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Wargaming changed 
my mind about 
historical debates

Draft Paper -

• Historical method & counterfactuals 

• The Palestine 1929 riots

• Counterfactual analysis is helpful and all 

historians do it.

• Wargaming structures counterfactual 

analysis. 
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Historical methods

I'm not saying that these counterfactuals 
represent scientific fact.

Wargaming is a more rigorous and more 
collaborative way to engage with 
counterfactuals. 

Better than using intuition, alone.

Especially helpful on a topic where an 
entrenched debate already exists. 
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Since 2023-24:

Able Archer 1983

Able Archer ‘83 - how close were 
we to Armageddon?

Double blind - uncertainty 

More intelligence-intensive

Orange v. Blue: both sides have 
mil, intel, and policy teams within.

Acknowledgements: Kristian Gustafson, Evan 

D'Alessandro, and Tom Mouat.

(and a few friends who did this for real)
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design

• Debate in research

• Declassified documents

First two iterations read these before 
exercise. This year’s two will not.
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Able Archer 1983 

mega-game.

• Now I’ll have access to all data 
from each iteration

• Data capture: more ahead

• Students don’t realise until after, 
but: The real game is the final turn 
(which they don’t know is final). Will 
ORANGE launch or not? 
Everything else is to set up the 
conditions, procedures, immersion, 
etc. 

• Detailed orbats (cred. Evan 
D’Alessandro) 

• Simplified readiness indicator 
cards. Blue and Orange set their 
own, and have blanks to populate 
about the other side. 
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Able Archer 1983 

mega-game.

Data capture:

Logs:

- Document pre-game preparation

- Turn-by-turn individual perspectives on 
groupwork

- Team logs including reportage and 
narratives.

- After Action Reports include

- Students look at each others logs now

- Group Self-Assessment 

- Reflective analyses about bias and varied 
perspective

- Long form responses:
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Able Archer 1983 

mega-game.

• Initial results 

• So far, no war: risk is low.

• New hypothesis: Soviet KGB project 
RyAN was actually a good model. 
(No reserve movement in CONUS 
was reassuring enough to our 
distance learners)

BUT

• Difficult to recreate 1980s 
atmosphere, attitudes, intentions. 

• Difficult to recreate high stakes 

• Open question about whether 
briefings and prep help or hurt these 
issues

From game: Soviet Indicators and Warning 6/7 Nov 1983
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Thank 

you 
Questions?
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