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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the long-term prospects for progress 
in strategic arms control against a background of considerable 
pess1m1sm amongst arms controllers themselves. The paper 
reviews current debates, paying particular attention to the 
arms control implications of the Reagan Administration's 
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). It questions Administration 
claims that the SDI programme will enhance the prospects 
for arms control in the long term. 





The <liscussion of anns control in the 1980s has heen notable for the extent 

to which the record of the 1960s and 1970s and the conception of anns control 

itself have been subject to criticism: titles such as Arms Control: Myth 

versus Reality or Beyond the SALT II Failure have becare camonplace.1 It is 

entirely healthy that the lack of progress in the anus control negotiations has 

led to a lively public debate, hut \\ihat is much less healthy is the level of 

confusion ·which is evi<lent in that debate, not only over the reasons for the 

present malaise of the arm:; control negotiations but over the basic goals and 

the concept of anns control itself. 'Ihus, while there is a widespread 

perception that the strategic environment is becaning rrore dangerous, the 

capacity to analyse the rlangers is diminished, and this is especially true of 

the analysis of the iraplications of the nnst radical of the policies of the 

Reagan Administration, the Strategic Defense Initiative, the technical aspects 

of which have tended to <lcminate the discussion at the expense of the broader 

politico-strategic aspects. 

The purpose of the present paper is to seek to clarify these implications 

by returning to the first principles of anns control, inquiring to what extent 

they shoulrl he rrodified in the light of experience, raising sane questions 

concerning the arms control agenda for the later 1980s arrl in this context 

exploring those broader fX)litico-strategic aspects of the SDI which have 

receive<l insufficient attention in the debate up to the present.2 

The Need for a Return to First Principles 

The present dea<llock in the arms cnntrol negotiations is the culmination of 

a gradual process. FollONing the high rnint of the SALT I Treaty of 1972 and 
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the agreerrents in the inrnediately follCMing years, Arrerican reluctance to ratify 

agreements was already evident in the case of the Threshold Test Ban Treaty of 

1974 and the Peaceful Nuclear Explosions Treaty of 1976. After the invasion of 

Afghanistan, the Carter Administration withdrew the SALT II Treaty fran the 

Senate's ratification process. Its terns were subject to sustainE:rl criticism at 

the time and have been condemned by members and supporters of the Reagan 

Administration, even though the Administration has in fact canplied with the 

Treaty. Claims that the Soviet Union has violated earlier agreements and 

indications that a number of near-nuclear countries are close to aoquirirg a 

nuclear weafX)ns capability have raised serious questions concerning the value of 

the arms control agreements of the 1960s and 1970s. 

The strategic arms negotiations during the first Reagan Administration were 

dominate:1 by the Soviet campaign against the deployment of Pershing and cruise 

rnissiles in Western Europe and were widely perceived as an arena for public 

_EX>sturing rather than serious negotiation; the only change evident during 1985 

was that the Strategic Defense Initiative replaced Pershing and cruise missiles 

as the target of Soviet diplanacy.3 Negotiations on a canprehensive nuclear 

test ran, half-hearte<U y pursued in the 1970s, were not resumed by the Reagan 

Administration. The arms control negotiations of the 1980s have borne little 

resemblance to the hard bargaining of the 1960s and 1970s, but rather recall 

those of the 1950s when, far fran seeking agreerrent, the super-po.vers sought to 

manipulate public opinion through canpeting in the rhetoric and imagery of 

disaIT!1aITent. 

A nliltlber of different explanations for this state of affairs have been 

suggested. To sane, it is the attitudes and I_X)licies of the Reagan Admin

istration which are responsible for the deadlock: its profound aversion to the 

Soviet Union, its determination to break with the detente policies of its 
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predecessors, its readiness to equate negotiation with appeasement, its pre

occupation with rrndernizing the U.S. strategic forces. To others the 

resp:)nsiblity rests squarely on the Soviet Union for its persistent anns build

up, its apparent pursuit of nuclear superiority, its non-canpliance with earlier 

agreements and its attempt to r.anipulate Western public opinion rather than 

addressing the practicalities of anns control. A less familiar but rrore 

plausible hyp:>thesis would emphasise the difficulty of achieving agreements due 

to the increasing canplexity of the technological advances in strategic weapons 

systems: even under favourable political conditions technology is placing 

increasing obstacles in the way of anns control, and of course the political 

conditions have been anything but favourable. 

Sane analysts have sought to explain the breakdCMn in tenns of fundamental 

structural features of the strategic balance. For example, William Kincade 

suggests that it is the detennination to preserve the 11coupellent 11 as well as 

the deterrent roles of the strategic forces which limits the scope for anns 

control, and Randall Forsberg argues that it is the role of extended deterrence, 

i.e. the p:>licy of basing Western European security in the last analysis on the 

threat of nuclear escalation, which rules out significant reductions in American 

strategic wearcnry. 4 Pursuing this line of thought, it may be suggestErl that 

the strategic anns negotiations have been caning up against even rrore 

fundamental constraints which have always impedoo attempts to achieve 

disarmarrent: in particular, the problem of what annarrents to include in an 

agreerrent and what to leave unregulated, and problems posed by the different 

geographical situations of the parties and by qualitative asymretries and 

technological change. As a consequence of these asymretries, equal anns 

limitations rnay have entirely different irrplications for the different parties; 

yet unequal limitations may be politically unacceptable.5 
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vhile there may be sane force in each of these explanations in that each 

throws sane light on the present situation, the present paper will examine a 

further possible explanation, viz. that all of the foregoing provide the context 

for the present deadlock but that a crucial element is missing: the neglect in 

the 1980s of the first principles of anns control as they were fonnulatoo a 

quarter of a century ago. The concept of anns control was developed as an 

alternative to the traditional approach to disarrnairent and especially to 

disannament negotiations, with their excessively ambitious goals, their one

sided pror:osals and their degeneration from high aspirations through hollow 

rhetoric to blatant IX)sturing. In the viE!W' of the anns controllers, the 

problems of the anns cm-petition in the nuclear age were too serious to leave to 

the traditional disarmament negotiation process- They required not only a 

new style of negotiation but also a new concept of anns control, sharply 

distinguished from that mythical goal pursued in the 1950s without credibility 

or sincerity, general and canplete disannarrent. 

The Basic Principles of Anns Control 

The essentials of the theory of anns control, as formulated in several no.,.,

classic studies in t..l-ie early 1960s, may be sunrned up under seven headings. 6 

i) ':he concept of anns control was broader than that of disannament, -which was 

conceme<l only with the abolition or reduction of arrn2m~mts. Anns control 

included all limitations on armaments, unilateral restrictions as well as 

negot 'atErl agreerrents, which were directed tONards its essential goals. Thus, 

in addition to arms reductions, it vJOuln include for example a freeze at 

exist ·ng levels, the renunciation of specifie:1 new wea!X)ns systems, and 

restrictions on the deployment or use of existing wear:ons. 
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ii} The goals of anns control were generally taken, follo.ving Hedley Bull's 

analysis, to be to reduce the risk of war, especially nuclear war; to reduce its 

destructiveness, if it should occur; and to reduce the cost of preparedness (the 

burden of the anns race}, in that order of priority. An important implication 

of this ranking of goals was that disanTlc:l!Tent, the reduction of arms, was not 

necessarily desirable unless it could be shown as likely to prarote the primary 

goal, reducing the risk of war. The anns control school did not assume, as the 

disanners had tended to, that agreed measures of disannament \vOuld ipso facto 

achieve this. In the sane way, anns agreerrents were not desirable for their o,..,ri 

sake, but for their oonsequences~ 

iii} '!he continuation of international political conflict was an .explicit 

asstmption of the anns control theory. With respect to the super-po.ver 

conflict, the focus of m::>st of the early writing, it was :[X)stulated that a 

settlerrent of the basic political issues was unlikely, but that nonetheless the 

two rn,,,ers, aware of t..heir ccnm:m interest in avoiding nuclear war,. should be. 

capable of devising rolicies and even co-ordinating their actions in order to 

render it less likely that in pursuit of those rivalries they \ilJOuld exacerbate 

or inadvertently "escalate" particular conflicts in ways that vJOuld increase the 

risk of nuclear war. In so far as the arms canpetition or the rrode of deploy

ment of nuclear wea:[X)ns could increase the incentive to use than in a tense 

crisis - the incentive to a pre-emptive strike - there was a shared incentive to 

avoid such situations. In the language of garre theory, the super-po.-Jer 

relationship was not a zero-sum game, col<i war rhetoric notwithstanding. In the 

language of Soviet doctrine, peaceful coexistence was an imperative necessity of 

the nuclear age but it did not put an end to ideolCXJical conflict. 

The anns control authors, in assuming the continuation of political 

conflict but a shared interest in measures (including but not limited to anns 
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control) for reducing the share::1 risk of nuclear war, I_X)stulate::1 the continued 

need for a military balance between the super-powers, a thesis which was 

uncontroversial in the early 1960s. They also I_X)stulated, contrary to the 

conventional wisdan of much international relations writing, that anns cxmtrol 

could to a significant extent be decoupled fran the ongoing political rivalry: 

it did not, as disannament is often said to do, depend on the prior settlement 

of the political rivalry, but reste::1 on a share::1 perception of a ccmron 

interest, despite that rivalry. Thus anns control was not ini.tially advocated 

as praroting, or depending on, political detente in the way that these carre to 

be li~ke<l in public discussion in the 1970s. 

iv) Anns control was seen as having an integral relationship to sound military 

poli9·, not as a radically different ha.sis for security in the manner of nruch 

disarnarrent thinking. This did not imply the acceptance of the military status 

quo, including existing force structures, deployments and plans, but did imply a 

detail erl concern with precisely these ratters with a vie.v to eliminating those 

features which could (like the rrobilization plans of the European l_JO,vers in July 

1914) introduce sudden pressures to..vards war which were not underst.ocrl by the 

political decision-makers. The ireasures praroting anns control in this sense 

could be unilateral as well as negotiate::1 agreerrents, arrl thus under Robert 

McNamara as Secretary of Defense the strategic refonners and anns controllers 

were indistinguishable, even though the tenn anrs control was attached rrainly to 

those concerned with negotiated measures. 

v) :nternational measures were taken to include infonnal understandings as 

well as fonnal agreements. This aspect of anns control thinking can he 

problerratic, especially when extended to include the notion of tacit under

stand:.ng: for example, is there a tacit understanding that each of the super 

pc:Mers refrains fran directly attacking the other's annal forces? HON can such 
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an understanding be verified? In principle, it is plausible that there may be 

informal, private agreements to accept certain restraints which cnuld not be 

part of a formal agreement: it is likely that such understandings had their 

part in the settlement of the Cuban missile crisis, for example, but it is not 

clear that there are instances of infonnal agreements on anns control, despite 

the plausibility of the cnncept and the attractiveness of the idea that such 

understandings may be a by-product of the dialogue on strategic arms control. 

vi) Although it was not a central tenet of the early anns cnntrol doctrine that 

anns control measures would normally be of limited scope, in contrast to the 

canprehensive agreements typical of traditional disannament proposals, this rna.y 

have been implicit and was certainly in the spirit of the doctrine. Anns 

control proposals were seen as a response to specific concerns, specific sources 

of instability, not as pa.rt of an endeavour to achieve structural change in the 

bases of national and international security. Arms controllers were prepared 

to argue explicitly against the proclaima:1 goal of general and canplete 

disarmament on the grounds that its unrealism clouded the discussion of urgent 

practical measures and that its proclaTTB.tion was an indication of a purely 

manipulative approach to disarmament negotiations and an obstacle to infonned 

public debate. 

vii) Given the focus on the avoidance of nuclear war by the super-powers, anns 

control writers came to emphasise t\\O nore specific, intermediate goals, 

strategic stability and crisis stability. The fonner refers to a situation, 

often tenned stable mutual deterrence, in which a nuclear "first strike" is 

manifestly not a rational p:>licy option for either super-p::,wer. The concept of 

crisis stability ackno.vledges the !X)Ssibility that there could nonetheless under 

conditions of acute crisis be actions which cause a confrontation to escalate 

beyond the control of the decision-makers or incentives for a pre-emptive 
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strike, e.g. if the adversary were believed to be preparing to attack. "Crisis 

stability" refers to the situation where both kinds of incentive, to escalate 

and to pre-empt, are lo.v. The focus on these goals in turn tendoo to reinforce 

the close link of anns control with American strategic doctrine of the 1960s and 

1970s, in particular with the concept of an assuroo second strike, -which under 

the rubric of "mutual assured destruction" (MAD) has cane to be increasingly 

questioned in the 1980s. In principle, ho.,.,ever, the goals of strategic 

stability and crisis stability need not be sought by one specific strategy 

rather than another: in principle, incentives to strike first, to escalate or 

to pre-empt <X)Uld be reduced by other means, which might include deterrence 

through denial rather than through the threat of retaliation~ Whether this is a 

real option, and 'Whether a mixed offensi ve/defensive strategy \/IJOuld be 

preferable to rrutual assured destruction, is of course the focus of the present 

controversy: the goals of strategic stability and crisis stability as such are 

not in question. 

The Test of Experience 

lb the principles of anns control need to be qualified in the light of 

experience? Has it proved possible in practice to decouple the shared interest 

in agreements to reduce the risk of nuclear war from the overall political 

canpetition of the super-pcwers? Has arms control been able to free itself from 

the structural constraints and manipulative incentives of the earlier 

disarmarrent negotiations? 

It appears evident that the anns control negotiations of the later 1970s 

and the l 980s have been plagued by all the old problems stanming fran the 

political rivalries of the negotiating po.vers. Has this been because the goals 

shifted imperceptibly fran those of arns control to those of disarman:ent (anns 
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reductions as good in themselves), or because of a massive intrusion of 

manipulative p::>litics, or because the original doctrine of anns control proved 

inad8".Iuate? 

In the first place, the distinction between anns control and disannament 

may be clear conceptually but is difficult to dra\v in practice. The typical 

anns control measure is a specific agreement clearly addressed to a specific 

source of instability in the strategic balance, but the concept of anns control 

does not exclude rrore C'Ollplex agreements, provided a link to the goa.ls of anns 

control can be established. But 'Which of the goa.ls? Arr:J agreerrent can be 

plausibly defended as reducing the cost of preparedness belo.v vJhat it vJOuld 

otherwise have been (though even this can be questionoo if military planners 

seek to carry out whatever is not precluded by the agreement). This is 

therefore a weak criterion, but it may be difficult to establish a plausible 

link between a complex "package" such as the SALT II Treaty and the primary goa.1 

of reducing the risk of nuclear war. Arr:J such link is likely to be indirect, since the 

tendency of such agreements is to dampen anns canpetition and to enhance mutual 

confidence: in the case of SALT II, the actual outcare can rrore plausibly be 

seen as the reverse. 

The doctrine of arms control would have been in error if it had p::>sited a 

canplete decoupling of arms control rreasures fran the ongoing p::>litical 

conflict. The achievement of an anns control agreement or the breakdo,m of 

negotiations inevitably affect the broader I_X)litical relationship, normally to a 

greater extent than the technical C"Onsequences of the measure itself wDuld 

justify. This was surely true of the earliest U.S.-Soviet arnB control 

agreement, the partial test ban, which had little or no direct effect on the 

risk of nuclear war and 'Which did not limit the anrs race but marginally 

increased its C"Ost through the rrove to underground testing. Yet, t(XJether with 
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concurrent developments such as the establishrrent of the hot line, the partial 

test ban substantially affected the fX)litical climate, ushering in a new phase 

of the super-_povver relationship v-ihich carre to be terma:1 the detente, increasing 

mutual confidence and lending credence to the idea that practical anus control 

agre~nts could be reached despite the political rivalry. It can be plausibly 

arCJUed that the partial test ban contributed indirectly to the basic arms control 

goal of reducing the risk of nuclear war, in so far as it contributed to 

the recognition of shared interests, the readiness to negotiate on disputed 

issues and a reduced likelihood that tensions would develop into confrontations. 

It is likely that many of the anns control agreements contributed rrore to 

detente than to goals such as crisis stability, but so long as detente was not 

undennined for other reasons, the process as a vJhole contributed to the primary 

goal, by reducing the incidence of crises. 

A further consequence of anns control agreements was understated in the 

original doctrine, i.e. their effect on the arms race, both direct and indirect. 

Sane of the early agreements such as the outer Space Treaty or the Seabed Treaty 

had little direct effect, since neither of the parties intended to deploy 

weapons in the prohibited zone at the time, though such agreements can cane to 

have greater relevance if conditions change. In principle, the goal of anns 

control is not to end t.he anns race as such but to channel it in directions 

vJhich tend to stabilize the strategic balance, and away fran those v-ihich would 

destabilize it. But the indirect effect of heightened anns canpetition merits 

nore attention than it has received by the ants control school. 'lb the extent 

that it is the perceived need to respond to the Soviet build-up of the past 

fifteen years v-ihich has rendered the Reagan Administration blind to the concept 

of arms control, an intensified arms canpetition as envisaged in present 

projections may perpetuate a clinate of opinion unfavourable to anns control in 

both Washington and MosCON. 
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The agreements which rrost clearly reflect the thinking of the anns control 

schCX)l are the Nuclear °t'bn-Proliferation Treaty (NPr) arrl the ABM Treaty. The 

negotiation of the NPI' in the mid-1960s,despite the war in Vietnam and despite 

friction between the US and scree of its allies,exemplifia:1 the partial 

decoupling of an important shared interest of the super-pot.1ers fran ongoing 

conflicts and alignments (alternatively, the up:Jrading of that interest in 

relation to other interests) • The ABM Treaty was seen as enhancing strategic 

stability. It closed off one route whereby future arms corr-petition could 

undermine stability by reducing the certainty that either side could inflict 

"assured destruction" after suffering a "first strike" against its strategic 

forces. 

On the other hand, the highly cnnplex negotiations which led to the 

agreements on strategic offensive forces illustrata:1 m:m.y of the problems of 

traditional disannament negotiations without in the end achieving disarmament 

or contributing very credibly to arns control. They did not prevent the 

developnents which have called in question the stability of the present 

strategic balance, the introduction of MIRVs (multiple independently targetable 

re-entry vehicles) and the increasing accuracy of strategic offensive missiles. 

H0t1ever, the publicity and the high expectations that cane to be associated with 

the negotiations, perceived as central to the detente, creata:1 an arena in Yihich 

there were strong incentives to appeal to public opinion, for a variety of 

reasons. To sane, given that the target was essentially Western opinion, this 

represented an asymmetry which substantially weakenoo the Western bargaining 

J.X)Si tion; to others the principal cost, especially in the 1980s, has been the 

eclipse of serious negotiations. 

The experience of two decades of arms control does not reveal fundamental 

inadequancies in its original principles rut does suggest that they neerl to be 
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supplerented. 'lwo lacunae noted above are the neglect of certain indirect 

effects of anns control agreements, on the one hand, and of heightened anns 

canpetition, on the other. If the fonner political effects extend to reducing 

the incidence of crises, this serves the primary goal of anns control as surely 

as :treasures which reduce the potential sources of instability in crises. If 

heightened arms canpetition reduces or even eliminates the awareness of anns 

control cptions, this ipso facto increases the risk of nuclear war. Experience 

does de:ronstrate that it is difficult for governments, or even one government, 

to adhere to the principles of arms control as a basis for policymaking. Even 

in the 1970s they were gradually displaced by short-tenn political 

considerations: over-inflated claims for arms control itself and above all for 

detente, a consequent over-reaction against detente and a heightening of East

West tensions, leading by the 1980s to a canpetition to impress Western public 

opinion by the attractive packaging of one-sided arms control proposals. A 

little-noted casualty of these develop-rents, the original concept of anns 

control was suhnerged beneath the waves of rhetoric and ideological antagonism. 

Towards An Anns Control Agenda for the later 1980s? 

Setting on one side the consequences of the SDI, examined below, a number 

of adverse trends in the strategic environment appear likely to render the 

balance less stable, to render crises rrore hazardous - to reduce crisis 

stability. 'lliese go beyond the widely discussErl fear of pre-emption, i.e. the 

concern that the ICBMs on both sides may have becane so vulnerable to a first 

strike as to create a dangerous incentive for each to seek to pre-arpt the other 

if, under conditions of extreme tension, there are indications which lead one or 

both to perceive war as probable - indications for example which may be 

construed as preparations for an attack. 7 'lliey include the reduced decision 

ti:rre which is a consequence of sore of the new technologies and v.iea:rnns systems, 
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the reduced predictability causoo by the proliferation of new technologies, a 

resulting loss of confidence under conditions of crisis, and perhaps above all 

uncertainties causerl by the continuing vulnerability of camand, control, 

conmunications and intelligence systems leading to (or presumerl to lead to) the 

delegation of authority to lo.ver levels under specifierl conditions in crises. 

Strategic alerts, resorted to in the past as a rreans of dennnstrating resolve as 

well as enhancing military preparedness, are caning to be seen as m:>re hazardous 

in view of the way they may be construed by the adversary, yet heightened 

preparedness may be deatlErl essential under the very conditions which render it 

hazardous. 8 Arcong the develoµnents close to fruition which tend to rerluce 

reaction times and predictability are anti-satellite (ASAT) systems, which may 

threaten to destroy the principal source of information and confidence, as well 

as canmunications, precisely when these w10uld be nost neerled. These 

developnents, considered as a whole, may well increase the dangers of an 

"escalation spiral" as much as or m:>re than the risks of pre-atption, but the 

fundamental p:::>int is the new level of uncertainty concerning crises: the 

pressures are not well understocx:1 by strategic analysts, nor the military, nor 

by p:,litical decision-makers. 

It is difficult to see the Reagan Administration's resp:::>nse to these 

developoonts as anything other than a p::>licy of technological laissez-faire. It 

has at no stage addressed the problem of heightened crisis instability and the 

cumulative developrents that increase the risk of a disastrous confrontation. 

It has put forward no proposals directed to checking these tendencies, but has 

decried pro!X)sals by independent analysts which seek to do so. 

In the case of the m:>st clearly-defined threat to predictability and 

confidence, ASAT systems, it appears evident that crisis stability w10uld be 

enhanced, and thus both sides would be better off, if they could agree not to 
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deploy ASAT. In this context the contrast between the canprehensive analyses 

and the specificity of proposals by independent analysts and the sweeping 

generality of their dismissal by Administration spokesrren and their supp::>rters 

makes for melancholy reading. For example, after canvassing the strategic 

issues and verification problems, Gai:win, Gottfried and their collaborators 

argue the case for a ban on the testing of anti-satellite systems.9 It has 

not been convincingly argued that this would be unverifiable, or that the 

problems of verifying such a ban could not be overcane by research. Others have 

suggested that, given the existence of a Soviet systan against satellites in lON 

orbit, a ban might have to be restricted to systems against the rrore imp:)rtant, 

high orbit satellites. But the Administration and its supp::>rters appear to be 

satisfied to argue, as is oorrect but irrelevant, that it -would not be IX)ssible 

to prevent the use of any and every device which could be brought to bear 

against individual satellites, or to verify that no such devices were in 

existence, or even to claim flatly as Colin Gray does that the technical 

infeasibility of ASAT anus control "has \iJOn reluctant support even anong 

generically enthusiastic arrrE controllers 11 ,10 thus dismissing the views of a 

former Director and a fonner Deputy Director of the CIA., a former chief 

scientist for the US Air Force and a senior manber of its space division, a 

fonner Deputy Under Secretary for Defense and praninent space researchers who 

argue for the feasibility of the verification of ASAT systems. 11 

These arguments are advanced, not in relation to a proposal under 

negotiation but as reasons for declining to enter into negotiations. The same 

is true of the proposed canprehensive test ban: where previous Administrations 

argued their case for adequate verfication in the negotiations, the Reagan 

Adntlnistration advances the claim that a test ba.n -would be unverifiahle, at a 

tirre when it is becaning increasingly shaky, as a reason for not resuming the 

negotiations. It also has recourse to the classic anti-arms control argument, 
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"a test ban cannot of itself end the threat posed by nuclear weaJX>ns 11
•
12 

Because it cannot solve all the problems it is not worth having. 

The Administration's stance no doubt reflects its preference for keeping 

all technological options open including, in the case of ASAT systems, all 

strategic defence options, since there is substantial technological overlap. If 

the SDI offered sufficient gain in long-tenn security it might justify an 

increase in crisis instability resulting fran ASAT, but the trade-off should be 

acknowledged as such, not clouded in generalities and unsubstantiated claims of 

infeasibility. And if this particular increase in the nuclear risks were to be 

accepted, greater attention should be paid to ways of vJOrking against other 

adverse tendencies. But ·this would require an orientation towards the problems 

of crisis stability of which there is no indication on the part of the 

Administration. 

The Strategic Defense Initiative 

The Strategic Defense Initiative sterns frcm a speech by President Reagan in 

March 1983. Apart fran Defense Secretary Weinberger, none of the pra:ninent 

supporters of the Initiative is prepared to defend the claims then advanced by 

the President that strategic defences might render nuclear wearons "imrotent and 

obsolete" and 11 free the world fran the threat of nuclear war", and reaffinned by 

Weinberger as recently as 16 Septenber 1985, when he denied that the SDI was a 

bargaining chip that might be exchanged for a "deep cut" of 5,000 Soviet 

warheads. 

The Strategic Defence Initiative offers too much hope to 
nankind of sarething that everyone has said they wanted 
ever since nuclear anns were developed, and that is to 
get rid of them. 13 
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It is generally conceded that a successful research program may at best shcw the 

feasibility of deploying a multi-layered defensive system capable of greatly 

reducing the number of warheads that Y-Ould reach their targets, but that a 

significant proportion of targets would be destroyea.14 Despite this expert 

consensus, a group fonnerl to lobby for the SDI, High Frontier, has recently 

screened a TV carmercial which makes even nore extreme claims. A small girl is 

shOtJn in a garden. 

She says her father told her: "Right no..v we can't 
protect ourselves fran nuclear wea!X)ns, and that's why 
the President wants to build a Peace Shield." Chunky 
red missiles begin to rain do..vn, but they hannlessly 
disintegrate (pop! pop!) when they hit a bluish, Crayola 
arc in the sky. Presto, the arc becanes a shinnEring 
rainbo.v, and the fro..vning sun begins to smile.15 

It must be doubted that such unrealism can remain persuasive in the long run. 

Indeed one school of thought, proceeding fran the assumption that a multi

stage defensive system may not prove feasible or cost-effective, is attracted by 

a quite different, and nore traditional conception, viz. that a single-layer 

systen of terminal ABMs might ensure the survivability of sufficient ICB~is to 

preserve an "assured destruction" second-strike capability. This does not 

challenge the basic logic of nuclear deterrence as it has been understcx:rl since 

the advent of nuclear parity: a first strike is irrational so long as the 

adversary would retain the capacity to inflict unacceptable destruction on the 

attacker's society. The kind of "harci-point" defence which is no..v envisaged 

might secure a sizeable fraction of the ICBM force fran destruction in a first 

strike, sufficient that a significant nUITIDer could be expected to penetrate the 

attacker's defences, especially his defence of "soft" tar<Jets such as cities 

which cannot be protected as effectively as missile sites. Thus an "assured 

destruction" capability would remain the basis of deterrence. 
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Revulsion against the ethics of relying on deterrence through assured 

destruction provides much of the impetus for endorsing strategic defences as a 

nore radical alternative. As Harry Gelber expresses it: 

Deterrence solely or ma.inly by the threat of the mass 
slaughter of civilians is neither rcorally acceptable nor 
politically sustainable, except as a temporary measure 
pending the appearance of rcore desirable alternatives. 
Since the avoidance of war cannot be guaranteed, nations 
cannot - and should not - accept Governrrental policies 
which rely only on massive and indiscriminate 
destruction. In Mr Reagan's vJOrds, 11\·Jhat if free people 
could live secure in the knowledge that their security 
did not rest uµ:>n the threat of instant US retaliation 
to deter a Soviet attack, that we could intercept and 
destroy strategic ballistic missiles before they reached 
our soil or that of our allies?" Since techno-
logical develop-rents nON SL"19gest that such roothods may 
be at least partially feasible, it is necessary to 
examine than closely.16 

Since hc,..,ever it is generally conceded that perfect defences cannot be 

developed, the question is \i\hether in a situation of imperfect defences capable 

of reducing the weight of a nuclear strike but not destroying the whole 

attacking force, deterrence will not in the last analysis rest on the same 

ethically repugnant logic as at present. If deterrence remains secure in a 

world of imperfect defences,it will not be because they will render an attack 

less effective - after all, invulnerable ICBMs were once thought likely to 

achieve this - but because the p:,tential attacker will fear the destruction of 

its ONrl society, despite its imperfect defences. Partially effective defences 

will bring about only a marginal change in the ethical 'bcl.sis of deterrence, not 

a radical change. "Damage limitation", the reduction in the destruction of 

one's ONr1 society in a nuclear exchange, would be achieved (at least in part) by 

the capacity to reduce the weight of an attack defensively rather than by the 

tacit threat of a first strike, but the primary goal of nuclear strategy, the 

deterrence of attack, \..ould still depend on the threat of intolerable 

destruction in retaliation. So long as sizeable strategic offensive forces 



18. 

remain in existence, as there is every reason to expect forth~ foreseeable 

future, it is unlikely that there can be any escape fran the logic of mutual 

assured destruction as the "bottan line" of deterrence. 

The ethical claims of the advocates of the SDI would be sanewhat rrore 

persuasive if the policy were part of an overall change to a mixed offensive

defensive posture such as that of the Soviet Union, which has consistently 

naintained significant air defences and civil defence, presumably as a hedge 

against the possible failure of deterrence, whereas the US abandoned air 

defences and never undertook a serious civil defence program. The ethical 

principle would be a different one, viz. the obligation of a government to 

protect the lives of citizens as far as it has the ability to do so, given that 

it cannot ensure that deterrence will succeed in preventing war. This overall 

defensive fX)sture, ho.vever, i s seldan advocated, and if indeed the strategic 

defences likely to be feasibl e leave the essential logic and ethics of nuclear 

deterrence unchanged, the ethical case for the SDI collapses: it rema.ins to 

examine its strategic and political implications. 

The Thesis of the Defensive Transition 

The principal attempt at a rx:,litico-strategic rationale for the SDI, albeit 

fonnulated considerably later than the policy itself, is the thesis of the 

defensive transition, developed by Colin Gray, incorporated into the 

Administration's anns control policy by Paul Nitze and recently endorsed by Fred 

Ikle and by Harry Gelber.17 The thesis is that, whereas the present strategic 

balance is fX)tentially unstable, offering dangerous incentives to pre-emptive 

attack and rendering substantial anns reductions unlikely, a gradual trans

fonration of the balance fran the present rronofX)ly of offensive systems to one 

daninated by defensive systems would not only make for greater safety and 
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stability rut would open the way to genuine reductions in the strategic 

offensive forces. Effective defensive systems would render any use of the 

offensive forces futile, thus reducing the incentive to retain then on the 

present scale. 'As they came to be perceived as redundant, it would beccrne 

i;ossible for both sides to reduce then to much lONer levels. M::>reover, a 

balance at lONer levels reinforced by strategic defences wo~ld be stable, in 

that it could not be overturned by cheating or "breakout" by either party, thus 

one of the traditional objections to minimum deterrence would be overcane. 

Deterrence would rest mainly on defensive capabilities, strengthened by residual 

uncertainty. 

Arms control would play an important part in ensuring a safe transition as 

well as in consolidating the eventual defensive balance. 18 Co-ordination of 

the change tONards emphasis on the defensive would be necessary in order to 

avert the danger of a heightened offensive-defensive anm carpetition, and this 

would be in t.he interest of both sides. It is not altogether clear, 'llcMever, 

whether this would be a shared interest based on the greater cost-effectiveness 

of defensive systems, or on a camnn strategic doctrine, or rather a reflection 

of the coercive po.ver of superior American econanic resources, the capacity to 

outspend the Soviet Union if it should seek to counter the new American approach 

by enhancing its offensive capabilities. 

In the light of the adverse trends in the strategic balance in the 1980s, 

the evident obstacles to agrearent on strategic force limitations, and {X)tential 

sources of crisis instability, the thesis of the defensive transition merits 

close scrutiny. Much of the discussion has atphasized the technical asstmptions 

of successful strategic defence. Administration supporters argue quite 

correctly that the feasibility and cost of the various systems will not becane 

clear until a great deal of the proposed research has been undertaken - if 
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indeed even then. On the other hand, it is e::JUall y valid to argue that research 

and developrent program:; on the scale being undertaken generate a great deal of 

rranentum and political support, tending to pre-empt later decisions. It is 

therefore desirable that the political arrl strategic assurrptions of the thesis 

of the defensive transition be examined at the outset. Is the appealing 

prospect outlined by Gray arrl others plausible, or does it rest on assumptions 

which have little probability of being fulfilled? 

i} ':he first and rather breath-taking assumption is that it is possible for 

strategic analysts in the mi.d-1980s to foresee the central strategic 

developrents of the next tv.a or three decades, and thus to 

predict a transition from the off ensive domiance of the first four nuclear 

decades to a predaninantly defensive balance within the first quarter of the 

twenty-first century. No such claim was advanced by earlier strategic analysts: 

there may have been a widely shared expectation in the 1960s and earlier 1970s 

that :.he strategic balance would renain stable, but this was seldan articulated 

so confidently as the present prediction, and if it had been it vJOuld have been 

discredited by the 1980s. Ikle's image of "navigating to a distant haven1119 

shONS sare awareness of this assumption even while disguising it in reassuringly 

familiar irna.gery. 

ii} The second assumption is that, contrary to previous experience, this time 

the Soviet decision-makers will see the canpelling logic of this particular 

American strategic doctrine and will respond accordingly: not only in 

perceiving the desirability of strategic defences, which is sufficiently in line 

with the Soviet tradition as to he quite plausible, but also in being persuaded 

of the redundancy of their ICBMs, the predaninant elerrent in their strategic 

offen5ive forces. Many ccmnentators consider the opposite Soviet response :rrore 

likelf , viz. countenreasures to preserve the effectiveness of the offensive 
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forces. And indeed the same could be true of the Arrericans themselves: would 

they really see their own offensive forces as redundant, or would they seek to 

circumvent the Soviet defences or to hedge against uncertainty over the 

reliability of the defensive system?20 There is already sane evidence that 

the latter is rrore likely.21 While it is conceivable that technology will 

nove so decisively in favour of the defensive as to render such countenneasures 

futile, such extreme changes are abnormal. tvbreover, many of the new 

technologies and systems may be double-edged in their implications for the 

offensive and defensive. For example, it is frequently argued (rrost veheroontly 

by supporters of the SDI) that it is difficult to distinguish develcpnents in 

anti-satellite systems fran sore of those in strategic defence systems. The 

space-based components at present envisaged as a major part of the American 

strategic defence system are likely to be vulnerable to anti-satellite attack: 

a plausible Soviet response to their deployment would be to deploy anti

satellite systerrs against than, thus by down-grading the potential of the 

opposing defences to retain rrore effective offensive forces. These anti

satellite systems might in turn becaoo ne.v targets for U.S. offensive forces. 

It is evident that the defensive transition thesis assumes one particular 

prediction, arrong the range of possible directions an offensive-defensive ann.s 

canpetition might take, indeed a highly optimistic projection, \-.ihich oontrary to 

the normal tendency of strategic thinking might be tenned a "best-case" analysis. 

iii) The thesis of the defensive transition is premised on the vie.v that the 

initial stage will see a heightening of the anns canpetition: continued 

rrodernization of the American strategic offensive forces is seen as necessary in 

order to counter the innovations in Soviet systerrs in recent years. Thus the 

third assumption is that this initial offensive/defensive ccmpetition can be 

contained .rx:>litically, that it will not have consequences which are dangerous in 

thanselves, e.g. a return to a crisis-prone state of super-po.-1er relations or at 
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least so tense a relationship as to rule out the benign defensive transition 

which was intended, and the anns control agreements which are expected to play a 

praninent part in the transition. Again, no specific prediction is in order: 

it is ;x:,ssible that intensified anns canpetition nay not lead to a climate of 

p:>litical tension bet-ween the super-po.vers, and such tensions nay be contained 

short of the level of crisis or confrontation. But should policy be ba.sed on 

the neJlect of such probable risks? No reason has been offered for taking, once 

again, the rrost optimistic of a range of I_X)Ssible assumptions. If it is likely, 

as is argued further belo.v, that super-rnver crises in the kind of strategic 

enviro:iment that vJOuld be created by the new offensive-defensive technologies 

will be rrore dangerous than in the pa.st, then the goal of crisis avoidance 

becanes even rrore irnJx>rtant and :roiicies which risk increasing the incidence of 

crises are even rrore dangerous than before. 

iv) T'le fourth assumption relates to supl_X)rt for the projected policy in the 

United States and on the pa.rt of its allies, especially in NATO. The deploytn=nt 

of strategic defences and the ensuing anns canpetition, if this is indeed the 

outcare of the SDI, will be perceivred as due to an American initiative: on 

present indications, the Soviet Union will be perceived as reluctantly 

resp:::,rrling to the challenge. The heightening of tension, should it care about, 

will t:e attributed to American policy, in contrast to the Western perception of 

the scurces of the original Cold War. The rraintenance of p::)li tical sup:r;:ort for 

a lmg-tenn policy perceived to havre these kinds of consequences is problematic. 

The jiviseness of nuclear issues as a focus of p::)litical and electoral debate 

has been deronstrated in Europe in recent years: the capacity of a questionable 

"natimal security" policy to destroy the American foreign policy consensus was 

shONn in the case of the Vietnam war. Once again, the thesis of the defensive 

transition rests of the rrost optimistic of a range of fX)Ssible assumptions, or 

nore rarshly, the neglect of a number of relevant considerations. 22 
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If the defensive transition appears hazardous, what of Ikle's "distant 

haven 11 (Gray' s "<listant wocn.s 11 )? Would the haven provide the security which is 

lacking in the present? The defensive balance is presented as one in whim the 

defensive systems offer stability of a kind which the present vulnerable ICBMs 

do not. Yet the invulnerability of the elaoorate space-based defensive systems 

which are nON envisaged is much less plausible than was the invulnerability of 

ICBMs in hardened silos two decades ago. 

The adoition of "boost-phase" and other space-based defensive systems to 

the destabilizing elements in the errerging strategic balance, discussed aoove, 

will further <XFlpOund the uncertainties and instabilities already discernible. 

The chances of a safe defensive transition as against other projections do not 

appear to be very high, and even if it were accanplished, technological change 

· would not come to an end, and it has been argued plausibly that a balance 

depending heavily on imperfect defensive systans may be less "robust", less 

stable in the face of unexpectoo developrents, than an offensive ralance.23 

In a b3.lance daninated by space-based and anti-satellite systems, dangerous 

misperception and over-reaction cannot be excluderl and may well be rrore likely 

than at present. 

It is often claimed that strategic defences \AJOulo enhance crisis stability 

by reducing the incentives to pre-errptive attack. If their main effect were to 

be a return to the situation (nON fast receding) in which it is clear that a 

sizeable fraction of each of the opposing ICBM forces would survive any attack, 

this would indeed render pre-emption once again manifestly irrational, a non

option to any sane decision-maker. H0t1ever, this depends on certain conditions 

whose fulfilment cannot be taken for granted. It assumes that the defenc-es on 

both sides have a certain level of effectiveness against attack and are not 

themselves vulnerable to a different kind of pre-emptive strike. If their 
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effectiveness is in question, or is deemed good only against a "ragged" second 

strike, or if they themselves are vulnerahle, or if the adversaries have 

asynmetrical offensive/defensive capabilities, there could be increased 

incentives to pre-empt. Alternatively, if the ralance were perceived to offer 

incentives to attack defensive systems or ASAT systems in a crisis, the dangers 

of uncontrolled escalation might be greater than at present and this in turn 

might generate new pre-emptive pressures. 'Ihe pranise of a safe haven ai:pears 

to l:::e sheer assurrption, no less illusory than President Reagan's vision of 

perfect defences. A better image might be that of a dinghy heading into the 

open sea oblivious of warnings of an approaching hurricane. 

Sare of these uncertainties are ackno.vledged in the conditions which Paul 

Nitzehas enunciate<l as prerequisites for a final decision to deploy the 

pror:osed defensive systems. They are not to 'be deployoo unless they are 

surviYable and cnst-effective. He concedes that: 

If a defensive system were not adequately survivable, an 
adversary could very well have an incentive in a crisis 
to strike first at vulnerable elerrents of the defense. 
Application of our survivability criterion will ensure 
that such a vulnerable system would not be deployed ••• 
OUr cost-effectiveness criterion \vill ensure that any 
deployed defensive system would create a po.verful 
incentive not to respond with additional offensive anns, 
since those anns would cost rrore than the additional 
defensive capability nee<le<l to defeat them.24 

:t is uncertain at the present tirre whether Nitze's t\\O conditions can be 

fulfi led, and it is possible that uncertainty will remain even after 

substantial research has been undertaken. The logic of cost-effectiveness is 

rrore COT:tplex than is suggested aoove: in the context of ongoing research and 

developrrent progratTIS, the resp::,nse to additional defensive capability may not be 

addit~onal offensive capability but the introduction of ne\iv systems to reduce 

the e:fecti veness of the existing defences. In the view of many experts the 
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survivability criterion is unlikely to be fulfilled, and even advocates of the 

SDI acknONledge that it represents a major problem. 25 

Overall, the case for the SDI rests on a large m.nnber of unsubstantiated 

claims and optimistic assumptions, and it is unlikely that the conditions for a 

rational decision to deploy space-based defences can be realized. It is a 

ma.tter of concern that, a fe,, honourable exceptions aside, its advocates are 

offering little by way of reasone:1 argument, but are rather seeking to foster a 

climate of opinion in \vhich the crucial distinctions between research, 

developrent and deployment are blurrErl and the eventual deployment of strategic 

defences is regarded as inevitable. In the long run the rrost effective counter 

to this rray be the pressure of canpeting defence priorities, recently emphasized 

by James Schlesinger.26 But this may be at the cost of urgently needed 

measures of anns control. The thesis that while anns control is undesirable and 

infeasible today it will becane desirable and feasible the day after tarorrON, 

in the brave new '¼Drld of the defensive transition, is as implausible as it 

sounds. Rather, well-<levised rreasures of anns control are necessary to check 

the imminent and present dangers of the nuclear anns race, and the longer the 

recognition of this is delayed, the greater the dangers. 
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