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The Domestic Politics of 
Superpower Rapprochement

Foreign Policy and the 
1984 Presidential Election

Simon Miles

Looking back on 1984, the reelection of Ronald Reagan and George H. W. 
Bush appears to have been all but certain. But in fact, the Republican vic
tory over the Democratic ticket of Walter Mondale and Geraldine Fer
raro—winning 58.8 percent of the popular vote as well as 525 electoral 
votes to Mondale’s 13— put paid to considerable political uncertainty 
leading up to the election. Domestic economic woes continued to plague 
the Reagan administration, earning excoriations from the New York 
Times and the Wall Street Journal.1 O n foreign policy matters, negative 
public opinion of Reagan’s conduct of the Cold War, especially in Latin 
America, also imperiled his bid for reelection.2 But when voters went to 
the polls on November 6, 1984, these concerns amounted to naught.

Today, Reagan’s public image is dominated by the triumphalist 
narrative of US victory in the Cold War. While many historians have 
debunked this assertion, the end of the Cold War continues to loom large 
in assessments of Reagan’s presidency— and above all his foreign policy.3 
In 1984, however, the Cold War seemed far from won, and Mondale’s bid 
for the White House gave voice to the concerns of many regarding the
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role of the United States in the world. This essay examines how the Mon
dale campaign used foreign policy to attack the Reagan administration.
It focuses on four areas of contention: high military expenditures, failure 
to make progress on arms control, poor relations with the Soviet Union, 
and the abandonment of core principles in US foreign policy, including 
alliances and human rights. It then examines Reagan’s policy shift toward 
the Soviet Union, announced on January 16, 1984, in a speech to US and 
European audiences in which Reagan publicly affirmed his intention to 
improve US-Soviet relations. Finally, it analyzes Mondale’s attempts to 
turn Reagan’s new willingness to engage in dialogue with the Kremlin
against the president.

Reagan’s apparent change of course has spawned a variety of explana
tions. In her pathbreaking book on the subject, Beth Fischer argues that 
the crises of 1983— particularly the Soviet downing of Korean Airlines 
flight 007 and the deployment of US intermediate-range nuclear forces 
to Europe— led Reagan to reevaluate how his administration prosecuted 
the Cold War. Reagan’s fear of the catastrophic consequences of a mis
step, Fischer concludes, led him to soften his tone and make overtures 
toward the Kremlin—what she terms the “Reagan reversal.”4 James Mann 
does not dispute the importance of these crises but highlights the role of 
electoral politics, suggesting that Reagan’s concerns about his reelection 
prospects led to this change of course.5 James Graham Wilson stresses the 
importance of Reagan’s own understanding of the Soviet Union, particu
larly his coming to terms with Soviet leaders’ perception of a US threat. 
Reagan hoped that through direct, personal diplomacy he could allay 
these fears and persuade the Soviet Union to moderate its policies while 
also moderating his own.6 All three of these prominent interpretations 
(and many others) focus on the role of the individual—Reagan—which 
cannot be discounted, but less so on the structural constraints and chang
ing nature of the world in which he operated.

This essay identifies Reagan’s change in tone as being squarely rooted 
in the balance of power between the United States and the Soviet Union. 
As early as the 1980 election campaign, Reagan made his desire for greater 
dialogue with the Soviet Union clear, but perceived US weakness when he 
entered the White House on January 20, 1981, retarded these efforts. By 
1984, however, the United States enjoyed a position of strategic superior
ity to the Soviet Union, and Reagan and his national security team knew
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it.7 This emboldened the president to expand contacts with the Soviet 
Union, the very thing Mondale had attacked him for failing to do.

M ondale’s Case against R eagan

Mondales 1984 campaign may have been unsuccessful, but it was far 
from unserious. Planning began almost immediately after he and Carter 
lost in 1980. In fact, Mondale and his aides began crafting a stump speech 
at the time of Reagan’s inauguration. From the outset, the Mondale cam
paign worked to separate the candidate from his political past: “Carter, 
inflation, Iran, . . . cBig Spender [at home], Mr. Busing, opponent of 
military spending, [and] leader of the opposition to the space shuttle.” 
Casting Mondale as a viable commander in chief posed a “special prob
lem,” given the sense of weakness associated with Carter. Public sentiment 
favored arms control and rapprochement with the Soviet Union, and peo
ple associated Mondale with these issues, but he still needed to establish 
his national security bona fides.8

“The solution,” Mondale’s aides concluded, “is neither to abandon 
your vigorous commitment to arms control and peace nor to try to sound 
like a hawk, which you are not.”9 Mondale would govern with a steady 
hand, unlike Reagan and his “radical economic policy” of skyrocketing 
interest rates, “radical social policy” leading to widening income inequal
ity and cuts to social services, and “foreign policy which radically departs 
from the bipartisan policies of the past.”10 In short, Mondale sought to 
paint Reagan as a dangerous choice to lead the United States— a choice 
that threatened the nation’s security and future—just as Carter had, also 
unsuccessfully, in 1980.

Mondale and his team also set about developing a visibility strategy 
for the former vice president intended to overcome his association with 
Carter and the far left of the political spectrum. Mondale planned to 
defend the Carter administration’s policies only when explicitly called 
upon to do so, for example. He would avoid references to his vice presi
dential record, making nebulous assertions regarding his experience rather 
than underscoring his association with Carter’s White House. Mondale 
planned to sell himself as the smarter, surer option for the White House. 
As one of his aides put it, Mondale was “the only living former president 
or vice president who’s neither a criminal nor a nincompoop.”11
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Throughout Reagan’s first term, Mondale critiqued the administra
tion’s high military spending. In a time of growing income inequality, 
Reagan had “bought every big ticket weapon in the candy store.”12 But 
Mondale undercut his own line of attack in the hopes of bolstering his 
national security credentials, pledging to increase US defense spending 
to a level higher than in any earlier peacetime budget— and higher than 
at the Vietnam War’s peak.13 Mondale criticized Reagan’s own defense 
buildup as both wasteful and ill-considered. “Reagan’s near-trillion dol
lar defense expenditure,” the campaign asserted, “is not producing near
a trillion dollars’ worth of defense----- This is not security, it’s [a] house
of cards that will tumble down on our children, leaving them with nei
ther military nor economic security. The Democrats found considerable 
evidence to support this line of attack. Both administration officials and 
military leaders publicly conceded the decline in US readiness, despite the 
buildup.14 Many of these expenditures seemed wasteful. The MX missile, 
for example, cost a great deal, but the silos across the Midwest where it 
would be based could not be sufficiently hardened to survive a Soviet first 
strike.15 Mismanagement in the procurement process led to the purchase 
of working aircraft to be cannibalized for spare parts (so-called hangar 
queens), instead of buying those parts individually.16 Mondale there
fore pledged to increase the defense budget, but also to make smarter 
choices.17 He proposed the smaller, more survivable Midgetman missile 
over the MX, the nascent stealth bomber over the B-l, and realistic strate
gic defenses coupled with successful arms control negotiations instead of 
Reagan’s fanciful Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).18

Arms control figured prominently in Mondales attacks. He charged 
that Reagan, by failing to make progress with the Soviets, had made the 
world a more dangerous place. “The highest responsibility of a president,” 
Mondale told a Chicago audience, “is to get those godawful weapons 
under control.”19 He cast himself as the first presidential candidate to be 
outspoken in favor of the nuclear freeze movement, seeing clear public 
support for new, intensified arms control negotiations. He went on to con
demn Reagan’s characterization of the freeze movement as “the dupes of 
Moscow.”20 It only made sense to put limitations on a contest that neither 
side could win, Mondale insisted.21 “Arms control [was] not a gift to the 
Soviets.”22

Mondale argued that his twenty years of experience with the arms
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control portfolio (both in the Senate and as vice president) made him 
uniquely capable of bringing such agreements to fruition.23 He hoped to 
“point towards sanity” in the conduct of US foreign relations, commit
ting his prospective administration to curbing the nuclear arms race.24 
Reagan, by contrast, espoused “the fallacy of American weakness,. . . the 
fallacy that arms control is weakness,. . .  [and] the fallacy that we can win 
an arms race, and that we should try to.”25 Mondale’s campaign went even 
further: the foreign policy of the first Reagan administration betrayed the 
US foreign policy tradition of (allegedly) always seeking peace.26 All six of 
Reagan’s predecessors, regardless of party, had concluded agreements with 
their counterparts in the Kremlin. Reagan’s policies, in comparison, had 
destabilized the situation.27 “Nuclear arms control is not a partisan issue,” 
Mondale insisted. “Whatever divides us, survival is not on that list.”28 

Instead of investing in costly and allegedly destabilizing nuclear 
weapons, Mondale promised to shift the focus of US defense policy to 
conventional capabilities.29 Doing so, the Mondale campaign argued, 
would be an important step in and of itself toward decelerating the arms 
race.30 Mondale also pledged to end the inchoate arms race in outer space, 
allegedly triggered by SDI. As president, Mondale promised to focus on 
ending the arms race on earth rather than starting a second one in the 
heavens. He decried “Reagan’s fantasy that space weapons can protect 
Americans . .  . [as] a cruel hoax.”31 He stressed that SDI would destabilize 
the Cold War and undermine the existing Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. 
At a time when Washington’s objective should be to conclude more arms 
control agreements with the Soviet Union, the United States “should be 
purer than Caesar’s wife.”32

Mondale made his full case against SDI in Cleveland on April 24, 
1984. He outlined the reasons why he opposed (and the general public 
should oppose) Reagan’s “Star Wars fantasy.” SDI opened a new, danger
ous front of superpower competition, adding a defensive arms race to the 
ongoing offensive one, and an extraterrestrial arms race to the terrestrial 
one. Building such a program would cost hundreds of billions of dollars 
at a time when Washington should be devoting its resources to reducing 
income inequality at home. And SDI would not necessarily guarantee pro
tection for the United States: Mondale insisted that sophisticated Soviet 
antisatellite weapons could disable it. To little end, therefore, Reagan’s 
plan would upend mutually assured destruction, on which Cold War sta-
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bility rested. SDI would also create a rift with US allies. Washington’s 
NATO partners opposed the program, believing it would undermine the 
US nuclear security guarantee to Europe. Overall, Mondale argued, the 
United States should focus on reducing, not increasing, the number of 
weapons in the world. All this assumed, however, that SDI would come 
to fruition, and Mondale claimed it rested on outlandish, flawed scien
tific premises.33 It would “put a hair trigger on the nuclear balance and 
a premium on striking first in a crisis . . . [and] hand over to a computer 
the decision to make the first hostile act of nuclear war.”34 He presented 
an alternative: a plan “to stop the heavens from being militarized,” begin
ning with a unilateral, temporary moratorium on the testing of antisatel
lite weapons, which Mondale anticipated would lead to a verifiable ban. 
His plan also included a temporary moratorium on the development and 
deployment of all weapons in space, which he similarly hoped would lead 
to a treaty with the Soviet Union.35

Relations with the Soviet Union lay at the heart of Mondale’s cam
paign, foreign policy-wise: “we have opposing interests, and we have the 
power to destroy each other.”36 “On the day I am inaugurated,” Mon
dale pledged, “I will tell the Soviet leader, meet me in Geneva within 
six months to negotiate a mutual, verifiable nuclear freeze.”37 Mondale 
also proposed annual summits between the superpowers going forward.38 
After all, he argued, the United States met with the G-7 countries on an 
annual basis, why not do the same with the Soviet Union?39 (Not until 
ten months after his second inauguration did Reagan start meeting with 
his Soviet counterpart on an annual basis.) Negotiations between Wash
ington and Moscow, Mondale charged, had achieved nothing because 
Reagan viewed negotiations— and foreign policy in general— as a public 
relations exercise rather than a means of finding common ground.40

Mondale rejected the idea of putting blind faith in the Kremlin, but 
he insisted that Reagan’s failure to meet with his Soviet counterparts con
stituted a crucial failure to ensure US security.41 As he told a New York 
audience, “we do not believe that Andropov is the chairman of the Mos
cow branch of the United Way.”42 But John F. Kennedy, the campaign 
argued, had been able to move forward from the Cuban Missile Crisis to 
the Limited Test Ban Treaty by unilaterally declaring a halt to US atmo
spheric testing and challenging the Soviets to respond in kind, which they 
did.43 Meanwhile, “Reagan has wasted three and one half precious years
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in the illusion that an arms race leads to arms control. He’s dead wrong. 
He’s proved that an arms race leads to an arms race.”44 Whereas his prede
cessors had relied on a two-track approach of deterrence and negotiation, 
Reagan’s seemingly singular focus on deterrence only made the world a 
more dangerous place.45 Moscow noted this position with approval, echo
ing Mondale’s criticism that Reagan had failed to meet with his Soviet 
counterparts and applauding its centrality in the Democratic platform.46

As part of his effort to be perceived as the presidential candidate 
who could improve US-Soviet relations, Mondale met with Soviet for
eign minister Andrei Gromyko when the latter visited the United States 
in September 1984. The Mondale campaign hoped to demonstrate that 
its candidate would be a tough negotiator if elected, but also that “seri
ous, businesslike” negotiations between the superpowers were necessary47 
To Gromyko, Mondale conveyed his belief that US-Soviet relations had 
reached a “fateful moment.” He explained that the superpower relation
ship must be the top priority of both nations and referenced his pub
lic commitment to annual summits in that context. He underscored his 
commitment to arms control negotiations, particularly with respect to 
space-based weapons.48 After the meeting, the Soviet media broadcast 
Mondale’s views and expressed the hope that they would be realized (i.e., 
that Mondale would be elected).49

Mondale saw improving superpower relations as the key to achiev
ing a host of other US foreign policy goals. In eastern Europe, the cam
paign argued, increased tensions stemming from Reagan’s foreign policy 
hampered the full implementation of the Helsinki Accords and thereby 
improvements in the quality of life of those living in the region. A gen
eral climate of global tension led Moscow to increase the pressure on east
ern European states and demand strict ideological conformity, ending the 
process of a gradual drifting away from Moscow, which so many had 
hoped for (and seen evidence of).50 Mondale believed that decreasing ten
sions would create a “window of opportunity” to capitalize on these gov
ernments’ desire for freedom and stronger ties to the West through trade 
and contacts.51 Elsewhere, Mondale pledged to shift the focus of US pol
icy in Latin America from military engagement to negotiation, reducing 
the military forces in the region on both sides, while continuing to give 
US allies “legitimate security assistance.”52 Reagan, by comparison, saw 
Latin American conflicts only through the lens of the Cold War.53 The
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Mondale campaign also alleged that the United States had abandoned its 
leadership role in pushing for peace in the Middle East, an effort in which 
Mondale himself had played a crucial role as vice president.54

Reagans worldview, according to Mondale, lacked any subtlety and 
cast the world in the black-and-white terms of East-West competition. 
“W hen the globe is a tinderbox,” Mondale argued, “we need a president 
who knows what he’s doing.”55 But Reagan failed to understand the core 
problem of US foreign policy, Mondale charged: the world did not doubt 
US power; the world recognized the enormity of that power but doubted 
the Reagan administration’s responsible stewardship of it. For instance, 
the presence of US nuclear missiles in Europe caused more widespread 
discontent and fear among European youth than did the Soviet missiles 
pointed at their own homes.56

Mondale accused Reagan of abandoning two fundamental aspects of 
US foreign policy: working with Washington’s allies and championing 
human rights. In the first case, Reagan embraced a “go-it-alone policy” 
that weakened the Western alliance and undermined US interests. The 
Mondale campaign pledged to work more closely with US allies and to 
convince them to shoulder more of the burden in NATO and similar 
organizations.57 In that regard. Mondale charged that Reagan and his 
foreign policy advisers “have allowed our Alliance to grow flabby. US 
allies consistently failed to increase their defense expenditures, leading to 
a dangerous overreliance on US nuclear weapons to deter Soviet aggres
sion in Europe.58 Mondale laid the blame squarely on Reagan and his 
leadership. The allies were not the problem; the administration’s failure to 
consult them was. Regarding the 1983 invasion of Grenada, for example, 
the United States’ failure to consult with its NATO allies—particularly 
the United Kingdom and Canada, both members of the Commonwealth 
to which Grenada also belonged, and ostensibly key US partners— put 
considerable strain on Washington’s relationships.59

In short, Mondale charged that Reagan caused US allies to “doubt 
the wisdom of [US] leadership.” Mondale touted his own experience as an 
internationalist in foreign policy terms, pledging to strengthen US rela
tionships around the world, as the challenges of the 1980s demanded a 
multilateral approach.60 According to his advisers, as a new generation of 
voters and policymakers matured, the global memory of World War II 
faded. Washington could no longer assume that ties of sentiment would



r
The Domestic Politics of Superpower Rapprochement 275

survive into the future, especially as transatlantic economic competition 
intensified. Leaders and voters would have to be persuaded anew that 
US power would be used responsibly.61 Adopting a more cooperative pos
ture toward the Soviet Union would, Mondale argued, strengthen NATO 
by building support for US leadership, as would a serious and successful 
effort at arms control.62 Instead, the Reagan administration had intensi
fied the arms race and appeared to entertain the notion of fighting and 
winning a limited nuclear war. This eroded allies’ confidence and scared 
Europeans into believing that the United States, like the Soviet Union, 
posed a significant threat to world peace.63

Mondale also argued that the United States had forfeited its global 
leadership role regarding human rights. The Reagan administration had 
downplayed or ignored human rights abuses in right-wing dictatorships 
while simultaneously using human rights as a propaganda tool against 
left-wing regimes. Clearly, Mondale had not broken with Carter’s policies 
entirely.64 “Promoting American values has been a tactic and not a prin
ciple,” Mondale charged, which discredited the US cause in the world.65 
The campaign publicized the candidate’s letter to Chernenko condemning 
the Soviet Union for its treatment of dissident Andrei Sakharov and his 
wife Elena Bonner. In it, Mondale urged the Politburo to free the couple 
and allow them to travel abroad to obtain medical care and reunite with 
their family— a one-way trip, to be sure. “Such action is a simple matter 
of justice and human decency,” Mondale wrote. “And it is important to 
all of us who hope for improved relations between our two countries.”66

U nderstand ing  R eagan’s New  Tack

The Mondale campaign’s four-pronged criticism began to coalesce shortly 
after Reagan took office, as Mondale started planning for the next elec
tion four years away. A great deal, however, changed over the course of 
those years. Aggressive rhetoric toward the Soviet Union characterized the 
Reagan administration’s first-term foreign policy. Two speeches exemplify 
this aggressively anti-Soviet rhetoric, both of which were given chiefly at 
the behest of Reagan’s subordinates, not on the president’s own initiative.67 
On June 8, 1982, Reagan gave a speech before the British Parliament was 
intended to highlight the dangers of “appeasement in the face of coercion” 
and “the decay of the Soviet experiment.” The president exhorted the West
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to launch “a crusade for freedom” to roll back Soviet influence across the 
globe and “leave Marxism and Leninism on the ash heap of history.”68 
Reagan’s address to the National Association of Evangelicals on March 8, 
1983, was similarly anti-Soviet in tenor, climaxing with his now famous (or 
infamous) reference to the Soviet Union as an evil empire. 69

On January 16, 1984, however, Reagan gave a speech pledging to 
build a “constructive and realistic working relationship with the Soviet 
Union.” Reagan attributed this change in tone, which occurred on the 
eve of the Stockholm disarmament talks, to the United States increased 
defense spending since the 1970s—  years when the United States seemed 
filled with self-doubt and neglected its defenses.” This recovery made both 
the United States and the world safer, and US credibility was now beyond 
question. However, Reagan went on, the United States working relation
ship with the Soviet Union [was] not what it must be.” He proposed that 
the two superpowers come together to discuss areas of concern and exam
ine concrete actions to reduce the chances of conflict. Reagan also pledged 
to work with the Kremlin on reducing global levels of nuclear weapons. 
Although Reagan and his administration objected to the Soviet system 
and did not shy away from saying so, he insisted that their commitment 
to dialogue [was] firm and unshakeable. . .  . We seek genuine cooperation. 
We seek progress for peace. Cooperation begins with communication.”70 
The White House timed the speech to take place in the late morning to 
maximize news coverage across Europe and in the Soviet Union, its target 
audience, and the administration tellingly titled the speech “Address to the 
Nation and Other Countries on United States-Soviet Relations.”71

The importance of improving relations with the Soviet Union had 
long figured in Reagans approach to foreign policy, even if bellicose 
rhetoric and the military buildup overshadowed it during his first term. 
Since the 1980 campaign, Reagan had sought to highlight his “strategy 
for peace” and recognized the danger of being seen as a “saber rattler” or 
a “button pusher” by the public.72 Reagan’s main foreign policy address 
in 1980, after all, had been titled “A Strategy of Peace for the ’80s.” In it, 
he bemoaned Carter’s mischaracterization of his foreign policy as overly 
bellicose and attempted to reassure voters, not as a candidate for the 
presidency, but as a citizen, a parent, [and] a grandparent. . . who shares 
with you the deep and abiding hope for peace,” of his suitability to lead 
the United States.73 Personally, Reagan advocated for US overtures to the
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Soviet Union guided by “a sober, cautious approach to international real
ity,” structured on the principle of reciprocity. His advisers even recom
mended that Reagan pledge to visit Moscow early in his first term.74

Reagan held strong views on the dangers of nuclear weapons and wanted 
to eliminate them.75 In the aftermath of World War II—when he was a reg
istered Democrat—he endorsed the Baruch plan for the internationaliza
tion of atomic weapons and planned a rally in Hollywood to support i t76 
Reagan believed that the path to peace with the Soviet Union lay in veri
fiable agreements to reduce nuclear arsenals.77 Even as he changed parties, 
Reagan continued to worry that the unchecked spread of nuclear weapons 
could lead to Armageddon. Cinematographic depictions of nuclear disasters 
in War Games, The Day the Earth Stood Still, and especially The Day After 
“left [Reagan] greatly depressed.”78 After the turbulence of 1983— includ
ing the downing of Korean Airlines flight 007 and the invasion of Gre
nada— superpower rapprochement seemed all the more imperative.79

Reagan’s assertions regarding the upturn in US power were genu
ine, and they best explain his administration’s newfound emphasis on 
negotiating with the Kremlin. At the beginning of Reagan’s tenure, the 
available intelligence painted a grim picture of US power vis-a-vis the 
Soviet Union. Economically, the United States faced a troubling situa
tion that had brought down Carter, and it became the main preoccupa
tion during Reagan’s first term.80 Looking back at Soviet behavior since 
Brezhnev had come to power in 1964, the CIA characterized the era as 
one of steady military buildup and the Kremlin’s “increased use of mili
tary instruments for political ends.” Under Brezhnev, the Soviet military 
had increased its strategic nuclear arsenal sixfold, giving Moscow quanti
tative (if not qualitative) superiority and an assured retaliatory capability. 
The Warsaw Pact’s battlefield nuclear capabilities had also increased by a 
factor of three, reducing the credibility of NATO nuclear forces as a coun
terweight to the numerically superior Warsaw Pact conventional forces. 
Soviet defense spending had nearly doubled in real terms, and military 
manpower had increased by one-third; furthermore, the military research 
and development establishment had doubled in size, promising to perpet
uate the Soviet challenge to the United States.81

A 1981 national intelligence estimate concluded that in Europe, “the 
Soviet goal is clear-cut force superiority— conventional, nuclear, and 
chemical— with which to fight and win a short war.” Going forward, the
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Soviet military would likely emphasize qualitative improvements to their 
already superior quantitative strength.82 US observers identified a new 
Soviet willingness since the mid-1970s to challenge the West in the Third 
World, such as in Angola, Ethiopia, and Afghanistan. This more assertive 
Soviet behavior, they predicted, would continue as long as the Kremlin 
perceived Western strength to be in decline. Soviet leaders would be more 
prepared and more willing to confront the United States directly.83

By 1984, the United States’ position relative to the Soviet Union had, 
in the view of Reagan and his national security team, improved. Reagan’s 
national security adviser William Clark made the case for a renewed US 
engagement with the world, particularly with the Soviet Union:

It was your view . . .  of the state of our relations at the end of the 
[1970s] that the Soviets may well have considered us a nation in 
decline and that before we could have any realistic hope of get
ting them to bargain seriously with us toward the resolution of 
the many problems between us, we had to make clear that we 
reversed that trend. . . . Toward that end you set out to restore 
our defenses, to reassure our allies, to solve our economic prob
lems back home and in sum, to show by action that we were com
ing back and had to be taken seriously. At the end of two years it 
seems to me that you have succeeded and that there is a very solid 
basis for concluding that the Soviets may be reconciled to the fact 
that by the end of the decade we will have passed them again.84

US intelligence echoed Clark’s conclusions. The Soviet military found 
itself bogged down in Afghanistan, failing to win hearts and minds there 
while losing the support of its own troops.85 In general, “Soviet forces 
deployed abroad are thinly spread, . . . vulnerable, and lack offensive 
punch.”86 Meanwhile, Soviet economic problems, which had been clear 
to US policymakers from the beginning of Reagans first term, only wors
ened. The Eleventh Five-Year Plan for 1981-1985 demonstrated to US 
analysts that the Soviet leadership lacked either the means or the will 
to meet these economic challenges.87 The decline in quality of life led to 
serious popular discontent, which manifested in the streets as strikes and 
demonstrations. “We’re on the march, Clark concluded, and [the Soviet 
Union] knows it.”88
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Reagan’s address on January 16, 1984, highlighted this newfound 
confidence in US power while glossing over the administration’s earlier 
dialogue with the Soviet Union. In fact, as the election approached, Rea
gan confided that a commitment to “quiet diplomacy” had guided his 
administration’s handling of US-Soviet relations.89 He wrote to friend and 
California real estate developer Paul Trousdale that the United States had 
engaged in “more contact with the Soviets than anyone is aware of” dur
ing his first term.90 This contact began early and under inauspicious cir
cumstances. On the afternoon of March 30, 1981, as Reagan departed the 
Washington Hilton, John Hinckley Jr. attempted to assassinate the presi
dent in a bizarre bid for the afFections of actress Jodie Foster. (He failed on 
both counts.) While recovering, Reagan wrote to Brezhnev to announce 
the end of the US grain embargo, which he had opposed from the outset. 
He also implored Brezhnev to take steps to relax Cold War tensions and 
“act upon [his] pledge to help foster peace.”91

Reagan began this “quiet diplomacy” in earnest through a back chan
nel in divided Germany. Under the terms of the settlement regarding Ber
lin, the US ambassador to West Germany and the Soviet ambassador to 
East Germany met regularly to discuss the city’s peculiar situation. Typ
ically, these meetings focused on administrative and logistical matters, 
such as air and land traffic. But at their first meeting on October 18, 1981, 
US ambassador Arthur F. Burns told his Soviet counterpart Petr Abra- 
simov that a “new team” had taken charge of US foreign policy and hoped 
to turn over a new leaf in US-Soviet relations. He had been instructed by 
President Reagan to use this forum not only to deal with issues relating to 
Berlin but also to resolve larger problems in superpower relations. Abra- 
simov responded in kind, sharing his hope that the recent talks between 
US Secretary of State Alexander Haig and his Soviet counterpart Andrei 
Gromyko represented a first step in reinvigorated US-Soviet talks.92 At 
the second Burns-Abrasimov meeting on November 24, 1981, the two 
had a “substantive and frank” discussion of US-Soviet relations and pos
sible means of reducing nuclear arsenals. Abrasimov conveyed his gov
ernment’s desire to engage in constructive negotiations with the United 
States, and Burns suggested that the Reagan administration was open to 
any initiatives toward this end.93 These conversations contain remarkable 
insights, such as Burns’s likening of Reagan’s occasionally hostile rheto
ric regarding the Soviet Union “to parents getting carried away by anger
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and using insulting language towards their own children. The Co d 
War did not end at a conference table in Berlin, but the ongoing dialogue 
between the two ambassadors provided a forum for them to speak frankly 
about superpower relations and international stability, devoid of the need 
for posturing. These interactions helped counteract the pernicious images 
that abounded in Washington and Moscow of the other side as innately
hostile and intractably warlike.

Another episode of “quiet diplomacy” dealt with the Siberian Seven—
the Vaschenko and Chmykhalov families, who had fled Siberia and taken 
refuge in the US embassy in Moscow after the Soviet government refused 
to let them emigrate so they could practice their Pentecostal faith. For 
Reagan, this episode came to personify the issue of human rights m the 
Soviet Union, and he grew increasingly frustrated by the Kremlins refusa 
“to face reality or to show normal human feelings.”96 Reagan and George 
Shultz, who replaced Haig as secretary of state on July 16, 1982 found a 
solution through another back channel. Max Kampelman, the US, repre
sentative at the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) 
in Madrid, began meeting with his Soviet counterparts to discuss the state 
of the superpower relationship with increasing specificity. Kampelman 
informed his Soviet interlocutor Sergei Kondrashev, a member of the Soviet 
CSCE delegation and a KGB general, that Washington hoped to see sig
nificant gestures” as a sign of the Kremlins commitment to improved rela
tions. Kondrashev later announced to Kampelman that the Soviet Union 
would allow the Siberian Seven and their relatives to emigrate.97 Shultz then 
invited Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin to the State Department and 
quickly (and without warning) spirited him to the White House to meet 
with Reagan, where they came to a final understanding: Moscow would 
allow the Vaschenko and Chmykhalov families to emigrate, and Reagan 
pledged not to make political hay “by undue publicity, by claims of credit 
for ourselves, or by crowing.’”98 To Reagan and his advisers, tins success 
demonstrated that they could do business with the Soviet Union.

P u n ish in g  Inconsistency

Reagan had spent three years in office publicly espousing a strong anti- 
Soviet worldview. His “quiet diplomacy” initiatives remained unknown 
to most voters because, as Reagan put it, “you can’t talk about it after-
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ward or then you can’t do it again.”100 Thus, to the general public, Rea
gan’s January 16, 1984, speech marked a sharp change of course in US 
foreign policy toward the Soviet Union. Reagan’s new policy appeared 
strikingly similar to the one proposed by Mondale. “President Reagan has 
been nagged by his handlers to wash out his mouth when he talks about 
the Soviets,” Mary McGrory opined in the Washington Post; “he was per
forming a campaign chore.” Public opinion polls in 1983 predicted that 
Reagan would lose to Mondale in the upcoming election, largely due to 
his belligerent foreign policy.101 Reagan and his advisers expected that a 
softer tone would help. Nancy Reagan played an important role behind 
the scenes, encouraging her husband not to allow himself to be portrayed 
as a reckless warmonger.102 But political calculus alone did not bring about 
the so-called Reagan reversal: it was the public debut of Reagan’s long- 
held desire to negotiate with the Soviet Union and his new confidence 
that the United States could secure advantageous agreements in so doing.

Nevertheless, the administration’s new tone gave the Mondale cam
paign an opening to attack Reagan. In Mondale s last public speech before 
January 16, he criticized the president’s national security policy along the 
familiar lines of overspending, failing to make progress on arms control, 
engaging in excessive anti-Soviet rhetoric (and doing so excessively), and 
abandoning core US values.103 After Reagan’s speech. Mondale scoffed, 
“Mr. Reagan has started talking about talking to the Soviets. But at three 
minutes to midnight, its past time to talk about talking it s time to 
start talking.” Tellingly, Mondale paid much more attention to foreign 
policy than in his usual stump speeches, emphasizing his plan for regular 
US-Soviet summit meetings and a mutual, verifiable nuclear freeze fol
lowed by a reduction in both superpowers’ nuclear arsenals. Thereafter, 
even when talking about domestic issues, in an effort to undermine Rea
gan’s new pacific tone, Mondale made frequent reference to the lingering 
threat of nuclear Armageddon, made worse by Reagan s handling of for
eign policy.104

Mondale went on to contrast Reagan’s new rhetoric with his earlier 
belligerence, asserting that the administration wanted to gloss over past 
foreign policy missteps with a new communications strategy that did 
not reflect Reagan’s own views. “W hat does Mr. Reagan really believe, 
Mondale asked an audience at George Washington University, what he 
says when he knows the camera’s on, or when he thinks the microphone s
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and using insulting language towards their own children.”94 The Cold 
War did not end at a conference table in Berlin, but the ongoing dialogue 
between the two ambassadors provided a forum for them to speak frankly 
about superpower relations and international stability, devoid of the need 
for posturing. These interactions helped counteract the pernicious images 
that abounded in Washington and Moscow of the other side as innately 
hostile and intractably warlike.

Another episode of “quiet diplomacy” dealt with the Siberian Seven—  
the Vaschenko and Chmykhalov families, who had fled Siberia and taken 
refuge in the US embassy in Moscow after the Soviet government refused 
to let them emigrate so they could practice their Pentecostal faith.95 For 
Reagan, this episode came to personify the issue of human rights in the 
Soviet Union, and he grew increasingly frustrated by the Kremlin’s refusal 
“to face reality or to show normal human feelings.”96 Reagan and George 
Shultz, who replaced Haig as secretary of state on July 16, 1982, found a 
solution through another back channel. Max Kampelman, the US repre
sentative at the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) 
in Madrid, began meeting with his Soviet counterparts to discuss the state 
of the superpower relationship with increasing specificity. Kampelman 
informed his Soviet interlocutor Sergei Kondrashev, a member of the Soviet 
CSCE delegation and a KGB general, that Washington hoped to see “sig
nificant gestures” as a sign of the Kremlin’s commitment to improved rela
tions. Kondrashev later announced to Kampelman that the Soviet Union 
would allow the Siberian Seven and their relatives to emigrate.97 Shultz then 
invited Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin to the State Department and 
quickly (and without warning) spirited him to the White House to meet 
with Reagan, where they came to a final understanding: Moscow would 
allow the Vaschenko and Chmykhalov families to emigrate, and Reagan 
pledged not to make political hay “by undue publicity, by claims of credit 
for ourselves, or by ‘crowing.’”98 To Reagan and his advisers, this success 
demonstrated that they could do business with the Soviet Union.99

P u n ish in g  Inconsistency

Reagan had spent three years in office publicly espousing a strong anti- 
Soviet worldview. His “quiet diplomacy” initiatives remained unknown 
to most voters because, as Reagan put it, “you can’t talk about it after-
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ward or then you can’t do it again.”100 Thus, to the general public, Rea
gan’s January 16, 1984, speech marked a sharp change of course in US 
foreign policy toward the Soviet Union. Reagan’s new policy appeared 
strikingly similar to the one proposed by Mondale. “President Reagan has 
been nagged by his handlers to wash out his mouth when he talks about 
the Soviets,” Mary McGrory opined in the Washington Post; “he was per
forming a campaign chore.” Public opinion polls in 1983 predicted that 
Reagan would lose to Mondale in the upcoming election, largely due to 
his belligerent foreign policy.101 Reagan and his advisers expected that a 
softer tone would help. Nancy Reagan played an important role behind 
the scenes, encouraging her husband not to allow himself to be portrayed 
as a reckless warmonger.102 But political calculus alone did not bring about 
the so-called Reagan reversal: it was the public debut of Reagan’s long- 
held desire to negotiate with the Soviet Union and his new confidence 
that the United States could secure advantageous agreements in so doing.

Nevertheless, the administration’s new tone gave the Mondale cam
paign an opening to attack Reagan. In Mondale’s last public speech before 
January 16, he criticized the president’s national security policy along the 
familiar lines of overspending, failing to make progress on arms control, 
engaging in excessive anti-Soviet rhetoric (and doing so excessively), and 
abandoning core US values.103 After Reagan’s speech, Mondale scoffed, 
“Mr. Reagan has started talking about talking to the Soviets. But at three 
minutes to midnight, it’s past time to talk about talking— it’s time to 
start talking.” Tellingly, Mondale paid much more attention to foreign 
policy than in his usual stump speeches, emphasizing his plan for regular 
US-Soviet summit meetings and a mutual, verifiable nuclear freeze fol
lowed by a reduction in both superpowers’ nuclear arsenals. Thereafter, 
even when talking about domestic issues, in an effort to undermine Rea
gan’s new pacific tone, Mondale made frequent reference to the lingering 
threat of nuclear Armageddon, made worse by Reagan’s handling of for
eign policy.104

Mondale went on to contrast Reagan’s new rhetoric with his earlier 
belligerence, asserting that the administration wanted to gloss over past 
foreign policy missteps with a new communications strategy that did 
not reflect Reagan’s own views. “W hat does Mr. Reagan really believe,” 
Mondale asked an audience at George Washington University, “what he 
says when he knows the camera’s on, or when he thinks the microphone’s
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off?”105 Reagan had not only behaved cynically, Mondale charged; his 
shifting stance belied incompetence in foreign policymaking. His admin
istration “has not achieved a single, significant foreign policy success,” 
and it was now resorting to the foreign policy of the Democrats.106

In effect, Mondale worked to mobilize the electorate to punish Rea
gan for changing course, even though the president had actually shifted 
(publicly) toward Mondale’s preferred handling of US-Soviet relations.107 
Reagans January 16, 1984, speech received widespread public acclaim, as 
the president moved closer to mainstream global public opinion regard
ing US-Soviet relations. Could a political rival exploit the well-received 
speech and change the narrative— and thus alter the potential conse
quences? Mondale certainly tried: “In the last few days, we’ve heard a 
soothing new tone from Mr. Reagan, and we welcome it. For four years, 
he sounded like Ronald Reagan. This last week, he’s tried to sound like
Walter Mondale___This presidential sea-change raises a crucial question:
which Reagan would be president if he’s re-elected? Which Reagan are we 
to believe? How do we know?”108

There is no evidence that Mondale’s efforts succeeded. Reagan made 
the case that only he could steer a foreign policy course for the 1980s that 
balanced defense and deterrence— unlike the outdated, 1970s-inspired 
thinking of the Democratic candidate.109 His campaign platform focused 
on the United States’ reliability as an ally. He emphasized the achieve
ments of the preceding four years: expanding relations with the People’s 
Republic of China, promoting democracy, and investing in US national 
security. On US-Soviet relations, Reagan summed up his record with ref
erence to the infamous Carter-Brezhnev kiss in Vienna: “I’ve avoided the 
kiss and I’ve avoided any more Afghanistans.”110

At the polls on November 6, Ronald Reagan ran on his record; in many 
respects, the election was a referendum on his policies, and it vindi
cated the president.111 Mondale’s campaign failed to score points on for
eign policy, despite its clear line of attack regarding the administration’s 
approach.112 Mondale attempted to make political hay of Reagan’s Janu
ary 16,1984, speech on US-Soviet relations, which brought the president’s 
foreign policy rhetoric closer to Mondale’s own. However, the Democratic 
candidate’s efforts to manufacture costs for Reagan’s inconsistency, like 
his campaign, amounted to little. The US public proved to be open to
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greater cooperation with and softening rhetoric toward the Soviet Union, 
but in the highly tense atmosphere of the “Second Cold War,” Mondales 
attacks on Reagans past aggressiveness proved counterproductive. Just as 
(perhaps) only Nixon could have gone to China, it took a president with 
a long history of anti-Soviet statements but an equally long-held, albeit 
quiet, desire to see superpower relations improve to steer the Cold War 
toward a peaceful conclusion.

Notes

1. Wright memorandum, “The Second Half,” January 13,1983, PREM 19/1405, 
National Archives of the United Kingdom (NAUK), Kew, United Kingdom.

2. Lou Cannon, President Reagan: The Role o f a Lifetime (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1991), 508.

3. Kyle Longley, Jeremy D. Mayer, Michael Schaller, and John W. Sloane, 
Deconstructing Reagan: Conservative Mythology and America’s Fortieth President 
(Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 2007).

4. Beth A. Fischer, The Reagan Reversal: Foreign Policy and the End o f the Cold 
War (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1997), 141-43-

5. James Mann, The Rebellion o f Ronald Reagan: A  History o f the End o f the Cold 
War (New York: Viking, 2009), 78-81.

6. James Graham Wilson, The Triumph o f Improvisation: Gorbachev’s Adapt
ability, Reagan’s Engagements, and the End o f the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Uni
versity Press, 2014), 81—86.

7. Clark to Reagan, “Proposed Speech on US-Soviet Relations,” August 
23, 1983, Jack F. Matlock Files (JFMF), box 41, “US-USSR Relations Jul.-Aug. 
1983 2” folder, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library (RRPL), Simi Valley, CA.

8. Aronson to Mondale, December 29, 1981, Walter F. Mondale Papers 
(WFMP), loc. 146.L.10.1B, “Aronson, Bernie” folder, Minnesota Historical Society 
(MHS), St. Paul.

9. Ibid.
10. “Walter F. Mondale Stump Speech,” WFMP, loc. 153.L.2.8F, “Stump 

Speech” folder, MHS.
11. Isaacs to Mondale, “Visibility Strategy,” April 26, 1981, WFMP, 

loc. 153.L.2.7B, “Visibility Strategy” folder, MHS.
12. Mondale radio address, August 12, 1984, WFMP, loc. 148J.17.10F, “Mon- 

dale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” folder, MHS.
13. Galston to Mondale, “Preparation for the Brinkley Show,” September 14, 

1983, WFMP, loc. 153.J.1.9B, “Correspondence 1983-1984” folder, MHS; “Debate 
Materials,” 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.1B, “Briefing Book Part 2-1” folder, MHS.

14. “Debate Materials,” 1984.



284 Simon Miles

15. Berman to Galston, August 29, 1983, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.7B, “MX Missile 
Letter” folder, MHS.

16. Mondale radio address, August 12, 1984.
17. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
18. “'The Mondale Budget Program,” September 12,1984, WFMP, loc. 153.J.9.1B, 

“Budget, Deficit, Tax Plan” folder, MHS.
19. Mondale remarks, Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, Chicago, March 

14, 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9-7B, “Platform Briefing Materials Book” folder, 
MHS.

20. Mondale remarks, National Press Club, Washington, DC, March 9, 1982, 
WFMP, loc. 153 J.1.10F, “Nuclear Freeze Package” folder, MHS.

21. McGowan to Doyle, April 15, 1982, WFMP, loc. 153-L.2.7B, “McGowan” 
folder, MHS.

22. Mondale remarks, Coalition for a Democratic Majority, Washington, DC, 
November 19, 1983, WFMP, loc. 153.J.1.10F, “Nuclear Freeze Package” folder, 
MHS.

23. Mondale remarks, Northern California World Affairs Council, San Fran
cisco, May 15, 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.7B, “Platform Briefing Materials Book” 
folder, MHS.

24. Mondale remarks, St. Paul, MN, February 21, 1983, WFMP, loc. P2804, 
folder 2. MHS.

25. Mondale remarks, American Newspaper Publishers Association, New York, 
NY, April 26, 1983, WFMP, loc. 148.J.17.10F, “Q&A Notebook” folder, MHS.

26. Mondale remarks, American Legion, Salt Lake City, UT, September 5, 1984, 
WFMP, loc. 148.J.17.10F, “Mondale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” folder, MHS.

27. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
28. Mondale remarks, Iowa State University, Ames, February 23, 1983, WFMP, 

loc. 148J.17.10F, “Q&A Notebook” folder, MHS.
29. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
30. Ibid.
31. Mondale remarks, George Washington University, Washington, DC, Sep

tember 25, 1984, WFMP, loc. 148.J.17.10F, “Mondale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” 
folder, MHS.

32. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
33. Mondale remarks, Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, OH, April 

24, 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.7B, “Platform Briefing Materials Book” folder, 
MHS.

34. “Defense— Star Wars,” 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.1B, “Foreign Policy 
Briefing Book” folder, MHS.

35. Mondale remarks, Case Western Reserve University, April 24, 1984.
36. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
37. Mondale remarks, George Washington University, September 25, 1984.
38. “Debate Materials,” 1984; “Meeting of Walter F. Mondale with Representa-



Hie Domestic Politics of Superpower Rapprochement 285

tives of Arms Control Groups,” January 23, 1984, WFMP, loc. 153.I.20.7B, “Arms 
Control Group Response” folder, MHS.

39. Mondale remarks, Bryn Mawr College, Philadelphia, April 7, 1984, WFMP, 
loc. P2804, folder 4, MHS; “Debate Materials,” 1984.

40. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
41. Mondale remarks, Iowa State University, February 23, 1983.
42. Mondale remarks, American Newspaper Publishers Association, April 26,1983.
43. Mondale remarks, American Legion, Salt Lake City, September 5, 1984.
44. “Fact Sheet on Arms Control,” May 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.7B, “Plat

form Briefing Materials Book” folder, MHS.
45. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
46. Institut SShA i Kanady Rossiiskoi Akademii Nauk memorandum, “Osnov- 

nye temy predvybornoi bor’by v SShA i vozmozhnye meropriiatiia sovetskoi propa
ganda” March 22, 1985, fond 2021, opis 2, delo 3, Arkhiv Rossiiskoii Akademii 
Nauk, Moscow, Russian Federation.

47- Mondale radio address, September 16, 1984, WFMP, loc. 148.J.17.10F, 
“Mondale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” folder, MHS.

48. Mondale remarks, New York, NY, September 27, 1984, WFMP, 
loc. 148J.17.10F, “Mondale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” folder, MHS.

49. Foreign Broadcast Information Service memorandum, “Soviet Treatment of 
the US Election Campaign (15 September—12 October 1984),” JFMF, box 7, “Sig
nals Oct.-Dec. 1984 1” folder, RRPL.

50. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
51. “Eastern Europe,” 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.1B, “Foreign Policy Briefing 

Book” folder, MHS; “Debate Materials,” 1984.
52. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
53. Mondale remarks, American Society of Newspaper Editors, Washington, 

DC, May 10, 1984, WFMP, loc. 148J.17.10F, “Mondale/Ferraro Issue Papers 
Book” folder, MHS.

54. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
55. Mondale remarks, National Press Club, Washington, DC, January 3, 1984, 

WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.7B, “Platform Briefing Materials Book” folder, MHS.
56. Mondale remarks, Coalition for a Democratic Majority, November 19,1983.
57- “Debate Materials,” 1984.
58. Mondale remarks, American Legion, Salt Lake City, September 5, 1984.
59. Mondale remarks, Coalition for a Democratic Majority, November 19, 1983.
60. Mondale remarks, Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, March 14, 1984.
61. Aronson to Johnson, August 24, 1982, WFMP, loc. 146.L.10.1B, “Aronson, 

Bernie” folder, MHS.
62. “Debate Materials,” 1984.
63. “NATO,” 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.1B, “Foreign Policy Briefing Book” 

folder, MHS.
64. “Debate Materials,” 1984.



286 Simon Miles

65. Mondale remarks, Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, March 14, 1984.
66. Mondale to Chernenko, May 19, 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.6F, “Mondale 

Telegram to Chernenko” folder, MHS.
67. Robert M. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insiders Story o f Five Presi

dents and How They Won the Cold War (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 263.
68. Reagan remarks, Parliament of the United Kingdom, London, June 8, 1982, 

in Public Papers o f the Presidents o f the United States-. Ronald Reagan, 1982, vol. 1, 
ed. Wilma Green, Katherine Melody, and Kenneth Payne (Washington, DC: Gov
ernment Printing Office, 1983), 742-48.

69. Reagan remarks, Annual Convention of the National Association of Evan
gelicals, Orlando, FL, March 8, 1983, in Public Papers o f the Presidents o f the United 
States-. Ronald Reagan, 1983, vol. 1, ed. Maxine Hill and Thomas Kevan (Washing
ton, DC: Government Printing Office, 1984), 359-64.

70. Reagan remarks, Washington, DC, January 16, 1984, in Public Papers o f the 
Presidents-. Ronald Reagan, 1984, vol. 1, ed. Wilma Green (Washington, DC: Gov
ernment Printing Office, 1985), 40-44.

71. Reagan diary entry, January 6,1984, in The Reagan Diaries, vol. 1, ed. Doug
las Brinkley (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 305.

72. Allen memorandum, “The ‘Strategy for Peace5 Theme,” August 25, 978, 
James Mann Papers, box 51, Hoover Institution Archive (HIA), Stanford, CA.

73. Reagan televised remarks, October 19, 1980, Alexander M. Haig Papers, 
box 131, folder 8, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

74. Furniss to Ikle and Allen, “Suggested Guidelines for Captive Nations State
ments,” Fred C. Ikle Papers, box 14, “Soviet Union” folder, HIA; Rostow memoran
dum, “Soviet-American Relations (Other than Arms Control Problems),” December 
8, 1980, William J. Casey Papers, box 300, “US-Soviet Relations” folder, HIA.

75. Cannon, President Reagan, 281.
76. Paul Lettow, Ronald Reagan and His Quest to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (New 

York: Random House, 2005), 3—4.
77. Reagan to Landers, May 20, 1982, in Reagan: A  Life in Letters, ed. Kiron Skin

ner, Annelise Anderson, and Martin Anderson (New York: Free Press, 2003), 406.
78. Reagan diary entry, October 10, 1983, in Reagan Diaries, 1:273.
79. Jeremi Suri, “Explaining the End of the Cold War: A New Historical Con

sensus?” Journal o f Cold War Studies 4, no. 4 (2002): 63.
80. Wilson, Triumph o f Improvisation, 38—42.
81. CIA memorandum, “The Development of Soviet Military Power: Trends 

since 1965 and Prospects for the 1980s,” April 1981, Record Group (RG) 263, 
Princeton University Conference (PUC), box 12, folder 21977, National Archives 
and Records Administration (NARA), College Park, MD.

82. National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) no. 11-14-81, “Warsaw Pact Forces 
Opposite NATO,” July 7, 1981, RG 263, NIE, box 18, folder 51, NARA.

83. NIE no. 11-4-78, “Soviet Goals and Expectations in the Global Power 
Arena,” July 7, 1981, RG 263, NIE, box 6, folder 44, NARA.



The Domestic Politics of Superpower Rapprochement 287

84. Clark to Reagan, “The Prospects for Progress in US-Soviet Relations,” 
February 4, 1983, William P. Clark Files (WPCF), box 8, “US-Soviet Relations 
Papers 2” folder, RRPL.

85. CIA memorandum, “The Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan: Five Years After,” 
May 19, 1985, RG 263, PUC, box 14, folder 22228, NARA.

86. NIE no. 11-6-84, “Soviet Global Military Reach,” November 1984, RG 263, 
NIE, box 18, folder 59, NARA.

87. CIA memorandum, “USSR: Goals of the 11th Five-Year Plan Unattainable,” 
January 1981, RG 263, PUC, box 14, folder 22219, NARA.

88. Clark to Reagan, “The Prospects for Progress in US-Soviet Relations,” Feb
ruary 4, 1983.

89. Reagan to Vaschenko, October 11, 1984, in Reagan: A  Life in Letters, 380.
90. Reagan to Trousdale, May 23, 1983, ibid., 408-9.
91. Reagan to Brezhnev, April 24, 1981, Executive Secretariat-National Secu

rity Council, Head of State File, box 38, “Brezhnev 8190204, 8190205” folder, 
RRPL.

92. Burns-Abrasimov memorandum of conversation, October 19, 1981, DY 30/ 
IV 2/2.035/67, Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen der 
Deutschen Demokratischen Republik (SAPMO), Berlin, Germany. Burns, the for
mer chair of the Council of Economic Advisors (1953—1956) and of the Federal 
Reserve (1970-1978), had advised Reagan extensively, mostly on economic mat
ters, during the 1980 campaign. See Reagan to Burns, February 14, 1981, Arthur 
F. Burns Papers, box 3, “Reagan to Burns” folder, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book 
and Manuscript Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.

93. Burns-Abrasimov memorandum of conversation, November 24, 1981, 
SAPMO, DY 30/IV 2/2.035/67.

94. Burns-Kochemasov memorandum of conversation, September 23, 1983, 
SAPMO, DY 30/IV 2/2.035/67.

95. Shultz to Reagan, “Next Steps in US-Soviet Relations,” March 16, 1983, 
JFMF, box 41, “US-USSR Relations Mar. 1983” folder, RRPL; Haig to Reagan, 
“Meeting with Dobrynin,” April 3, 1981, Richard E. Pipes Files (REPF), box 9, 
“03/26/1981-03/30/1981” folder, RRPL.

96. Arthur Hartman oral history, November 3, 1989, Don Oberdorfer Papers 
(DOP), box 2, folder 16, Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library (MML), Princeton 
University, Princeton, NJ; Clark to Reagan, “Brezhnev’s Answer to Your Letter 
in Support of the Pentecostalists in Embassy Moscow,” January 26, 1982, REPF, 
box 12, “01/26/1982-01/31/1982” folder, RRPL.

97. Kampelman-Kondrashev memorandum of conversation. May 5, 1983, Max 
M. Kampelman Papers, loc. 151.C.5.2F, “Department of State StafF Correspon
dence, 1980—1983” folder, MHS.

98. George Shultz oral history, July 11, 1989, DOP, box 3, folder 2, MML; Jack 
F. Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev: How the Cold War Ended (New York: Random 
House, 2004), 54-59.



288 Simon Miles

99. Meeting record, April 6, 1983, WPCF, box 8, “US-Soviet Relations Papers 
4” folder, RRPL.

100. Reagan to Koehler, July 9, 1981, in Reagan: A Life in Letters, 375.
101. Fischer, Reagan Reversal, 51—57.
102. Cannon, President Reagan, 508—9.
103. Mondale remarks, New Hampshire National Security Committee, Man

chester, January 12, 1984, WFMP, loc. 153.I.20.7B, “New Hampshire National 
Security Committee” folder, MHS.

104. Mondale remarks, Maycrest College, Davenport, IA, January 18, 1984, 
WFMP, loc. 153.I.20.7B, “Iowa” folder, MHS.

105. Mondale remarks, George Washington University, Washington, DC, Sep
tember 25, 1984, WFMP, loc. 148.J.17.10F, “Mondale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” 
folder, MHS.

106. Mondale radio address, August 12, 1984, WFMP, loc. 148J.17.10F, “Mon
dale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” folder, MHS; Mondale remarks. National Press 
Club, Washington, DC, January 3, 1984, WFMP, loc. 146.L.9.7B, “Platform Brief
ing Materials Book” folder, MHS; Mondale remarks, New Brunswick, NJ, October 
1, 1984, WFMP, loc. 148.J.17.10F, “Mondale/Ferraro Issue Papers Book” folder, 
MHS.

107. This punishment at the hands of the electorate for “backing down” is known 
as the audience costs mechanism. Generally, it addresses the question of how states 
make their preferences known, especially during times of crisis, and why threats 
matter. Voters’ ability to punish leaders for failing to implement their earlier threats 
creates additional incentives for leaders to stand firm. If a government will pay an 
electoral price (i.e., be voted out of power) for backing down, the theory dictates, its 
foreign interlocutors will take its commitments more seriously. This is the equivalent 
of a participant in a game of Chicken finding some way to toss his or her steering 
wheel out the car window in view of the oncoming challenger. The body of litera
ture holds that this is especially the case in democracies, since their citizens know 
more about foreign policy and leaders are accountable to an electorate. This is the 
basic argument of James Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation 
of International Disputes,” American Political Science Review 88, no. 3 (1994): 577- 
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