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KEY JUDGMENTS
During the past several months, a num ber of coincident Soviet
activities have created concern th at they reflect abnormal Soviet fear of
conflict with the United States, belligerent intent that might risk
conflict, or som e other underl ying Soviet purpose. These ac ti vities have
included large-scale military exercises (among them a major naval
exercise in the Norwegian Sea, unprecedented SS-20 launch activity,
and large-scale SSBN dispersal); preparations for air operations against
Afghanistan; attempts to change the air corridor regime in Berlin; new
mi1itary measures termed responsive to NATO INF deployments; and
shrill propaganda attributing a heightened danger of war to US
behavior. ·
Examining these developments in terms of several h ypotheses, we
reach the following conclusions:
-We believe strongly that Soviet actfons are not inspired by, and
Soviet leaders do not perceive, a genuine danger of imminent
conflict or confrontation with the United States. This judgment
is based on the absence of forcewide combat readiness or other
war preparation moves in the USSR, and the absence of a tone
of fear or belligerence in Soviet diplomatic communications,
although the latter remain uncompromising on many issues.
There have also been instances where the Soviets appear to ha ve
avoided belligerent propaganda or actions. Recent Soviet '' war
scare" propaganda, of declining intensity over the period
examined, is aimed primarily at discrediting US policies and
mobilizing " peace" pressures among various audiences abroad.
This war scare propaganda has reverberated in Soviet securi ty
bureaucracies and emanated through other channels such as
human sources. We do not believe it reflects authentic leadership fears of imminent conflict.
~ We do no believe 'that Soviet war

talk and other actions .. mas "

Soviet preparations for an imminent move toward confro ntation
on the par of the CSSR. althoug h they have an incentive to take
initiatives that discredit U policies even a t some risk. Were the
Soviets preparing an initiative they believed carried a rea l risk
of military confrontation with the United 'tates, we would see
preparatory signs which the Soviets could not mask ..
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~The

or political purpose
Soviet action has its own
military
exercises
are
to
sufficient to explain it.
development and trainthe
ever more
Soviet military capabilities.
~

In specific cases,
military exercises are probably intended
to
the ancillary
of signaling Soviet power and
to some audience. For instance, maneuvers in the Tonkin Gulf
were aimed at backing Vietnam
China; Soviet airpower
use in Afghanistan could have been partly aimed at intimidating
Pakistan; and Soviet action on Berlin has the effect of reminding
the West
its vulnerable access, but very low-key Soviet
handling has muted this

Taken in their totality, Soviet talk about the increased likelihood of
nuclear war and Soviet military actions do
a political intention
of speaking with a louder voice and showing firmness through a
controlled display of military muscle. The apprehensive outlook we
term US arms
believe the Soviet leadership has toward
buildup could in the future increase its willingness to consider actionseven at some heightened risk-that recapture the initiative and neutralize the challenge posed by the United States.
These judgments are tempered by some uncertainty as to current
Soviet leadership perceptions of the United States, by continued
about Politburo decisionmaking processes, and by our
to
examination of how

DISCUSSION
Introduction
L There has been much Soviet talk about the
of
in statements
domestic and
in
internal communications, and in other channels. Soviet
authorities
declared that
is preparing
war, and have issued dire warnings that the t:SSR
will not give in to nuclear blackmail or other
pressure. The articulation of this theme has paJ:aue1eu
the Soviet campaign to derail US INF rl~·, 1 ~'""'"'"'
continues to this
at a somewhat lower
intensity in recent months than in late 1983,

2. Since November 1983 there has been a
of Soviet
activity, with new
weapons and strike
cises, and several other no[e"rorrnv

of

lNF response: Start of construction of additional
SS-20 bases
announcement
on 24 November 1983 of termination of the 20month moratorium on SS-20
opposite NATO; initiation in late December of
E-II
cruise missile submarines off the US coast; first-ever forward
1984 of
missile-

ut:I!I,Hllllll" 20
altitudes for the entire
of one
the Berlin air corridors-a unilateral
the rules governing air
to Berlin.

al airborne units to
major spring offensive into the
and initiation on 21
for the
105 TU-16 and
USBR.

over
the

East Asia:
in
1983
of naval TU-16 strike aircraft to Vietnam for the
first time; positioning of both Soviet ""·"r•>h<md
aircraft carriers for the first time
in Asian waters in March 1984; and the first
assault nv,,rhc;CAC
Caribbean: A small combined
val exercise in the Gulf of Mexico, with the first·
ever visit of a Soviet
May, and

to pressure

b. Soviet behavior
US

proourement and R&D
exercises and reeonnais·
sance activities near Soviet
excited Soviet concerns and caused Moscow
to flex its own

Moscow· itself is preparing for
tary action in the future requiring a
The real aim behind its recent actions is
but to
the United States
activity-thus
levels of Soviet
u"'"'""'"' intended future moves and
US
warning time.
d. i\ weak General
in the Soviet
control at the top
under
more confrontational to
the observer.

Soviet Talk

Nuclear War

clear domestic pr,op;ag~mtta
demands on the Soviet labor
and lde·olog!c.al

7. The central question remains:
perceptions at top decisior1mak1
Our information about such '""·""''""'
ticms is
inferential.
confidence in several broad conclusions.

repercep-

8.
we believe that there is serious concern
with US defense and
oolicv trends. There a
measure of agreement among both
and
leaders that the United States has undertaken
offensive against Soviet interests. Central to
the overall scope and momentum of
the

civilian requirements. ~1ore
""'"'"rn>>ti that the

HHHlc'uHnc•

world
From this persDective,
Central
Africa are seen as a token
the future.
10.
and most imDortant for this assessment,
we do not believe the Soviet
an
imminent threat of war with the United States. It is
conceivable that the
Soviet "war scare"
reflects a genuine Snviet worry about a
near-future attack on them. This concern could be
of anti-Soviet
Soviet views about the
""'·'u'l>"m combined with elements of
nrr,iPr·tP£1 onto the United

of war
suggesting that there may
have
on this score-or at least how to
talk about the issue-over the Dast half year.
on the basis of what we believe to be
that the Snviet leaderan imminent
of war.

Moreover, the Soviets know that the United
all
present far from

Recent Soviet Military Activities

intimidate
selected audiences:
The East Asian naval maneuvers,
and
strike aircraft to
cises have '"<"""'''"
The
campaign in
could be
seen not
as an operation against the insuran
threat to nei~htbor~
gency but also
ing countries-Pakistan and
Iran.
In mounting
and visible
as the
Northern and Baltic
Fleet exercise in the Norwegian
would understand that
NATO audiences,

Soviet INF-related
The Snviets have not initiated the
would

activities have also

and Warsaw Pact countries.
the number of
Never
the incident in
November 1983 in which a Soviet attack submarine was disabled
the CS coast as it c>tr.>mntPrt
to evade a US ASW
and moved the sub
out of Cuba where it had come for
emergency repairs.
in late January to stay away
Warned Soviet
from US
in the eastern Mediterranean.
-Took no
action in March when one of
their merchant tankers hit a mine off Nicaragua.
Notified Washington of u ...... ..,,~
in
April as a gesture of
16. Reaction to US actions? The new Soviet de-

was somewhat greater than
readiness
in fact
revealed that it did
at this time of a NATO attack.

was a

19. How the Soviets choose to
to ongoing
US
activities, such as exercises and reconnaissance operations,
on how
assess their
may
and above all the
scope, the trends
hostile intent that might be read into them. We are
present uncertain as to what
or
military
the Soviets may have read into recent
and NATO exercises and reconnaissance operations

""·'v"'""''n~ of nuclear-armed submarines off US coasts

because a detailed comparison of simultaneous .. Red"

and the forward

and "Blue" actions has not been
The
Soviets
in the past, ascribed the same threatening character to these activities as to US military
them preparations for
buildup
that is,
war. But they have not
a IJS intent prepare
for imminent war.

of
missiles in
are a Soviet reaction to NATO INr'
ae'tllo,ynlerlr, which the Soviets claim is very threatenthe threat
here
is certainly not one of imminent nuclear

District, there was some concern that it m ight represent masking of preparations for operations against
Pakistan, or even Iran, rather than against the most
obvious ta rget, Afghanistan. At this point the force is
dearly occupied against Afghauistan. It was never
suitably deployed for use against fran. We believe
tha t, although the force couid be used against Pakistan,
a ma jor air offensive against Pakistan without forewarning or precursor political pressure wo!Jlc;i serve no
Soviet purpose and is extremely unlikely.'
.
22. Soviet military exercises display and contribute
to steadily growing Soviet force capa bilities. These
exercises have become increasingly complex as Moscow has deployed more caoable and sophisticated
weapons and command and control systems. The
exercises have stressed the ability to assume a wartime
posture rapidly and respond flexibly to a variety of
con tingencies. We know that this activity ·

reject the hypothesis that weak central leadership
accounts for the Soviet actions examined here.
24. A comprehensive pattern ? In our vie w. the
military activities under examination here do tend to
have their own military rationales and the exercises
are integrated by long-term Soviet force development
plans. However, these activities do not all fit in to an
integrated pattern of current Soviet foreign policy
tactics. The different leadtimes involved in initiating
various activities argue agains t orchestration fo r a
political purpose. A number of the activities represent
routine training or simpl y refine previous exercises. In
other cases, the activities respond to circumstances
tha t could not have been predicted ahead of time. •

Conclusions
25. Taken in their to tality, Soviet talk abou t the
increased likelihood of nuclear war and Soviet military
actions do suggest a political intention of speaking with
a louder voice and showing firmness th rough a controlled display of military muscle. At the same time,
Moscow has given little sign of desiring to escalate
tensions sharply or to provoke possible armed confrontation wit h the United States.

··is t>Ial1necfand sched'uled rnonths or years •
in advance. , Typically, these plans ha ve no t been
signi ficantly affected by concurrent US or NATO
exercise activity. We see no evidence that this oro·
gram is now being driven by some sort of target date
or deadline. Rather, it appears to respond-in annual
26. Soviet talk of nuclear war has been delibera tely
a nd fi ve-year p lan increments-to new oroblems and
mani pulated to rationalize military efforts with dooperational considerations that constantly arise wi th
mestic audiences and to influence Western electorates
ongoing force modern i7.ation. Thus, we interpret the
and political elites. Some Soviet military activities
accelera ted tempo of Soviet live exercise activity as a
have also been designed to ha ve an alarming or
reflection of the learning curve inherent in the exerintimidating effect on various audiences (notably INF
cise process itself and of long-term Soviet military
"counterdeployments," the naval exercise in the Norobjectives, rather than of preparatjQ11S_f_o__r._m: ma~kinf
wegian Sea, and naval and air activities in Asia), ; .
of, surprise Soviet military actions,
:

23. Policy imvact of leadershiv weakness or
factionalism? The Soviet Union has had three General Secretaries in as many years and, given the age and
frail health of Chernenko, yet another change can be .
expected in a few years. This uncertain political
environment could be conducive to increased maneuvering within the lead ership and magnification of
policy disagreements. Some have argued tha t either
the Soviet military or a hardline foreign policy faction
led by Gromyko and Ustinov exerts more influence
than it could were Cherne nko a st ronger figure.
Although ind ividual Soviet military leaders enjoy great
a uthority in the regime and military priorities remain
high for the whole leadership, we do not believe tha t
the Soviet military, ;tS a n institution, is exerting unusually heavy influence on Soviet policy. Nor do we
believe that any faction is exerting influence other
tha n through Politburo consensus. ConseQuently we

27. Our assessment of both Soviet talk about nude~
ar war and Soviet military activities indicates a very
low probability that the top Soviet lead ership is seriously worried about the imminent outbreak of nuclear
war, although lt is quite possible that official propa~
ganda and vigilance campaigning have generated an
atmosphere of anxiety thrqughout the military and
security apparat us. The available evide nce suggests
that none of the military acti vities discussed in this
Estima e have been g£>nerated by a rf'al fear of
imminen t US attack.
28. Although recent Soviet military exerdse.s comhine with other ongoing Soviet programs to heighten
overall military capabilities, we believe it unli ely that
they are intended to mask current •>r near-fut ure
orepara tions by the USSR for some d irectly hostile
military initiati ve. :'-.1oreover. we are confident that
the activities we have e:tamined in this Estimate would

not successfully mask all the extensive logistic and
•Jther military preparations the Soviets would have to
commence well before a rea listic offensi,ve ini tia tive
against an y major regional security target.
29. Both the talk of nuclear war and the military
activities address the concerns of a longer time horizon. Moscow's inability to elicit major concessions in
the arms talks, successful US INF deployment, andmost important by far - the long-term prospect of a
build up of US strategic and conventional military
fo rces, have created serious concern in the Kremlin .
We judge that the Soviet leadership does indeed
believe that the United States is attempting to restore a
military posture that everely undercuts the Soviet
power position in the world. . ...
30. The apprehensive outlook we believe the Soviet
leadership has toward the longe r term Western arms
buildup could in the future increase its willingness to
consider actions-even at some heightened. risk-that
recaoture the initiative and neutralize the military
challenge posed by the United States. Warning of such
actions could be ambiguous. ; ·

3!. Our judgments in this Estimate are subject to
three main sources of uncertainty. We have inadeQuate information about:
a. The current mind-set of the Soviet political
leadership, which has seen some of its optimistic
in ternational expectations from the Brezhnev era
disappointed
b. The wa ys in which military ope rations and foreign policy tactics may be influenced by political
d ifferences and the policy process in the
Kremlin.
c. The Soviet reading of our own military operations, that is, current reconnaissance and
exercises.
Notwithstand ing these uncertainties, however, we are
confident tha t, as of now, the Soviets see not an
imminent military clash but a costly and- to some
extent- more perilous strategic and political struggle
over the rest of the decade.,

