received particular attention was the Cuban Missile 

Crisis. Occurring in 1962, the confrontation is often considered the closest the U.S. and the USSR 

ever came to nuclear war. However, an event that has not received significant historical analysis is 

the Able Archer incident of 1983. Stemming from a NATO war-game simulation,1 the exercise was 

misinterpreted by the Soviet Union as a precursor to a nuclear first strike.2 It is arguable that this 

misinterpretation stemmed from the escalation of tensions between the Cold War superpowers due 

to the incendiary rhetoric of US President Ronald Reagan and the hawkish policies of his 

administration. These policies were aimed at reigniting the Cold War arms race in an effort to 

outspend and develop a technical advantage over the Soviet Union; therefore, altering the Cold War 

balance of power. This resulted in the deployment by both superpowers of sophisticated tactical 

missiles within Europe which further increased tensions. Consequently, the provocative rhetoric and 

policies of the Regan Administration, during the period 1981-1983, compromised Soviet-US relations 

to such an extent that Soviet paranoia of a US first strike led to a genuine nuclear war scare during 

the Able Archer exercises of 1983. 

The extent to which rhetoric by President Reagan contributed to Soviet fears is debated amongst 

scholars; however, it is clear from both primary and secondary sources that the provocative nature 

of Reagan’s public speeches and communications was a significant factor in escalating US-Soviet 

tensions prior to Operation Able Archer. In a 1999 report to the Center for Cryptologic History, a 

division of the U.S. National Security Agency, Thomas R. Johnson suggests that the Reagan 

Administration ‘marked the height of the Cold War’.3 Referring to the period from 1982 to 1984 as 

‘the most dangerous Soviet-American confrontation since the Cuban Missile Crisis’, Johnson makes 

clear that ‘rhetoric on both sides, especially during the Reagan Administration, drove the hysteria.’4 

Reagan had referred to the USSR as the ‘evil empire’5 and the ‘focus of evil in the world’6. In 

response, Soviet General Secretary Andropov called Reagan ‘insane’ and a ‘liar’ and the Soviet media 

began a ‘verbal offensive’ against Reagan.7 It is evident that Reagan’s public statements had been 

highly provocative; however, some have challenged the extent to which these statements actually 

influenced the Soviets in their later actions during and preceding Able Archer 83: Ben B. Fischer, in a 

1996 article released in a CIA in-house journal, suggested that rhetoric was ‘the consequence rather 

than the cause of tension.’8 He continues to support this perspective in an extended article 
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published in 1997, where he suggests that the Soviets were ‘cautiously optimistic’ that Reagan’s 

rhetoric was more of a ‘campaign plank’ rather than sincere intentions for U.S. policy.9 However, this 

is contradicted by several primary sources. Operation Able Archer had been preceded by Operation 

RYAN, a Soviet intelligence gathering operation launched in response to growing tensions between 

the U.S. and the USSR. The operation was first mentioned in a speech by Yuri Andropov to the KGB 

on 25 March 1981; within this speech, there are indications that rhetoric played a role: Andropov 

refers to a report stating that ‘the activity of propaganda outlets of our class enemies [the United 

States] has increased, their attempts to exercise corrosive influence over the minds of the Soviet 

people have intensified.’10 Given the timing of this statement—only a year after Reagan was 

elected—this is almost certainly a reference to the escalating provocation by Reagan and his 

speeches. An East German State Security (Stasi) note regarding a 11 July 1981 meeting between 

Andropov and Minister for State Security Erich Mielke mentions further statements by Andropov 

regarding ‘propaganda’ as well as direct reference to Regan’s aggressive speeches. Andropov 

suggests that the West had been ‘undertaking the most strenuous efforts to stoke ideological and 

psychological warfare against [the USSR]’ and ‘sow doubts, disbelief, and fear in the countries of the 

socialist commonwealth’.11 He further states, ‘Reagan’s vulgar speeches show the true face of the 

military-industrial complex. They have long sought such a figure. Now, they have finally found it in 

the form of Reagan.’12 Andropov had also, in response to a call by Reagan for a ‘crusade against 

communism’, suggested that ‘Washington does not limit itself to mere words.’13 This indicates that 

Reagan’s comments were often perceived as genuine threats by Andropov. This is correlated by 

other officials such as ex-KGB officer Oleg Gordievsky who claimed that Operation RYAN had been a 

reaction to ‘Reaganite rhetoric’.14 It is clear from the various available sources that aggressive public 

rhetoric by President Ronald Reagan contributed substantially to Soviet paranoia, which 

subsequently led to the 1983 war scare in response to Able Archer. 

Tensions between the U.S. and the USSR were further exacerbated by an increase in military 

spending by the U.S. and a subsequent arms race between the two superpowers. Following his 

election, Reagan implemented several policies pertaining to U.S. defence; these included an increase 

in military spending, which ‘expanded dramatically’.15 Primary evidence suggests a strong Soviet 

reaction to this increase in expenditure: in Andropov’s aforementioned meeting with Minister 

Mielke, Andropov urged an increase in Soviet military spending – after Reagan confirmed that his 

administration would be spending 220 billion dollars on defence – to avoid ‘fall[ing] behind’.16 This 

increase in U.S. spending coincided with a general build-up of military forces and the development of 

technologically advanced weapons. Aaron Donaghy, a history fellow teaching U.S. foreign relations 
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at the University College Dublin, wrote in his 2021 book ‘The Second Cold War’ that Reagan had 

been ‘embarking on the largest peacetime military build-up in U.S. history’.17 In his speech to the 

KGB, Andropov recalls a Soviet report which suggested the U.S. was ‘waging an arms race on an 

unprecedented scale, and…expediting the preparations for war’.18 Throughout the early 1980s, the 

U.S. made several advances in defence technology, including upgrades to intercontinental ballistic 

missiles and, in 1983, the outfitting of U.S. submarines with cruise missiles capable of avoiding 

detection by early-warning systems and destroying even the most protected Soviet missile silos.19 In 

response to these strategic programs, the Soviet defence ministry claimed that the U.S. was seeking 

‘the ability to win a nuclear war’, thus ‘pushing mankind to the brink of catastrophe’.20 The 

introduction of the Strategic Defence Initiative (commonly known as ‘Star Wars’) in March 1983 was 

especially damaging to relations; the Soviets believed that the SDI had an offensive purpose, namely, 

to launch a first strike against the USSR.21 In contrast to prior incidents, the Soviet reaction to the SDI 

initiative was particularly overt: In a statement to the Soviet newspaper Pravda, Andropov accused 

the U.S. of ‘inventing new plans on how to unleash a nuclear war in the best way, with the hope of 

winning it.’22 He added that, ‘Washington’s actions were putting the entire world in jeopardy.’23 It is 

evident that an increase in military spending by the U.S. prompted an arms race between the U.S. 

and the USSR, thereby greatly exacerbating tensions between the two nations and fuelling Soviet 

fears of a nuclear first strike. 

In addition to passive policies such as increases in defence spending and the development of 

advanced weapons, the Reagan Administration also engaged in more explicit and aggressive military 

actions against the Soviet Union, including the deployment of Pershing II missiles in Europe and 

psychological warfare, which further strained the already tense relations between the U.S. and the 

USSR. The deployment of Pershing II missiles had been announced by NATO on 12 December 1979.24 

Although the range of the missiles was classified, the U.S. had publicly announced their range as 

1,800 kilometres, making them capable of reaching eastern Russia within 10 minutes; the Soviets 

estimated a greater range of 2,500 kilometres.25 While the deployment of Pershing II missiles had 

been announced prior to Reagan’s entry into office, his decision to continue with their deployment, 

together with long-range cruise missiles, was a ‘key pillar’ of his early policy towards the Soviet 

Union.26 The Soviets evidently feared a first-strike; Mikhail Gorbachev described the weapons as a 

‘gun pressed to our temple’ and, on 4 August, 1983, the Soviet Politburo made efforts to block their 

deployment.27 The deployment of Pershing II missiles is particularly noteworthy, given that Able 
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Archer 83 was the first major NATO exercise which simulated their deployment.28 Although the first 

missiles did not actually arrive in Europe until November 23—22 days after the end of Able Archer—

the Soviets certainly did not trust the official schedule announced by NATO and likely viewed such an 

announcement as an additional means of deception leading up to a surprise attack.29 The Reagan 

Administration also authorised psychological warfare operations (PSYOPs), whereby U.S. aircraft, at 

random intervals, would fly towards Soviet airspace—causing units to go on alert in preparation for 

an attack—only to turn back at the last moment.30 Ben Fischer suggests that the use of these tactics 

may have prompted the Soviets to commence Operation RYAN.31 The first PSYOPs probes 

commenced in mid-February 1981;32 Operation RYAN was first discussed by Andropov only a month 

later33 and the KGB was directed to begin the operation in May.34 U.S. military operations during the 

period have also been linked to the destruction of Korean Air Lines Flight 007 in September 1983 by 

a Soviet fighter jet, after the aircraft strayed into Soviet airspace; a press release by the official 

Soviet news agency TASS on September 5, 1983 described the intrusion as ‘sanctioned provocation’, 

claiming that American combat planes had ‘violated the Soviet border in the region of the Kurile 

Islands on nine occasions’ during that same year.35 The release goes on to state, ‘All these facts show 

that the U.S. Air Force and Navy do this [intrude into Soviet airspace] deliberately’.36 It can be 

therefore be inferred that U.S. military operations and the resulting intrusions into Soviet airspace 

exacerbated Soviet fears to such an extent that a civilian airliner was mistaken for a spy plane. There 

is overwhelming evidence that the aggressive military tactics adopted by the Reagan Administration 

exacerbated Soviet paranoia, which, together with Reagan’s defence policies and public 

communications, resulted in the war scare of 1983 in response to Operation Able Archer. 

Whilst the Soviet reaction to Able Archer did not result in actual nuclear deployment, the war scare 

would go on to impact the later decisions of the Reagan administration. After Able Archer, Reagan 

began to recognise that Soviet fears of a first-strike, which had previously been dismissed as ‘scare 

tactics’,37 were legitimate. Upon reading intelligence reports describing Soviet activity during Able 

Archer, Reagan responded with ‘genuine anxiety’ and disbelief that the Soviets ‘could even take 

seriously the very idea [of a US strike].’38 On November 18, he reflected on the events in his diary, 

writing, ‘I feel the Soviets are so defense minded, so paranoid about being attacked that…we ought 

                                                           
28 Pry, P. V. (1999). War Scare: Russia and America on the Nuclear Brink. Westport: Praeger. (pg. 33) 
29 Ibid. (pg. 34) 
30 Fischer, B. B. (1997). A Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare. Washington: Center for the Study 
of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency. (pg. 6-7) 
31 Ibid. (pg. 10) 
32 Ibid. 
33 Andropov, Y. (1981, March 25). The Results of the 26th Congress of the CPSU and Tasks for the Party 
Organization of the KGB. Retrieved from National Security Archive: 
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/sites/default/files/documents/5028353/Document-01-KGB-Chairman-Yuri-
Andropov-to-KGB.pdf 
34 Fischer, B. B. (1997). A Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare. Washington: Center for the Study 
of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency. (pg. 10) 
35 Associated Press. (1983, September 5). TASS REPORT ON A SOVIET GENERAL'S COMMENTS ABOUT AIRLINER. 
Retrieved from The New York Times: https://www.nytimes.com/1983/09/05/world/tass-report-on-a-soviet-
general-s-comments-about-airliner.html 
36 Ibid. 
37 Fischer, B. B. (1997). A Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare. Washington: Center for the Study 
of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency (pg. 25) 
38 Jones, N. B. (2009, May 17). "One Misstep Could Trigger a Great War": Operation RYAN, Able Archer 83, and 
the 1983 War Scare. Retrieved from The George Washington Libraries: 
https://scholarspace.library.gwu.edu/etd/4t64gn26f 



to tell them no one here has any intention of doing anything like that.’39 Only a few months later, in 

January 1984, Reagan would announce a change in U.S. policy towards the USSR, to a policy 

underpinned by peace, cooperation and diplomacy.40 It therefore seems evident that the Soviet 

reaction to Able Archer substantially affected Reagan’s future policy decisions and led him to pursue 

diplomacy with the USSR with greater determination. 

It is clear from the evidence that the actions of the Reagan Administration throughout 1981 to 

1983—including President Reagan’s inflammatory rhetoric, increases in military spending, the 

development of advanced military technology and the implementation of hostile military tactics—

impacted U.S.-Soviet relations to such a significant extent, that the USSR feared a nuclear first strike 

by the U.S., thus leading Soviet officials to misinterpret the 1983 Able Archer exercise as a covert 

nuclear attack.  
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 This source proved particularly useful as it provided insight into the reaction of the Yuri Andropov—

and the Soviet government more generally—to Reagan's increasingly aggressive government 

policies. The source assisted me in assessing the extent to which rhetoric was a factor in the 1983 

war scare, with secondary sources providing conflicting opinions on the matter. This primary source 

served as an authoritative means of clarifying this issue and establishing rhetoric as a significant 

contributor to Cold War tensions and, consequently, to the 1983 war scare. 

 


