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Space is just another place where wars will be fought.

—Senator Barry Goldwater, 1984

On November 14, 2021, Russia fired off a missile into outer space and eviscer-

ated a defunct satellite launched by the Soviet Union.1 The impact generated 

thousands of pieces of harmful debris, forcing astronauts and cosmonauts 

onboard the International Space Station to shelter in place as a safety precau-

tion.2 China, India, and the US, in addition to Russia, have demonstrated the 

ability to destroy satellites in orbit.3 The fact that advanced missile defense 

interceptors can be used as anti-satellite (ASAT) weapons means that as mis-

sile defense systems proliferate, the small club of ASAT-capable nations is set 

to grow. In what could easily be mistaken as an excerpt from a Tom Clancy 

novel, US Space Command reported in 2020 that Russia had tested a satellite 

that released subsatellites with “characteristics of a weapon.”4 The US shone a 

spotlight on its security anxieties in space when it announced that space is a 

“warfighting domain.”5 Combined, these events, and many others like them, 

have intensified global concern about a space arms race.

War in space would have far-reaching and catastrophic consequences. 

Debris produced from strikes on military satellites would not discriminate in 

its collateral damage to other space systems. Despite the fact that satellites are 

so important for modern civilization, there are very few formal international 

constraints—that is, legally binding mechanisms—in space. Today, the pri-

mary international agreement that limits certain military activities in space 

THE “OTHER NIGHT SKY”
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2	 The “Other Night Sky”

is the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, which forbids the deployment of nuclear 

weapons in space (among other stipulations) but does not ban nonnuclear 

space weaponry.6 Vice President Kamala Harris announced in a 2022 speech 

at Vandenberg Space Force Base in California that the US will lead the way 

in developing an international consensus concerning “what is right, what is 

wrong, and what is acceptable” in space.7 This will be no easy task due to the 

tension between maintaining a sustainable space environment for all and 

the objective of a growing number of countries to develop technologies that 

can be used to degrade and destroy the space systems that have become the 

bedrock of modern warfare.

Tension over the military use of space is certainly not a new phenom-

enon. The lack of consensus today concerning limits on space militariza-

tion is directly connected to issues left unresolved at the end of the Cold 

War. The US and the Russian Federation emerged out of the Cold War with 

historically unprecedented nuclear arms control agreements but no new 

treaties constraining military actions in space. This outcome was not the 

result of military space issues having been a marginal topic in arms control 

negotiations—quite the contrary. Rather, in the 1980s, the US government 

decided to prioritize freedom of action in space due in large part to the pur-

suit of space-based missile defense through the Strategic Defense Initiative 

(SDI), more commonly known as “Star Wars.” From the standpoint of key 

American officials, space arms control would have handicapped the US in 

an arena in which it had a distinct technological advantage.

Although SDI looms large in narratives about the last decade of the Cold 

War, it is oftentimes viewed in isolation from broader developments in the 

military use of space in the 1970s and 1980s.8 This situation is due in large 

part to the fact that US national security activities in space were some of the 

most secret areas of American statecraft during the Cold War.9 In 2008, artist 

and geographer Trevor Paglen created an exhibit dedicated to what he calls 

the “other night sky.”10 Streaks of light in his photographs of the heavens 

were highly classified military and intelligence satellites, intrinsic parts of a 

hidden world largely invisible to the human eye. Secrecy and invisibility have 

made the “black world” of American national security space activities, espe-

cially during the 1970s and 1980s, mostly absent from political histories of 

the Cold War.11 Underlining the obscurity of national security space topics 

is the fact that there are very few political and diplomatic histories that even 

mention the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), the agency responsible 
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The “Other Night Sky”	 3

for developing and operating US intelligence satellites from 1961 to the pre

sent time.12 The US government did not even acknowledge the NRO’s exis-

tence until 1992.13 During the Cold War, the NRO was the secret sibling of the 

more well-known National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).

Scholars of the Cold War have correctly pointed out that space was mili-

tarized from the beginning of the Space Age.14 Rockets that launched satel-

lites could also be used as ballistic missiles, and satellites served important 

national security functions such as intelligence gathering. Using the term 

“militarization” to cover all national security space activities obfuscates the 

fact that during the Cold War, there were two American national security 

space programs. The Department of Defense oversaw the military space pro-

gram, which included early warning, communications, navigation, space 

surveillance, and weather satellites. The NRO, responsive primarily to the 

needs of civilian policymakers rather than the military, managed the intel-

ligence space program: that is, satellite reconnaissance systems. (The third 

element of American space activities was the civil program, which included 

human space exploration and scientific satellites.) Over time, the boundaries 

between the intelligence, military, and civil space programs would become 

increasingly porous as their infrastructural connections grew. Importantly, 

the civil, military, and intelligence space programs involved different interest 

groups, and, as we shall see, their agendas did not always neatly align.

Since the beginning of the US satellite reconnaissance program, officials 

feared that the Soviet Union might develop the means to destroy Ameri-

can satellites just as Soviet air defense had shot down U-2 pilot Francis 

Gary Powers in May 1960. In an effort to protect reconnaissance satellites, 

American presidents were very cautious concerning any action that might 

conceivably provoke the Soviet Union to act aggressively in space. Stability 

in space was critical, since satellites constituted the largest source of intel-

ligence on the Soviet Union. Beginning in the 1960s, the US also developed 

nuclear early warning, communications, weather, and navigation satel-

lites to support a wide range of military functions. Along with intelligence 

satellites, these space systems comprised what I term “American national 

security space infrastructure.” Although it was mostly American built, the 

entirety of NATO, in addition to non-NATO partners in the Five Eyes intel-

ligence alliance, depended on this infrastructure.15

The 1970s were a key time of transition in the nature of superpower com-

petition in space. The moon race came to an end, leading to aspirations that 
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4	 The “Other Night Sky”

the US and the Soviet Union would use space for cooperative measures such 

as the 1975 Apollo–Soyuz Test Project, a joint American–Soviet space mission. 

In the post-Vietnam era of financial belt tightening, the US forewent explo-

rations deeper into space and focused instead on the space shuttle that was 

confined to operations in low Earth orbit. In 1972, the superpowers signed 

the Interim Agreement limiting strategic weapons and the Anti-Ballistic Mis-

sile (ABM) Treaty, whose boundaries SDI would later test, which became vis

ible symbols of détente.16 At this same time, there was growing attention 

on the emergence of new technologies, including lasers and more accurate 

sensors, that could enable the creation of sophisticated missile defense and 

ASAT systems that might alter the strategic balance.

With the advent of more advanced space technologies in the 1970s, the 

US and the Soviet Union began to more closely integrate satellites into their 

combat forces. This was the early era of satellites that could provide target-

ing information in near real time to deployed land and naval units. Due to 

this “tactical shift” in the use of space systems, President Gerald Ford con-

cluded that “treating space as a sanctuary” was against the national interest 

and approved the development of an ASAT weapons program so that the US 

would have the ability to deny the Soviet Union use of space in wartime.17 

Fundamentally, by the mid-1970s, senior US officials had come to expect that 

superpower conflict would extend into space. This policy laid the foundation 

for the more militarized space strategy that SDI would come to embody. By 

the end of the 1970s, both the US and the Soviet Union were developing 

ASAT weapons. In this period, we find that the US military space program 

shifted away from its focus on “passive” satellites gathering data, and added 

the development of combat systems, including ASATs and later space-based 

missile defense, although the latter two would never actually be deployed.

President Ronald Reagan, whom the New York Times described as “the big-

gest space enthusiast to occupy the White House,”18 embraced what Andrew 

Butrica calls the “conservative space agenda” that projected the ideology 

of the so-called New Right into space.19 Thought leaders in this movement 

included New Gingrich and Barry Goldwater, who became vocal space pro-

moters. Reagan’s eight years in office witnessed the establishment of SDI, a 

space station project, the testing of an American ASAT in space, and policies 

that would contribute to the emergence of a commercial space market. A 

central element in the conservative space agenda was the intrinsic connec-

tion of military power and economic prosperity in space. This conception of 
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US space prowess was in many ways similar to nineteenth-century military 

theorist Alfred Thayer Mahan’s observations concerning the inseparability of 

commercial-maritime and naval interests.20

More recent scholarship on Reagan has interpreted SDI through the lens 

of the president’s abhorrence of nuclear weapons.21 Nuclear abolitionism 

certainly was a significant factor in the genesis of SDI, but the program 

quickly became the centerpiece of Reagan’s effort to use space technologies 

to advance US economic and national security interests. Throughout the 

remainder of his presidency, public diplomacy on SDI had, at times, diverse 

and contradictory themes. At various points, SDI was simultaneously an 

answer to the nuclear dilemma, a cooperative endeavor that would be shared 

with the Soviet Union, a form of leverage in arms control negotiations, a 

response to Soviet space and strategic defense programs, and a catalyst for 

civilian technological innovation and space exploration. Reagan sincerely 

believed in all of these elements and maintained that SDI was concurrently 

a vehicle for competition and cooperation—an approach not unlike that of 

John F. Kennedy to the Apollo program.22

Before going any further, it is necessary to explain briefly what exactly 

SDI was. Although SDI is oftentimes framed as one thing, or one system, it 

was in actuality an umbrella for research into multiple technologies with a 

wide variety of applications, including missile defense, space surveillance, 

and ASAT weapons. SDI became a formal program in 1984, but it was not 

until 1987 that the Pentagon began to solidify a concept for a specific stra-

tegic defense system that might be deployable in the following decade. SDI 

entailed a radical shifting in the size and scope of US national security space 

infrastructure from a focus on very few but highly sophisticated satellites to 

a massive number of space systems in orbit. This shift required space-launch 

technologies that in the 1980s existed only in the imagination of engineers 

and space exploration enthusiasts. At that time, existing space launch (e.g., 

the shuttle) could not cost-effectively deliver systems into space. The price 

tag of the infrastructure for space-based missile defense would become one 

of the central issues in shaping plans for a strategic defense system. From an 

infrastructural perspective, SDI further entailed the military space program 

becoming the dominant element in American national security space policy.

SDI’s political significance has been the subject of much debate among his-

torians of the Cold War, but its technological elements are generally the back-

drop for political discussions concerning it.23 Neglect of SDI’s technological 
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details is likely due to the fact that Reagan’s expansive vision of comprehen-

sive space-based defense did not come to fruition. This book moves SDI’s 

technological dimensions to the center stage of the narrative and, in doing 

so, shows that technological choices were simultaneously political decisions 

with significant implications for US defense strategy and foreign relations, 

especially arms control negotiations.

Problematically for Reagan, who promoted SDI as a tool of peace, space-

based missile defense was inextricably linked to the Pentagon’s develop-

ment of technologies and doctrine for executing “space control” operations 

in wartime: that is, destroying Soviet satellites, thereby denying the Soviet 

Union use of space. Although SDI is oftentimes associated with “exotic” tech-

nologies such as laser weapons, the concepts for strategic defense systems 

that would emerge by the end of the 1980s were built around off-the-shelf 

technologies, including hit-to-kill missiles that use kinetic force to destroy 

their targets. These hit-to-kill missiles could be used in both missile defense 

and ASAT roles. Throughout the 1980s, the Soviet Union urged the US to 

agree to ban what Moscow called “space-strike weapons,” which included 

ASAT and space-based missile defense technologies.24 The US rejected Mos-

cow’s characterization of space-based missile defense as an offensive space 

weapon. Definitions aside, the entanglement between missile defense and 

ASAT technologies precluded the US government from accepting any space 

arms control proposals out of fear that limits on missile defense and ASAT 

technologies would constrain the Pentagon’s space plans. This is, therefore, 

an example of technological choices shaping political outcomes.25

In examining the rationale behind specific technological choices and con-

sidering their political consequences, this book moves beyond the character-

ization of SDI as a “fantasy” that would never “work.”26 Reagan’s expansive 

vision that SDI “might one day enable us to put in space a shield that missiles 

could not penetrate, a shield that could protect us from nuclear missiles just 

as a roof protects a family from rain,”27 certainly overlooked many technolog-

ical obstacles.28 US policy documents reveal, however, a disconnect between 

Reagan’s rhetoric about replacing deterrence with strategic defense and the 

Pentagon’s attempt to harmonize space-based missile defense with existing 

deterrence strategies.29 Defense analysts were also considering whether ASATs 

could enhance the US deterrence posture, which was similarly a source of 

disagreement in the defense community. There were, moreover, divergent 

ideas about what kind of space-based missile defense systems might actually 
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strengthen deterrence and thus dissuade Moscow from launching a first 

strike. Consequently, terms such as “system effectiveness” were shaped by 

various interpretations of deterrence theory and Soviet defense doctrine and 

were not purely based in technical analyses. Importantly, the emphasis on 

space-based missile defense was reflective of ideas about how space should be 

used and represented a rejection of any limits on military activities in the cos-

mos. Looking carefully at the reasoning behind SDI technological decisions 

shows that its trajectory was not in any way inevitable or determined by 

technical limits alone. Rather, military considerations, political conditions, 

and cultural factors also shaped its evolution.30

Although SDI would become a contentious and dominant issue in 

American–Soviet relations, it was controversial among NATO allies as well. 

Western European states pressed the US to consider space arms control 

that would have limited both space-based missile defense and ASATs. By 

the mid-1980s, the White House began making a more concerted effort to 

assuage allies’ concerns about the arms race moving into space. The head 

of SDI, Lieutenant General James Abrahamson, presented SDI as a “new 

space renaissance” that would serve as a catalyst for dual-use technologies, 

and the Reagan administration sought to use the prospect of technology 

transfer as a way to reduce allied hostility toward the program. European 

politicians viewed SDI not only in strategy-military terms but also through 

an industrial and economic lens due to its implications for what they saw as 

a growing technology gap between the US and Europe. Multiple European 

states, as well as Japan and Israel, would become involved in SDI research 

and development with the hopes of influencing US foreign policy decisions 

and securing advanced technologies with civil and industrial applications. 

The predicament of Western European allies either to choose a collective 

response to SDI or to pursue bilateral arrangements guiding their integra-

tion into SDI research and development quickly became enmeshed in the 

politics of European integration.

Including the perspective of Western European states on space militariza-

tion in the late 1970s and 1980s expands our view of alliance dynamics and 

the politics of European integration in this period. We find that the military 

use of space was an invisible, although essential, part of transatlantic defense 

and intelligence cooperation, especially between the US and the UK.31 With 

these factors in mind, this book frames space militarization in this period 

as a transnational phenomenon and thus contributes to a growing body of 
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histories of twentieth-century spaceflight that move our perspective beyond 

a purely bipolar superpower dynamic.32

The fact that SDI captured the public imagination in both utopian and dys-

topian ways created significant challenges for the White House in its public 

diplomacy concerning space. For some, space-based missile defense entailed 

turning the cosmos into a discrete realm where wars would be fought without 

affecting life on Earth. Conversely, many opponents feared that moving the 

arms race into space would increase the likelihood of nuclear conflagration 

below and forestall further exploration of the cosmos for the betterment of 

humankind. The very idea of deploying weapons in space challenged more 

than two decades of US government messaging that emphasized its commit-

ment to the peaceful use of outer space. Popular conceptions of SDI aside, 

discussing military space operations, a highly classified world, entailed mov-

ing restricted knowledge into the public domain, exacerbating existing ten-

sion between secrecy and openness in both military and intelligence space 

programs.

Two core questions in the late 1970s and throughout the1980s were what 

the nature of an arms race in space would be and whether it could be stopped 

with arms control. Within the US and British governments, for example, 

there was sincere anxiety that the Soviet Union could secure strategic advan-

tages in space. British defense officials and diplomats, who were generally 

hostile to the further militarization of space with ASATs and space-based 

missile defenses, expressed worries in a classified study that Moscow could 

secure a “Pax Sovietica based on the domination of space”33 if the US did not 

stay ahead of its main adversary in space technologies. The American and 

British intelligence records reveal more ambiguity than certainty about what 

the Soviet Union could do, and more importantly wanted to do, in space. 

The space arms race was not an action–reaction phenomenon, with the US 

and the Soviet Union attempting to mirror each other’s actions directly. 

Soviet and American disagreement on what technologies could be consid-

ered “space weapons” only complicated discussions regarding the limits that 

could be imposed with arms control.

The history of SDI is often truncated to the years 1983–1987 (the latter 

being when Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev de-linked SDI from 

negotiations over intermediate-range nuclear weapons). One must, however, 

follow SDI’s evolution a little bit longer into the 1990s to uncover its impact 

on continued negotiations to limit space militarization, to understand why 
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space-based missile defenses were not deployed, and to discover SDI’s con-

nections to ideas concerning spacepower in the post–Cold War era. The first 

Gulf War demonstrated the importance of space technologies for modern 

American combat power and led to a surge, however brief, in support for mis-

sile defense. These factors would prove critical for shaping US policy concern-

ing military space strategy more broadly, and space-based missile defense in 

particular, in the immediate years after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 

With the end of the Cold War, momentum for space arms control was 

quickly lost. Importantly, even though Reagan’s space-based defense vision 

would not materialize, SDI led to a permanent US infrastructure for produc-

ing technologies with missile defense and space warfare applications in the 

form of the Missile Defense Agency (MDA), which currently oversees US mis-

sile defense research and development efforts.

THE ROAD AHEAD

The narrative is developed in chapters that proceed chronologically. Chap-

ter 1 explores how key US officials adopted a more militarily competitive 

view of space beginning in the 1970s due to both emerging space technolo-

gies and the erosion of détente. These developments underscore the reality 

that military competition in space was already intensifying prior to Reagan’s 

presidency. Chapter 2 situates SDI within Reagan’s broader aim to use space 

technologies to enhance American leadership on the world stage. It more-

over explores the tension that emerged between the president’s character-

ization of SDI as a tool of peace and his pursuit of military space superiority. 

Chapter 3 analyzes the White House’s strategy for promoting SDI on the 

world stage, its response to domestic and international criticisms and anxi

eties, and the inherent challenges of creating a public diplomacy campaign 

concerning military space technologies that were part of a highly classified 

area of US national security. Chapter 4 details how SDI made military space 

policy a source of contention in the transatlantic alliance and evaluates the 

strategic-military and industrial-economic motivations behind European 

attempts to shape the trajectory of US strategic defense research and devel-

opment. Chapter 5 explains how specific technological choices concerning 

SDI affected US arms control strategy and convinced Reagan to eschew any 

limits on military space systems. Chapter 6 follows SDI through the transi-

tion into a post–Cold War world and investigates how the politics of this 
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period shaped the evolution of space-based missile defense specifically and 

ideas about American spacepower more broadly. It further reveals why space 

arms control negotiations continued to be unsuccessful, even while Wash-

ington and Moscow agreed to unprecedented reductions in nuclear forces. 

“SDI Reconsidered” provides some key concluding ideas. And “A Sense of 

Déjà Vu” considers how issues left unresolved in the space arms control dia-

logue of the late Cold War, along with the entanglement of missile defense 

and ASAT technologies, continue to shape space security dynamics.

In telling the history of SDI, this book traces the emergence of intensified 

space militarization in the final two decades of the Cold War. It is the story of 

how controversy concerning the proper role of military space technologies 

in US statecraft shaped US relations with both the Soviet Union and transat-

lantic allies. The narrative takes place at the convergence of technology and 

politics, with the entanglement of missile defense and space warfare tech-

nologies disproportionately influencing the politics of space in this period. 

Tension is a central theme throughout this book—tension over what should 

the limits of military activities in space be. As such, it introduces the subject 

of space arms control into the mainstream history of the final two decades of 

the Cold War. By opening up the secret world of military space programs, we 

gain at least a partial window onto Paglen’s “other night sky,” and thereby 

discover a mostly hidden area of American foreign relations and defense 

policy. As space security once again emerges as a contentious subject on the 

world stage, this work takes on new relevance and urgency, providing impor

tant lessons and warnings for current diplomatic efforts to promote stability 

in the cosmos.
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In the ornate St. Vladimir Hall of the Grand Kremlin Palace on May 26, 1972, 

President Richard Nixon and Soviet General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev 

signed the ABM Treaty and the Interim Agreement, both products of the 

Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT).1 In the midst of this historic occasion, 

Nixon expressed hope that the US and the Soviet Union would “cooperate 

in the exploration of outer space.”2 A joint space exploration mission would 

symbolize détente, but without military space technologies, this new phase 

in American–Soviet relations would not have been possible in the first place. 

In particular, reconnaissance satellites served as the primary mechanism for 

monitoring compliance with the SALT treaties—“verification” in the arms 

control lexicon. Media portrayals of satellites “policing the superpowers” 

created the perception that space technologies promoted superpower rap-

prochement.3 By the time Nixon boarded Air Force One to return home, the 

arms race appeared to be decelerating with a new, cooperative era in space 

on the horizon.

Not even five years later, however, Moscow intensified ASAT testing in the 

context of a faltering détente. Soon thereafter, President Gerald Ford con-

cluded that it went against the national interest to treat space as a “sanctu-

ary,” and in his final days in the White House, he approved the development 

of an ASAT weapon designed to attack Soviet satellites.4 In response to Soviet 

military space developments, Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Director 

Stansfield Turner warned the public in early 1978 that “the Russians can 

kill us in space.”5 Tilmann Siebeneichner notes that in this environment, 

“outer space was increasingly perceived as a sphere of permanent crisis and 

1 � THE RISE AND FALL OF DÉTENTE 
ON EARTH AND IN SPACE
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confrontation.”6 As détente crumbled, so too did the hope that space coop-

eration could reduce the prospect of conflict on Earth. The causes of this 

shift toward intensifying superpower military competition in space remains 

an understudied topic among Cold War historians. Now, with the declassi-

fication of relevant US national security documents, I show that the mid to 

late 1970s marked a transformation in the way key US officials viewed space; 

they concluded that the US needed tools for waging space warfare. Most 

importantly, it is in this transitionary period that we find the convergence of 

strategic ideas and technological developments that are core elements in the 

genealogy of SDI.

Since the dawn of the Space Age, US officials committed themselves to 

using space for peaceful purposes, although without excluding national secu-

rity functions such as reconnaissance.7 Since reconnaissance satellites consti-

tuted the largest source of intelligence on the Soviet Union, American space 

policy generally took a very cautious line with regard to any space programs 

(e.g., ASATs) that could provoke Moscow to act aggressively toward US recon-

naissance satellites. The broader US arms control agenda leading to détente 

played a crucial role in restraining American ASAT development. But this 

situation began to change in the mid-1970s with the advent of new space 

technologies that US defense experts believed could “revolutionize conflict.”8 

With satellites more directly enabling critical military functions such as pre-

cision targeting, Ford’s advisors concluded that the Pentagon needed weap-

ons capable of destroying Soviet satellites in wartime. These technological 

considerations, in the context of cooling relations with Moscow, were impor

tant factors in the adoption of a more militarily competitive US space policy.

As détente appeared increasingly moribund, tensions flared between 

American officials who sought strategic advantages in space and proponents 

of more stringent arms control measures constraining military space activi-

ties. As part of the SALT II framework, Jimmy Carter and Leonid Brezhnev 

commenced negotiations in 1978 to ban ASAT technologies, but their dis-

agreements over the boundaries of space militarization proved insurmount-

able. As Carter left the White House, it appeared that a superpower arms 

competition in space was fast emerging. Yet, US–Soviet ASAT discussions in 

the late 1970s should not be dismissed as insignificant just because they did 

not produce a treaty. Rather, the space arms control dialogue of the 1980s was 

a continuation of talks in that decade. Fundamentally, the 1970s witnessed 
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profound technological and political transformations that laid the founda-

tions for the more expansive space militarization of the Reagan presidency.

PEERING THROUGH THE KEYHOLE IN THE 1950s AND 1960s

Even before the hysteria that followed in the wake of the Soviet Union’s 

launch of Sputnik in November 1957, American-German rocket engineer 

Werner von Braun and US Air Force General Bernard Schriever were publicly 

advocating capabilities to obtain “space superiority.”9 At this time, several 

studies were underway concerning the US Air Force’s future in space and the 

development of “anti-ICBM” (intercontinental ballistic missile) systems.10 In 

October 1959, the US Air Force conducted the world’s first ASAT test by air-

launching a Bold Orion missile from a B-47 and aiming it at a US Explorer 

VI satellite.11 Both ABM and ASAT weapons depended on nuclear warheads 

to destroy their targets; highly sophisticated electronics and sensors required 

for nonnuclear ABMs and ASATs did not yet exist. Problematically, nuclear 

ABMs and ASATs were not very accurate. High-altitude nuclear tests revealed 

that radiation blasting into space would indiscriminately destroy US satel-

lites, underscoring the limited military utility of nuclear ASATs.12 With the 

suspension of aerial overflights of the Soviet Union after the shooting down 

of U-2 pilot Francis Gary Powers in May 1960, US dependence on satellites 

for gathering intelligence on the Soviet Union would only further militate 

against pursuing nuclear ABMs and ASATs.

A little more than three months after the U-2 fiasco, the US successfully 

recovered film from Corona, its first photographic intelligence satellite.13 

The age of space reconnaissance had officially arrived and quickly became 

the largest source of intelligence on Soviet military strength.14 To ensure the 

viability of space reconnaissance, Eisenhower sought to construct “an inter-

national political framework to place US reconnaissance satellites in both 

a political and psychological context favorable to protecting them from 

interference.”15 Consequently, he rejected any military proposal that might 

provoke the Soviet Union to act aggressively in space.16 To this end, the pres-

ident sided with his science advisor, George Kistiakowsky, who opposed an 

Air Force satellite inspector system (i.e., a satellite designed to approach and 

“inspect” Soviet satellites) on the grounds that it could “conceivably elicit a 

violent Soviet response against the vulnerable [US] intelligence satellites.”17
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National intelligence needs, rather than military agendas, overwhelmingly 

shaped Eisenhower’s space strategy. The US government wanted to establish 

international protections for satellite observation, which it maintained was 

consistent with the peaceful use of outer space. Walter McDougall writes that 

“the American formula of space for ‘peaceful’ rather than for explicitly ‘non-

military’ purposes” was a core tenet of US space policy.18 And US officials 

would downplay military space activities. Early in John F. Kennedy’s presi-

dency, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara established the NRO as a covert 

organization to oversee all satellite reconnaissance operations.19 The head of 

the NRO answered to both the director of central intelligence and the secre-

tary of defense, firmly placing satellite reconnaissance in the hands of civil-

ian leaders rather than in those of the military.20

Protecting the viability of satellite reconnaissance played a central, 

although largely invisible, role in Kennedy’s space policy, just as it had in 

Eisenhower’s. In an attempt to avoid international political difficulties, the 

US government kept details concerning the NRO and its intelligence satel-

lites secret, not even formally acknowledging the existence of either.21 Details 

about NRO satellites were placed in a special security compartment called 

“Talent Keyhole,” in reference to the idea that space reconnaissance systems 

allowed the US to peek through the keyhole of a closed Soviet society.22 

The NSAM 156 Committee, an interagency body that formulated recom-

mendations concerning satellite reconnaissance, implored Kennedy to take 

whatever action necessary, “in word and deed,” to legitimize reconnaissance 

from space.23

The US Air Force did not abandon hope that the US would turn its sights 

toward achieving space superiority, especially as anxiety about the Kremlin’s 

ballistic missile and military space programs intensified. As the Soviet Union 

built more missiles, the US Army pushed for an ABM system.24 Long-range 

ABMs designed to intercept their targets outside of the earth’s atmosphere 

could of course be used in an ASAT role too. The complexities that stemmed 

from the entanglement of missile defense and ASAT technologies are a recurring 

theme in this book. In the early 1960s, the Department of Defense examined 

space-based missile defense as part of Project BAMBI (short for “Ballistic Mis-

sile Boost Intercept”), but determined that the requisite technology was not 

feasible.25 McNamara introduced Nike-X, an ABM concept that involved 

both long-range and short-range interceptors, but opposed deployment of 
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an ABM, fearing that the Soviets would just build more ICBMs to overwhelm 

US defenses.26

Senior officials pointed to Nikita Khrushchev’s claim that the Soviet Union 

could deploy “loads [in space] that can be directed to any place on earth” as 

evidence that Moscow was contemplating the development of space-based 

nuclear weapons.27 Notably, in the early 1960s, US intelligence lacked evi-

dence of Soviet intent to deploy orbital nuclear delivery vehicles.28 Neverthe-

less, in an effort to “meet the [potential] threat of Soviet orbital bombardment 

systems,” in 1962, McNamara approved a ground-based nuclear ASAT project 

called “Program 437.”29 Sean Kalic observes that countering “the psychologi-

cal threat posed by [Soviet orbital nuclear] systems” was an especially impor

tant factor in Program 437’s creation.30 McNamara doubted that an ASAT was 

indeed necessary, but Edward R. Murrow, the head of the US Information 

Agency, had hyperbolically warned him that if the Soviets did indeed deploy 

orbital nuclear weapons and the US did not have a defense against them, 

“you will see the first impeachment proceeding of an American President 

since Andrew Johnson.”31 Roswell Gilpatric, McNamara’s deputy, believed 

that the US needed an ASAT program as “technological insurance” in case of 

expanded Soviet space militarization.32

Many senior officials at the Pentagon and the State Department were, nev-

ertheless, “very nervous” about having a research effort for an ASAT program, 

let alone operationally deploying such a system.33 To this end, US officials 

downplayed ASAT research and development and “propagate[d] the idea 

that interference with or attacks on any space vehicle of another country in 

peacetime are inadmissible and illegal.”34 Members of the NSAM 156 Com-

mittee advised the president that securing a ban on nuclear weapons in space 

would project a peaceful image of the US military space program, thereby 

contributing to the formation of an international political atmosphere favor-

able toward satellite reconnaissance.35 A prohibition on nuclear weapons in 

space would also head off a new dimension in the arms race that could be 

both costly and destabilizing.36

After Kennedy’s assassination, Lyndon Johnson carried the orbital nuclear 

ban agenda through to completion with the signing of the Outer Space 

Treaty in 1967.37 Johnson affirmed that with the Outer Space Treaty, the US, 

Soviet Union, and other signatories were “taking the first firm step toward 

keeping outer space free forever from the implements of war.”38 Even though 
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the treaty banned nuclear weapons in space, the Soviet Union deployed a 

Fractional Orbital Bombardment System (FOBS) that was designed to evade 

US early warning radars by having warheads approach the US along a polar 

orbit from the south.39 McNamara tried to assuage public concerns about 

FOBS, saying that it remained “a system in which the disadvantages far out-

weigh the advantages as far as the attacker is concerned.”40 US intelligence 

analysts believed that a FOBS deployment was “unlikely in the foreseeable 

future to affect the basic strategic balance.”41 The Soviet FOBS was certainly 

less accurate than ICBMs. Publicly, the US government maintained that FOBS 

did not constitute a breach of the treaty, even though some officials at NASA 

and the State Department thought otherwise.42 Despite this situation, the 

White House determined that it was better not to confront the Soviets about 

FOBS. According to Stephen Buono, “the Johnson administration was careful 

not to rattle cages over a comparatively disadvantageous weapon already in 

the testing phase.”43

Since the Outer Space Treaty did not ban “conventional space weapons,” 

its limited protections would become especially apparent when Moscow 

and Washington later pursued more sophisticated ASATs.44 In the mid to 

late 1960s, Johnson continued to reject the military’s push for new space 

programs, including a satellite inspector designed to rendezvous with its 

target, ascertain its function, and destroy it if needed.45 Concurrently, the 

escalating war in Vietnam forced the Department of Defense to prioritize 

defense programs carefully, and more traditional needs such as bombers and 

ships quickly took precedence over new space endeavors. In this fiscally con-

strained environment, the Pentagon moved Program 437 into a limited oper-

ating capacity and terminated it in 1975 due to its lack of military utility.46

The Outer Space Treaty and the 1968 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 

Nuclear Weapons were only the initial parts of a more expansive arms con-

trol agenda aimed at progress in what Johnson termed “Strategic Arms Limi-

tation Talks” (SALT). Although Richard Nixon would see SALT through to 

completion, Johnson laid much of the groundwork.47 Johnson believed that 

securing limits on ABMs was especially urgent; he wanted to prevent an ABM 

race, which would have taken resources from his Great Society initiative. But 

since ABMs could be used as ASATs too, a treaty limiting them would also 

have significant implications for security in space.48

Toward the end of the 1960s, American officials had concluded that 

“space reconnaissance [was] an instrument of peace which [had] assisted the 
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president and the free world . . . ​to [minimize] the threat of surprise attack 

that could plunge the world into another major war.”49 By the time Johnson 

left office in 1969, the US had built a national security space infrastructure 

composed of satellites used for navigation, intelligence, weather monitor-

ing, early warning, and communications. This infrastructure formed a cen-

tral part of the nation’s—and, by extension, NATO’s—strategic warning trip 

wire. These kinds of space programs were in harmony with the stated US 

commitment to use outer space for peaceful purposes. Formulating policies 

that protected these space systems was imperative because the US had much 

to lose from interference with its satellites. Space weapons, at this time, were 

of limited military utility and could have threatened satellite reconnaissance 

whose value to US national security had been reaffirmed time and time again. 

Moving the arms race into space would have undermined détente as well. As 

space technologies evolved and geopolitical conditions changed, however, 

the boundaries of American military space activities would expand.

SATELLITES POLICING THE SUPERPOWERS

Nixon came into office amid significant foreign policy challenges; he had 

to find a politically acceptable resolution to Vietnam and address the loom-

ing prospect of Soviet nuclear parity with the US. Hal Brands observes that 

Nixon inherited a situation in which the US was no longer the predominant 

nuclear power. The “global balance of power had shifted fundamentally since 

the early Cold War,” which required a new approach to foreign relations.50 

At the same time, domestic political considerations prevented Nixon from 

obtaining support for a new wave of nuclear expansion. Instead, he pursued 

the Interim Agreement and the ABM Treaty (both products of SALT) to cope 

with this difficult political climate. Consequently, “Nixon, the nuclear hawk, 

became the arch proponent of agreements that would be the bane of other 

hawks until the US’s withdrawal from the ABM Treaty in 2002.”51

My purpose here is not to provide a history of the SALT-era treaties; schol-

ars of the Cold War have already done this.52 Rather, I will focus on a largely 

unexplored subject: the role of military space technologies in détente’s 

emergence and how this new phase in superpower relations simultaneously 

shaped the field of American military space policy and strategy. In the 1960s, 

US officials recognized that on-site inspection of American and Soviet nuclear 

facilities would be impossible; it was reconnaissance satellites that provided 
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a crucial “unilateral” verification mechanism.53 Such satellite reconnaissance 

fundamentally undergirded the Interim Agreement and the ABM Treaty—the 

era’s visible symbols of détente.54

Nixon’s time in office witnessed a significant transition in American space 

activities. The president wanted to reap the political rewards of the Apollo 11 

moon landing that happened on his watch, even though the foundational 

work took place under Kennedy and Johnson. Nixon described the Apollo 

11 mission as “the greatest week in the history of the world since the Cre-

ation.”55 Yet, he soon made it clear that a follow-on to Apollo would not be 

forthcoming. Fiscal constraints and waning domestic political support for 

space exploration made NASA’s more expansive space ambitions unrealistic. 

Rather than pursuing large-scale space “firsts,” Nixon and Henry Kissinger, 

the president’s national security advisor, brought the objectives of civil space 

endeavors down to earth and focused instead on using space cooperation 

to promote foreign policy objectives such as fostering European integration 

and improving relations with Moscow.56 NASA hoped to secure a budget 

large enough for a space station and a reusable spacecraft called the “shut

tle.” Funding both would be an expensive proposition, and NASA needed to 

find a justification that would be acceptable to a president focused on cost 

saving.57

With its uncertain future in mind, NASA’s leaders used national security 

and economic arguments to secure presidential support for the shuttle. A 

joint Department of Defense/NASA report noted that “in times of crisis our 

national leadership requires accurate information for decisions” and that 

a “mission-equipped” shuttle could deliver vital intelligence “on a crisis 

located anywhere in the world.”58 NASA’s pledge that the shuttle would cost-

effectively launch “all satellites foreign and domestic” won the support of 

the White House.59 The fact that engineers designed the spacecraft’s payload 

bay to fit the dimensions of Hexagon, the largest reconnaissance satellite in 

the nation’s inventory, underlines the influence of national security con-

siderations for the shuttle project.60 Vance Mitchell notes that “NASA had 

previously limited its association with military and intelligence activities to 

protect its good name and public image,” but now embraced national secu-

rity applications for institutional survival.61 Using the shuttle for civil and 

national security roles contributed to further blurring the lines between civil 

and national security space infrastructure.

In early January  1969, CIA Director Richard Helms wasted no time in 

sending then-president-elect Nixon a memorandum outlining the need for 
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“a satellite-borne photographic reconnaissance system, capable of practically 

instantaneous transmission of pictures for interpretation in Washington.”62 

Into the mid-1970s, imagery satellites still used only film-return canisters, 

meaning that it could take days or weeks to process the film before intelli-

gence analysts could evaluate photographs, rendering them of little utility in 

fast-changing crisis situations. The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 

underscored that NRO satellites were not responsive during crises because 

the film containing images of Soviet military movements arrived too late.63

Although a digital “quick reaction” satellite was the most advanced con-

cept, not everyone in the intelligence community believed it should be pur-

sued over other simpler and less expensive imagery satellites using proven 

technologies.64 Ray Cline, the intelligence chief at the State Department, 

described a digital imagery satellite as the “Cadillac,” and cautioned Helms 

that “a relatively inexpensive quick reaction system” should not be over-

looked.65 But as with NASA, the White House would not spare NRO from 

the budgetary knife; some programs would have to be eliminated.66 The 

president forewent an interim near real-time option based on simpler tech-

nologies, opting instead to move ahead with Zaman, soon redesignated Ken-

nen, the more expensive digital near real-time concept.67 This new satellite 

would lead to greater integration between space systems and military forces 

because it could provide timely intelligence to deployed combat units. This 

tactical shift in space technologies would have significant implications for 

US thinking about the role of space systems in warfare.

In the midst of making decisions about the future of US civil and national 

security space programs, Nixon received disconcerting intelligence reports 

about the Soviet Union testing a nonnuclear co-orbital ASAT designed to 

be launched on a ballistic missile, maneuver close to its target, and then 

destroy it. In the late 1960s, US intelligence had learned that the Soviets were 

working on a maneuverable satellite “more applicable to an anti-satellite role 

than any other mission objective,” but the precise details of the program 

were unclear.68 In 1971, new information surfaced indicating that the “Soviet 

program to develop and test an orbital interceptor system has progressed sig-

nificantly” and that “the scope of the program [was] much broader than pre-

viously estimated.”69 Despite this, the CIA maintained that the Soviet Union 

was unlikely to use its co-orbital ASAT short of full-scale war.70 Helms wrote 

to Kissinger that “our assumption that the Soviets rely heavily on their own 

satellites for intelligence about us and the Chinese” made actions that might 

“jeopardize their own capability” very remote.71 Despite the CIA’s assurances, 
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the Soviet ASAT could not be ignored. Consequently, Kissinger directed a 

study of potential responses to the Soviet ASAT program.72

The US Air Force proposed a nonnuclear aircraft-launched ASAT, called 

Project Spike, “capable of intercepting and negating a Soviet satellite prior 

to its first overflight of [the US].”73 Notably, electronics and sensors for hom-

ing in on a target had now advanced to a stage where a nonnuclear ASAT 

could indeed be contemplated, but the requisite technologies had not been 

integrated into a system and tested.74 A nonnuclear ASAT would eliminate 

the problems associated with nuclear ASATs propagating radiation into space 

and damaging satellites indiscriminately. By this point, Program 437 had 

been mothballed, which meant that the US did not have a fully operational 

ASAT. Project Spike provided an opportunity to expand the Air Force’s reach 

into space further. Problematically for the program’s advocates, a new ASAT 

created political complications for ongoing arms control negotiations, and 

many senior officials believed that American ASATs would increase the vul-

nerability of US satellites by inviting, in effect, the Soviet Union to develop 

more of its own ASATs.

Despite the fact that new technologies made nonnuclear ASATs possible, 

Amrom Katz of the RAND Corporation vehemently opposed them. From his 

perspective, “the Soviets were stimulated, triggered, or catalyzed with their 

anti-satellite activity . . . ​by our (announced) 437 program (our anti-satellite 

program) started by President Kennedy” (emphasis in original). He argued 

that the Soviets did not necessarily have a cogent ASAT strategy and that the 

Soviet military-industrial complex pushed programs such as this due to the 

“kind of inter-service rivalry [that] we enjoy [in the US],” and that there was 

perhaps a government minister who said, “Goddamnit, we just gotta have 

an anti-satellite capability.”75 Overwhelming US dependence on satellites for 

intelligence on the Soviet Union certainly provided a compelling justifica-

tion for a Soviet ASAT.

Katz and the panel that Kissinger convened to examine the ASAT prob

lem rejected the idea that American ASATs had deterrent potential.76 Paul 

Stares explains that “it was believed that the threat of retaliation in kind for 

an attack on US satellites was unlikely to deter the Soviet Union” because 

the US depended on satellites far more than the Soviet Union.77 Kissing-

er’s panel noted, however, that as the Soviets became more dependent on 

space systems, the ASAT–deterrence relationship might need to be revis-

ited.78 Katz tried to calm concerns about Moscow using ASATs as part of a 
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first-strike strategy by pointing out that doing so would require eliminating 

nuclear early warning satellites located in geosynchronous orbit—a region 

far beyond the operating altitude of Soviet co-orbital ASATs.79 When Mos-

cow ceased ASAT testing in late 1971 to promote a more favorable climate 

for arms control negotiations, the ASAT issue became less urgent.80

In 1972, in addition to the Interim Agreement that constrained specific 

kinds of strategic weapons, Washington and Moscow signed the ABM Treaty. 

The latter limited each country’s missile defense interceptors and specifi-

cally forbade the development and testing of sea-, air-, space-, or mobile 

land-based ABM systems.81 According to James C. Moltz, “the signing of the 

ABM Treaty . . . ​had an impact on the space environment that exceeded the 

terms for earth . . . ​no ABM systems would be allowed in space.”82 Notably, 

Moscow and Washington did not include limits on ASATs. The interpreta-

tion of the ABM Treaty would become especially contentious during the 

Reagan administration after the president established SDI.

The provision in the ABM Treaty (and the Interim Agreement) that nei-

ther Moscow nor Washington would interfere with the other’s national tech-

nical means of verification, NTM for short, had significant implications for 

space security. Moltz observes that “the agreements codified in legally bind-

ing terms constraints in space that had previously existed only as norms.”83 

These constraints were, however, left ambiguous. Washington and Moscow 

never formally defined NTM, although Soviet negotiators alluded to using 

space systems for monitoring treaty compliance.84 At that time, neither gov-

ernment publicly admitted to conducting satellite reconnaissance. Declassi-

fied US policy documents concerning verification show that NTM included 

reconnaissance satellites and clandestine technical intelligence sites in Iran, 

Ethiopia, and other places.85 Keeping NTM vague circumvented the need for 

detailed discussions with Soviet representatives that might compromise cer-

tain sensitive intelligence sources and methods. In the public eye, however, 

NTM became a euphemism for reconnaissance satellites as media outlets 

reported that satellites would closely watch the superpowers to ensure treaty 

compliance.86

Since American and Soviet officials kept the nature of NTM ambiguous, 

they were similarly vague about the meaning of “interference.” The NTM 

noninterference provisions did, nevertheless, signal a joint understanding 

that satellite operations in support of arms control verification were indeed 

legitimate. But when these same satellites were later increasingly used for 
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military functions (e.g., providing targeting information in near real-time 

to land and naval forces), NTM protections became less certain. As the US 

and the Soviet Union developed new technologies such as laser weapons 

that could “blind” satellite optics, as well as jamming capabilities that could 

impede satellites without physically destroying them, the nature of inter-

ference would become even more complicated.

Even with the SALT agreements in place, national security officials 

remained concerned about the vulnerability of US satellites. In June 1973, 

Deputy Secretary of State Kenneth Rush informed acting Secretary of Defense 

William Clements that he had reviewed the results of a satellite vulnerabil-

ity study and the potential development of ASAT technologies by the US. 

He agreed that Soviet ASATs were justifiably of concern but cautioned that 

“there are important political and other considerations . . . ​which should be 

taken into account” concerning an American ASAT. Such a program would 

be public knowledge and could become the subject of “domestic contro-

versy” and “stir foreign concern.” In light of the SALT treaties, Rush worried 

that doubts might be raised about US commitment to NTM noninterfer-

ence but acknowledged that Moscow had proceeded with its ASAT efforts 

“despite our possible concerns in light of SALT agreements.” Political condi-

tions aside, he questioned the military utility of a nonnuclear ASAT.87

Rush’s viewpoints reveal much continuity with prior US policy regarding 

ASATs. Yes, satellite vulnerability posed a serious problem for US national 

security, and the Soviet Union maintained an ASAT system. But even with 

new nonnuclear ASAT technologies, many senior officials still questioned 

their military utility for the US. Rush’s observation that initiating ASAT 

development could create “domestic controversy” was justifiable because 

doing so might create the appearance that the US was no longer committed 

to the peaceful use of outer space. Most importantly, at this stage, the White 

House did not want to take any action that could undermine détente.

DÉTENTE UNRAVELS AND A NEW (LIMITED) SPACE  

COMPETITION BEGINS

In July 1975, more than 125 miles above the Earth, an American Apollo 

module docked with a Soviet Soyuz capsule. Millions of people around the 

world watched as smiling astronauts and cosmonauts shook hands. This was 

political theater at its finest; the coming together of representatives of the US 
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and the Soviet Union in space symbolized the thaw in relations between the 

superpowers and the ending of the space race.88 President Gerald Ford said 

that the joint mission opened the “door to useful cooperation in space . . . ​

the day is not far off when space missions made possible by this first joint 

effort will be more or less commonplace.”89 In reality, this would be the first 

and last joint American–Soviet crewed space mission of the Cold War.

Only five months after the Apollo–Soyuz project, the spirit of hope and 

optimism about a new era in space started to dissipate.90 In December 1975, 

the Soviets resumed ASAT testing due, at least in part, to “the apparent slow-

down of SALT II negotiations.”91 According to Asif Siddiqi, late 1975 wit-

nessed “the beginning of the most intensive series of tests in the IS [Soviet 

ASAT] program, one that would lead to a fully operational capability.”92 More 

tests in February and April of 1976 showed the Soviets performing rendez-

vous operations in space: that is, the Kremlin was practicing getting close 

enough to other satellites to be able destroy them.93 As a consequence of 

Moscow’s resumption of ASAT testing, the White House reexamined US ASAT 

policy.

In the summer of 1975, the intelligence community had completed a study 

on Soviet military space capabilities and claimed that the Soviet co-orbital 

ASAT had achieved operational status, demonstrated intercepts of targets up 

to 550 nautical miles in altitude, and would soon be capable of intercepts 

of up to 2,500 nautical miles.94 Alarmingly, American intelligence personnel 

discovered Soviet “orbital operations required to intercept a satellite in geo-

stationary orbit” where nuclear early warning satellites were located. Soviet 

forces had also improved their ability to use satellites to support military 

operations. The Soviet radar ocean surveillance satellite (RORSAT), underway 

since 1967, had the ability to determine some ship locations, allowing Soviet 

units to use RORSAT to find NATO vessels and destroy them. In 1975, the 

Soviet navy conducted its largest ever exercise, called Okean (Ocean), which 

involved more than two hundred vessels across the globe.95 Expanding Soviet 

naval power, coupled with the Kremlin’s new space-based tracking and tar-

geting system, caught the president’s attention.

Not long after Okean, intelligence reporting indicated that the Soviet mili-

tary was becoming more reliant on space systems such as RORSAT. US defense 

planners wondered whether Moscow’s growing reliance on satellites would 

encourage the Kremlin not to initiate hostilities in space. However, analysts 

quickly pointed out that Moscow’s growing dependence on satellites would 
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not necessarily “deter them from interfering with US satellites in the face of 

other compelling reason[s] to do so.” But intelligence analysts allowed that 

increasing Soviet dependence on military satellites would “probably increase 

Soviet incentives not to interfere with US satellites” outside of wartime con-

ditions.96 New technologies exacerbated uncertainty about the potential for 

Soviet interference with American satellites. US intelligence reported that “in 

due course . . . ​[Moscow could] disable most low-altitude satellites with the 

large, probable laser system at Sary Shagan” in Kazakhstan.97

Acting on intelligence reporting about Soviet military space developments, 

in 1976, Ford appointed a special panel chaired by physicist and presidential 

science advisor Solomon Buchsbaum to examine the future of American mil-

itary space strategy.98 The National Security Council (NSC) asked Buchsbaum 

to study measures for decreasing satellite vulnerability, to conduct a reevalua-

tion of ASAT policy, and to make predictions about the military uses of space 

over the next fifteen years or so. Since new technologies offered opportuni-

ties for using satellites in “direct support of tactical and strategic forces,”99 

the White House needed to understand better the political implications of 

more closely integrating intelligence satellites with military forces—a topic of 

growing interest since the early 1970s.100 If satellites directly enabled combat 

actions such as precision strikes, then they could themselves become targets 

in wartime. Technological changes and the concurrent cooling in American–

Soviet relations warranted a reappraisal of whether self-imposed boundaries 

governing US military space programs should be modified. Yet, any potential 

change in military space strategy had to be carefully weighed against the US 

commitment to use space for peaceful purposes, although the limits of what 

constituted “peaceful” space activities were open to interpretation.

The NSC expected the panel to finish its study in September 1976, but 

another test of the Soviet co-orbital ASAT system in April added even greater 

urgency for the report’s completion.101 Shortly after the Soviet test, National 

Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft met with Ford and Secretary of Defense 

Donald Rumsfeld to discuss the future of military space operations. Scow-

croft described how advances in satellite technologies held the potential to 

“revolutionize conflict.”102 More specifically, satellites could enable long-

range precision strikes on enemy locations, a fundamental aspect of what 

would later be called the revolution in military affairs.103 Ford listened very 

carefully and described Buchsbaum’s ASAT study as “really important.”104
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In an interim report, Buchsbaum detailed a menacing Soviet space threat. 

Moscow’s ASATs could “completely deny US satellite photo reconnaissance 

missions for periods up to years [sic].” Due to this situation, Buchsbaum 

advocated increased US investment in ASAT countermeasures. Notably, he 

reaffirmed that an American ASAT would not deter the Soviet Union from 

using its ASATs to attack American satellites; consequently, a new US ASAT 

“would not contribute to the survivability of US space assets.”105 US satellites 

were few in number and therefore “juicy target[s]” for Soviet ASATs.106 A few 

months after receiving this report, Ford signed a national security directive 

ordering the Pentagon to enhance satellite survivability measures.107

Whether to initiate a new ASAT program was an especially sensitive matter. 

Even though Buchsbaum maintained that ASATs did not have deterrent 

potential, he advised Ford that changing technological conditions provided 

a compelling military argument in their favor. In particular, the growing use 

of Soviet satellites in support of tactical military operations warranted a new 

ASAT system. According to Buchsbaum, “A major impact of new technol-

ogy during the last five years has been the increasing (although not sym-

metric) use of space-based assets for direct support of military forces by both 

the US and the Soviets. Satellites already provide important support to the 

strategic and tactical forces of both sides—support that is greatly increasing 

the effectiveness of those combat forces. The panel is convinced that this 

trend toward effective integration of space assets into military combat opera-

tions will continue and that real-time space capabilities will become increas-

ingly important—even essential to the effective use of military forces.”108 The 

panel underscored the threat posed by the Soviet Union’s radar satellites that 

could track and target NATO vessels. The CIA assessed that these satellites 

could “detect large surface ships, such as aircraft carriers” and had “poten-

tial for providing targeting data to combatants at sea,” anti-ship missiles in 

particular.109

Buchsbaum’s final report emphasized that the US ASAT requirement “does 

not derive from a perceived military need to respond in kind to the appear-

ance of the Soviet [ASAT] system.” In other words, a mechanistic action–

reaction was not driving the policy recommendation. Rather, countering 

“the growing military utilization of space by the USSR” for tactical-level 

operations made an American ASAT program vital.110 Nullifying Soviet satel-

lites used to support naval targeting alone provided “sufficient motivation 
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to undertake an anti-satellite development effort.”111 The threat to NATO 

naval forces posed by RORSAT was, according to Buchsbaum, severe and 

“if not countered, brings the viability of the surface fleet into serious ques-

tion.”112 Fundamentally, naval power and spacepower were closely linked.

Concern about the implications of a US ASAT initiative for American–

Soviet arms control naturally arose as a consequence. Buchsbaum pointed 

out that since satellites used for treaty verification and those employed for 

tactical support were often one and the same, NTM noninterference provi-

sions did not extend to satellites used for non-treaty verification functions. 

It must be emphasized that ASAT development did not preclude continued 

use of satellites for arms control verification; SALT prohibited “active inter-

ference, not the development and testing of means to interference.”113 This 

ASAT policy discussion took place in the context of preparation for wartime 

conditions when military needs would supersede arms control monitoring. 

To clear up ambiguity concerning interference, Buchsbaum pointed out 

that reaching an “understanding” with the Soviets about the destabilizing 

effects of attacks on the satellites linked with nuclear missions would be 

beneficial. Other diplomatic options included negotiating a ban on ASATs 

(not yet in existence) designed to attack satellites in higher orbits, many of 

which had nuclear command and control functions.114

A range of ASAT concepts could be pursued, all driven by the objective 

of being able to “destroy six to ten Soviet satellites in one week and to be 

able to carry out electronic jamming of Soviet radar ocean surveillance satel-

lites.”115 Specialists examined several options, including a co-orbital concept 

similar to the Soviet ASAT, a direct-ascent capability (missile fired into space), 

and ground- and space-based lasers. They decided that a direct-ascent mode 

provided the greatest flexibility but required better sensors for homing in on 

a target.116 Space-based lasers were ruled out on the grounds that “engineer-

ing problems associated with . . . ​such a system are formidable” and that the 

requisite technologies were at least ten to fifteen years away.117 Notably, the 

report did not highlight any special sensitivities concerning the stationing 

of weapons in space, which would become a subject of great controversy in 

the 1980s.

The advent of laser and jamming weapons opened a whole new suite of 

capabilities for attacking satellites. Buchsbaum’s recommendation to develop 

a satellite jamming system warrants special attention; major details con-

cerning this option have only recently become available. Jamming provided 
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the ability to interfere with satellites without physically destroying them. A 

jamming system combined with a nonnuclear ASAT interceptor created the 

“flexibility . . . ​necessary to deal with a reasonable range of crisis and conflict 

situations.”118 In other words, the US might need to be able to interfere with 

Soviet satellites in times of heightened tensions without physically destroy-

ing them.

In his final few days in office, Ford directed the Pentagon to develop a 

nonnuclear ASAT and an electronic warfare system (i.e., jamming capability) 

able to destroy Soviet military support satellites in wartime.119 In the lead up 

to the final defense authorization request of Ford’s presidency, Rumsfeld pre-

dicted that space systems could “materially influence the outcome of future 

conflicts” and that space would not remain a “relative sanctuary.”120 Above 

all else, establishing a new ASAT program signaled a dramatic shift in the rela-

tionship between space and American national security. Although treating 

space as a “sanctuary” had never been official US policy, neither had target-

ing Soviet intelligence and communications satellites. Further integration of 

space technologies into the American and Soviet war machines proved to be 

a critical factor in the US decision to develop new space warfare mechanisms.

These technological considerations cannot, of course, be divorced from 

the broader political atmosphere, especially changing views of détente, in the 

mid-1970s. When Ford became president, he promoted détente, saying that 

it was “in the best interest of the country.”121 In 1974, Ford and Brezhnev met 

in Vladivostok and laid the groundwork for a SALT II agreement. In its after-

math, both American and Soviet participants were euphoric; veteran Soviet 

diplomat Anatoly Dobrynin described it as the high point of détente.122 Kiss-

inger said that Soviets “had made almost all the [desired] concessions.”123 

Nevertheless, upon Ford’s return to the US, the media severely criticized 

the summit, and the president faced attacks from both sides of the political 

aisle.124 Only one month prior to this, Ford had pardoned Nixon, and the 

Watergate scandal was once again thrust into the media limelight. Watergate 

had “tarnished everything associated with the Nixon administration, includ-

ing détente.”125 According to Kissinger, it appeared that “the entire SALT 

process was floundering and might even collapse.”126

In 1975, the same year that the Soviets resumed testing of their ASAT, 

Saigon fell, which “was a huge blow to the administration’s standing among 

conservatives.”127 In 1976, the Soviet Union started deploying its SS-20 mobile 

intermediate-range ballistic missile that could rapidly strike anywhere in 
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Europe. This produced anxiety among European leaders about the credibil-

ity of NATO’s deterrent and spawned the Euromissile Crisis.128 Subsequently, 

Ford almost lost the 1976 contest for the Republican presidential nomination 

to Reagan who painted détente as a source of American weakness.129 Reagan 

said that under Kissinger and Ford, the US had “become number two in mili-

tary power in a world where it [was] dangerous—if not fatal—to be second 

best.”130 Reagan especially abhorred the ABM Treaty because he believed it 

constrained American technological advantages.

A key element of GOP criticism of détente was that the US had consis-

tently underestimated Soviet military capabilities, and thus called into 

question the competence of the intelligence community. Members of the 

Committee on the Present Danger lobbied hard to have an independent 

review of CIA assessments, an effort resulting in the so-called Team B experi-

ment.131 Notable Team B members included détente skeptics such as Richard 

Pipes of Harvard, William Van Cleave of the University of Southern Califor-

nia, and Major General George Keagan, the head of Air Force intelligence. 

Team B received full access to classified intelligence and previous national 

intelligence estimates (NIEs). Its final report concluded that the intelligence 

community had “substantially misperceived the motivations behind Soviet 

strategic programs, and thereby tended consistently to underestimate their 

intensity, scope, and implicit threat.” Team B, like the Buchsbaum panel, 

viewed space as a domain of military competition, saying that the Soviets 

sought “to deny the US the essential support of its space systems in potential 

future conflicts at all levels of the spectrum.”132 Several members of Team B 

and the Committee on the Present Danger would later go on to advise Reagan 

as president and shape his national security policies. Expanded space milita-

rization thus became an intrinsic part of his “conservative space agenda.”133 

From this point of view, space restraint held back American advantages in 

aerospace technologies. Space conservatives rejected anything associated 

with détente and were skeptical of arms control in general.

NEW NEGOTIATIONS ON SPACE MILITARIZATION

While many American conservative thinkers had largely abandoned détente, 

Jimmy Carter embraced it while also attempting to “change the domestic 

policies of the Soviet Union.”134 When Carter succeeded Ford in 1977, he 

inherited a very difficult global and domestic situation. The Soviets had 
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deployed more SS-20 road-mobile intermediate-range ballistic missiles that 

could strike anywhere in Europe with very little warning. At the same time, 

anti-nuclear and anti-NATO sentiments were rising in Europe. In the US, the 

economy was suffering, and there was growing skepticism about arms con-

trol negotiations with the Soviet Union. In these complicated circumstances, 

Carter wanted to secure a SALT II agreement with the Soviet Union and to 

prevent the arms competition from expanding into space. Shortly after tak-

ing office, the president froze the Pentagon’s ASAT program pending a policy 

review.135

At Carter’s behest, during a March 1977 trip to Moscow, Secretary of State 

Cyrus Vance told Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko that he “wanted 

to raise the issue of placing limits on the anti-satellite capabilities of both 

sides” and that these limits would help to “stabilize the strategic situation.”136 

Gromyko acknowledged that ASATs were a problem and said that Moscow 

“would be prepared to examine any proposal the United States could sub-

mit.”137 Carter reiterated Vance’s points in a letter to Brezhnev, writing that 

he sought an “agreement not to arm satellites nor to develop the ability to 

destroy or damage satellites.”138 Carter had concluded that since satellites 

were critical for arms control verification, the public perception that there 

was an emerging ASAT race could erode support for SALT II.

The Pentagon quickly pushed back on the White House’s ASAT arms con-

trol objectives. The joint chiefs maintained that having the ability to destroy 

Soviet satellites in wartime remained vital. They argued that ASATs would 

also provide a credible deterrent against Soviet interference with US space 

systems during crises.139 This deterrent argument contradicted the intelli-

gence community’s position that a US ASAT was unlikely to “deter [Moscow] 

from interfering with US satellites” in wartime.140 Deterrence aside, the mili-

tary service leaders reiterated that the Soviet radar ocean surveillance satel-

lites seriously challenged the survivability of the US surface fleet. In reality, it 

is doubtful that these satellites actually threatened the “survivability” of the 

fleet due to their technical limitations, but improvements to these satellites 

over time were of justifiable concern.141 If the US did not act promptly, the 

chiefs warned, Moscow could “gain superiority in space.”142

By this point, the Pentagon had adopted an aircraft-launched ASAT con-

cept called the “miniature homing vehicle” (MHV).143 The Air Force would 

lead MHV research, development, and eventual operation. To determine 

the way forward on ASATs, the White House established a policy review 
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committee focused on space issues and appointed Secretary of Defense Har-

old Brown as the lead. At the first meeting in August 1977, Brown proposed 

a “ban only on peacetime use of antisatellite systems” because “in wartime, 

arms control would not provide protection [for US satellites].” Zbigniew 

Brzezinski, Carter’s National Security Advisor, disagreed with Brown, saying 

that “a comprehensive [ASAT] ban would serve [the US] security interest, rein-

force stability, and support [US–Soviet] SALT efforts.” He further argued that 

“just because the Soviets have something is no adequate reason for [the US] to 

acquire an ASAT.” Lieutenant General William Smith, assistant to the chair-

man of the joint chiefs, however, opposed ASAT arms control on the grounds 

that adequate verification mechanisms were lacking.144

While the ASAT arms control debate raged, the Pentagon took steps to 

exploit the tactical potential of intelligence satellites more fully. Senior 

national security officials saw value in using NRO satellites to provide 

“responsive intelligence support” to military commanders. Yet, the Depart-

ment of Defense, securing greater access to the nation’s precious few 

intelligence satellites, raised concerns about the ability of the overhead 

reconnaissance inventory to meet all needs, for example treaty verification 

and national intelligence.145 Such a move involved considerable political 

sensitivities as well; analysts predicted that “a visible military support role 

for reconnaissance satellites may increase the likelihood that [satellites] will 

become targets at certain levels of crises or conflicts.”146 From the standpoint 

of lawmakers, the benefits of expanding satellite usage in support of military 

objectives outweighed the risks. Consequently, in 1977, Congress directed 

each military service to create a Tactical Exploitation of National Capabilities 

Program (TENCAP) to integrate NRO satellites with military operations more 

closely.147

As the White House evaluated ASAT policy, space weapons captured the 

public’s attention. George Keegan, the recently retired former head of US 

Air Force intelligence, stirred anxieties about “a fast-emerging beam weap-

onry ‘gap’ with the Soviet Union [in the lead].” He claimed that Soviet laser 

weapons would be able to “completely neutralize the American strategic 

deterrent.”148 Keegan’s intelligence background gave him credibility, but 

unbeknownst to the public, these alarmist statements were not supported 

by intelligence estimates.149

The space-war hyperbole in the media only made limits on ASATs appear 

more urgent to the Carter administration. The interagency working group 
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was frustrated that “exaggerated statements in the US press about lasers [had] 

raised public concerns about a possible arms competition in space.”150 There 

were already multiple international agreements that had direct bearing on 

the ASAT issue: the Limited Test Ban Treaty prohibited nuclear detonations 

in space; the Outer Space Treaty banned nuclear weapons in space; the Inter-

national Telecommunications Convention outlawed harmful interference 

with radio services or communications; the 1971 “Agreement on Measures to 

Reduce the Outbreak of Nuclear War” required Moscow and Washington to 

notify each other in the event of interference with strategic warning systems; 

and the SALT agreements banned NTM interference.151 The task at hand was 

to find ways to strengthen existing safeguards in the near term.

Members of the working group outlined four potential ASAT arms control 

approaches: (1) no limits at all; (2) a high threshold for use of ASATs against 

any satellites (this section is still mostly redacted); (3) selected limits such 

as a ban on laser and high-altitude ASATs but permission for low-altitude 

ASATs; and (4) a comprehensive ASAT arms limitation. Option 3 entailed 

creating a “partial sanctuary” for high-altitude satellites with nuclear early 

warning, command and control, and communications missions; all these 

functions were directly tied to crisis stability.152 The State Department and 

the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA) supported option 4, 

the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) wanted option 2, and the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff endorsed option 1.153 The Office of Science and Technology 

Policy (OSTP) recommended pushing forward with ASATs to deny the Sovi-

ets “a one-sided sanctuary in space for critical space systems that directly 

support their military forces.”154 Like Pentagon officials, OSTP believed that 

a verifiable ASAT arms control agreement with the Soviets was not really 

feasible.155 Thus, at this stage, there was no consensus among national secu-

rity officials about the ASAT arms control problem. It was therefore left to 

the Oval Office to make an executive decision regarding the path forward.

With public attention on space warfare and controversy over SALT II 

intensifying, Brzezinski believed that there would be no “better time to seek 

an ASAT arms control agreement” and advised the president to pursue a 

comprehensive ASAT ban. On September 23, 1977, Carter adopted Brzezin-

ski’s recommendation but directed the Pentagon to continue ASAT research, 

pending a treaty. He specifically prohibited any testing in space.156 Elec-

tronic warfare systems (i.e., jamming capabilities) would not be included 

in an ASAT ban because verifying their elimination would be especially 
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difficult and retaining them provided the US with a limited interference 

system should a crisis arise.

On the twentieth anniversary of Sputnik, Secretary of Defense Harold 

Brown held a news conference at the Pentagon in which he suggested the 

US and the Soviet Union were entering a new, and more militarized, phase 

in space competition. He described the “operational” Soviet ASAT as giving 

the Kremlin a distinct military advantage because “we rely a good deal on 

our space system[s].”157 In contrast to the recent past, the possibility of war 

in space was publicly contemplated. Brown expressed hope that we “could 

keep space from becoming an area of active conflict” but then accused Mos-

cow of “leaving [the US] with little choice” other than to “engage in a space 

weapons race.”158 Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General George Brown 

told Congress that due to growing American dependency on space, com-

bined with the Soviet Union’s operational ASAT capability, “the heretofore 

accepted sanctuary of space may be jeopardized.”159 The Pentagon endeav-

ored to persuade the public and key lawmakers that the US could not risk 

falling behind in this high-technology arena.

Attention on conflict in space complicated the SALT II process by gener-

ating concerns about the dependability of satellites as verification tools. It is 

for this reason that Vance relayed to Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin 

the urgency of the ASAT problem because of its direct “bearing on the ratifi-

cation of the SALT [II] agreement.”160 Shortly thereafter, the Washington Post 

claimed that attacks on satellites “might take away one country’s ability to 

police treaties like SALT and it could lead to a very cold resumption of the 

Cold War.”161 Due to news reports about Soviet “killer satellites,” lawmakers 

raised the linkage of an ASAT ban with SALT II during a closed-door hearing 

with Paul Warnke, the director of ACDA. Senator John Glenn asked Warnke 

how ASAT deployments could affect SALT II. Warnke replied that deploy-

ment and use of ASATs meant that “you could forget about SALT agree-

ments,” but he quickly pointed out that “anti-satellite activity is barred in 

SALT II . . . ​[because] it would constitute interference with national techni-

cal means, which is prohibited,”162 although, as stated above, interference 

had not actually been defined. Warnke reassured lawmakers that diplomats 

would commence ASAT arms control discussions with their Soviet counter

parts in the near future.

While the White House continued to review its ASAT policy, new intelli-

gence came to light suggesting that Moscow was further expanding its space 
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warfare capabilities. Analysts predicted that “the Soviets [would] continue 

improving . . . ​their nonnuclear orbital interceptor, and possibly modify 

this system to permit intercepts of US satellites in synchronous and semi-

synchronous orbits.”163 In other words, the Soviets might eventually be able 

to destroy higher-altitude satellites used for nuclear early warning and com-

mand and control. Laser weapons would permit Soviet interference with 

satellite operations short of their physical destruction. Not all concerns 

were centered on purely military considerations. Prior to this NIE, Brzez-

inski warned Carter that “the political consequences of a Soviet laser ASAT 

system in space might be substantial . . . ​shatter[ing] our sense of technical 

superiority as badly as it was when the first Sputnik was orbited.”164 The 

events of the 1980s would soon demonstrate the profound psychological 

power of space weapons, even when experts doubted their military utility.

The public discussion on space weapons soon moved beyond ASATs. The 

New York Times printed an article warning that Pentagon officials believed 

that “during the next decade the Soviet Union will be able to upgrade its 

combat capabilities in space, perhaps producing a new generation of laser-

equipped spacecraft . . . ​if this happens, it will be ‘Star Wars’ for real.”165 

Aviation Week and Space Technology published a piece about the poten-

tial applications for space-based laser weapons.166 It described how lasers 

deployed in space could destroy ballistic missiles in their boost phase of 

flight. The author also used the term “space-based battle stations,” which 

according to Donald Baucom, the official historian of the Strategic Defense 

Initiative Organization (SDIO), might have been the first appearance of 

this concept in US defense literature.167 These battle stations would focus 

directed energy into a narrow beam in order to destroy incoming missiles. 

The primary source for this article was Maxwell Hunter, a senior aerospace 

engineer at Lockheed.168 Hunter had concluded that “lasers in space could 

produce a revolution in warfare by ending the long-standing dominance 

of offensive weapons” and that it was therefore “a genocidal hoax” to treat 

space as a sanctuary.169

Hunter produced a paper in 1977 outlining his main ideas on strategic 

defense and caught the attention of Angelo Codevilla, a staffer for Senator 

Malcom Wallop. Codevilla and Wallop had become very interested in strate-

gic defense and Soviet research into lasers that could be used for destroying 

ballistic missiles. Wallop was a member of the Senate Select Committee on 

Intelligence. So, both he and Codevilla had access to classified intelligence 
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assessments of Soviet military research.170 Codevilla introduced Hunter to 

Wallop, and Hunter convinced both of them that the US could develop 

“a constellation of laser-armed space-based battle stations” for missile 

defense.171 Consequently, Wallop attempted to generate support for space-

based missile defense in Congress. While he was not able to secure increased 

funding for laser weapons, his advocacy did attract thirty-nine senators who 

formed a “laser lobby” in the Senate.172 Wallop detailed his arguments in 

favor of strategic defense in an article-length manuscript for Strategic Review. 

Reagan received a pre-circulated draft in the lead up to the 1980 election and 

responded with “supportive remarks.”173 Without knowing it, Wallop caught 

the attention of the most consequential person he could have hoped for.

Forestalling a space spiral in the arms race was no easy task. Warnke 

suggested that “all signs point to an uphill struggle to achieve [Soviet] con-

sent to a comprehensive and verifiable [ASAT] agreement.”174 In an effort 

to place even more pressure on the Soviet Union to agree to ASAT limits, 

in March 1978, Carter removed the restriction on ASAT testing in space.175 

Brzezinski had convinced the president that approving testing would show 

Moscow that Washington “intend[ed] to seek equivalent capabilities as soon 

as possible unless the Soviets [were] willing to take positive steps to stop test-

ing, dismantle, and agree to substantive verification techniques” (emphasis 

in original).176 Carter’s dual-track approach to ASATs foreshadowed NATO’s 

decision in 1979 to move forward with deployment of intermediate-range 

nuclear forces in Europe while negotiating with the Soviet Union to limit 

these same systems.177 The Pentagon maintained that verification would be 

extremely difficult because so many ASAT-related technologies were dual 

use. The Galosh anti-ballistic missile system around Moscow, for example, 

could have served as a ground-launched ASAT.

In May  1978, Carter approved a comprehensive space policy that 

addressed the nation’s military, intelligence, and civil space programs.178 The 

classified version established that “the United States shall seek a verifiable 

ban on anti-satellite capabilities, excluding electronic warfare [i.e., jamming].” 

Even if ASAT limits were secured, the administration maintained that at least 

“some R&D should be continued as a hedge against Soviet breakout.” What 

is notably absent from this document is any mention of the military utility 

of an ASAT for negating the Soviet Union’s radar satellites that were used to 

track US and allied naval vessels, which served as the original justification for 

the renewed American ASAT program. This omission was a further indication 
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that, for Carter, the imperatives of arms control superseded any perceived 

military utility of having an operational ASAT. And Carter viewed ASATs as 

an impediment to his overarching arms control agenda.

In examining discussions among Carter and his advisors concerning 

objectives for ASAT arms control, we find multiple motivations at play. John 

Maurer writes that “historically, policymakers have embraced arms con-

trol pluralism, pursuing agreements that can advance multiple arms control 

objectives simultaneously.”179 These goals might include disarmament, stabil-

ity, and advantage.180 Cameron shows how domestic political considerations 

oftentimes disproportionately shaped US arms control initiatives during the 

Cold War.181 Carter’s ASAT strategy included elements of all of the above. As 

I already noted, Carter wanted an ASAT accord to bolster public confidence 

that satellites were indeed adequate arms control verification mechanisms. 

Concurrently, he sought to preserve US advantages in satellite technolo-

gies used for reconnaissance and military support. He further believed that 

strengthening satellite safeguards promoted stability. Even if he could not 

secure an ASAT ban, any limits on ASATs included in a SALT II agreement 

would have been a political victory for Carter.

In June 1978, American and Soviet diplomats met in Helsinki for explor-

atory talks on ASAT constraints. US representatives raised the prospect of a 

comprehensive agreement limiting the development and retention of ASAT 

systems, a prohibition on satellite attacks, and an end to ASAT testing. The 

Soviet side was reticent about agreeing to suspend ASAT testing, saying that 

“it was too early to consider such an understanding at [that] stage in the 

talks.”182 On the subject of prohibiting existing ASATs and acquiring new 

ones, the Soviets were quiet and requested more detailed information. Unex-

pectedly for the Americans, Soviet negotiators identified the space shuttle 

as a potential problem without going into any details.183 The Soviets also 

wanted to discuss certain “unlawful” activities such as using satellites to 

broadcast television into another state without permission, clearly in refer-

ence to American propaganda. The parties reached a consensus that a hostile 

acts agreement could be beneficial. In summarizing these interactions, US 

diplomats described the atmosphere as “cordial” and judged that “the two 

sides have similar views of the main characteristics of the subject.”184

The superpower ASAT talks drew greater international attention to the 

prospect of conflict in space. The Stockholm International Peace Research 

Institute “presented the future of global warfare as dependent on satellite 
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technology.”185 The British weekly Radio Times advertised the BBC series “The 

Real War in Space” on the cover of an October edition and depicted Soviet 

ASATs destroying an American satellite with a laser weapon.186 Siebeneich-

ner notes that “rumors about the development of so-called killer-satellites 

and anti-satellite weapons (ASATs) made worldwide headlines.”187 Due to 

the prospect of superpower ASAT competition, in 1978, the United Nations 

Committee on Disarmament called for the “organization of negotiations on 

the prevention of an arms race in outer space.”188

Amid growing public anxieties about a space arms race, Carter decided to 

declassify the existence of US photographic reconnaissance satellites. While 

it was known that both Washington and Moscow used reconnaissance satel-

lites, the US government did not officially acknowledge them. A 1978 policy 

paper proposing declassification explained that “government spokesmen are 

prohibited from ‘officially’ stating that the US conducts satellite photogra-

phy to monitor Soviet compliance with SALT. They are restricted to using 

the euphemism National Technical Means (NTM) . . . ​the term NTM, how-

ever, may be lost on less aware segments of the lay public.”189 Consequently, 

during a September 1978 speech at Cape Canaveral, Carter described how 

“photoreconnaissance satellites have become an important stabilizing factor 

in world affairs in the monitoring of arms control agreements.”190 Pointing 

to the essential role of reconnaissance satellites for SALT II was, however, a 

double-edged sword, making US space systems appear to be especially vulner-

able due to the ongoing media uproar about Soviet killer satellites.

Moving into the next round of ASAT negotiations, the White House 

viewed the complete dismantlement of the Soviet ASAT system as an unlikely 

outcome. ASAT interceptors were very small and easily concealable, and 

thus it would be difficult to verify their elimination. All of the US agencies 

involved in deliberations over ASAT policy agreed that a hostile acts accord 

should prohibit only physical attacks on satellites, which had not been explic

itly stated in SALT-era agreements concerning NTM. The Pentagon supported 

an indefinite test ban on high-altitude ASATs but opposed a low-altitude test 

ban due to its implications for the US ASAT program. The State Department 

and ACDA proposed a comprehensive test ban not to exceed three years.191 

The US ASAT was not expected to be ready for testing until after that lat-

ter ban expired, which meant that the American ASAT program would be 

unaffected by any of these interim constraints. Officials clearly agreed that 
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unilateral restraint in ASAT development went against the US interest. Spur-

geon Keeny, the deputy director of ACDA, argued that all potential means of 

attacking satellites should be prohibited, including lasers, but such a position 

was unrealistic due to the limits of verification capabilities.192 Constraints on 

electronic means of attack (i.e., jamming) were still opposed. Fundamentally, 

Carter aimed to limit, but not eliminate, mechanisms for space warfare.

The White House remained focused on the linkage between an ASAT 

agreement and SALT II ratification. A one-year test ban, although very limited 

compared to Carter’s original agenda for the talks, fulfilled the White House’s 

desire “to reach [a] quick agreement with the Soviets in order to bolster SALT 

ratification prospects.” This was not without risks; defense officials knew that 

an ASAT agreement “could backfire with Senators concerned about US–USSR 

military asymmetries.”193 Vance encouraged Carter to move ahead with an 

initial ASAT agreement, however limited, since it “would usefully comple-

ment the SALT Treaty by enhancing the security of our verification means.”194

Since all of NATO depended on US satellites for vital defense functions, 

the outcome of the ASAT negotiations was of great consequence for the 

entirety of the transatlantic alliance. A UK Foreign and Commonwealth 

Office (FCO) study observed that “in view of NATO’s increasing reliance on 

military satellites for intelligence gathering, navigation and C3 [command, 

control, and communications], the deployment of an effective Soviet sys-

tem could pose a general threat to Western security.”195 There was also anxi-

ety that an attack on military satellites could increase the likelihood of a 

nuclear confrontation. John Killick, the UK ambassador to NATO, worried 

that if ASATs were used to destroy either American or Soviet satellites, there 

could be strong reason “for the side whose satellites have been put out of 

action to have to contemplate first use of nuclear weapons for fear of them-

selves becoming the victim of a first pre-emptive strike.”196

The British struggled to understand the American rationale for a new ASAT 

and wondered if a “general US unwillingness to concede inferiority in any 

area of military activity” was the primary explanation.197 Despite its concerns, 

the FCO maintained that “we can rely on the Americans to protect our inter-

ests.”198 French President Valery Giscard d’Estaing strongly advocated limits 

on ASATs while addressing the UN General Assembly in 1978.199 Despite this 

public concern about an arms race in space, French diplomats displayed little 

interest in US space arms control strategy.200 In any case, French and broader 
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European concerns about ASATs would intensify during the Reagan admin-

istration, and European diplomats would take a much more activist role in 

space arms control in the 1980s.

In January and April 1979, the US and the Soviet Union commenced 

their second and third rounds of ASAT talks. Officials from both sides 

reached a consensus in favor of prohibiting “damaging or destroying each 

other’s satellites [outside of wartime]” and displacement of each other’s sat-

ellites. Talks hit a serious roadblock, however, when the Soviets demanded 

a halt to the shuttle test program as a precondition to an ASAT testing ban, 

which Washington rejected.201 The Soviets viewed the shuttle as an ASAT-

capable platform, since it could conceivably deploy weapons from its pay-

load bay and had the ability to displace satellites using its grappling arm. A 

recent archival discovery reveals that some Soviet defense experts believed 

that the shuttle might be capable of carrying out nuclear bombardment 

from space.202 Soviet objections to the space shuttle highlighted a compli-

cated aspect of space arms control: even defining what constituted a space 

weapon was no easy task. This reality would continue to vex space arms 

control efforts up through the present writing.

The Soviets also insisted on banning “non-destructive interference with 

satellites,” jamming for example. The ACDA and State Department coun-

tered that an ASAT test suspension should be confined to a ban only on 

means for “damaging or destroying” satellites. The Pentagon maintained 

that since electronic warfare systems did not physically damage satellites, 

they would be permissible under the US framework. Secretary of Defense 

Brown went out of his way to protect “some of our highly classified pro-

grams” for satellite interference.203 Internally, members of the US delegation 

agreed that the US was “giving up nothing” in terms of military capabili-

ties, since the Pentagon had no ASAT interceptor tests planned for the dura-

tion of the proposed US–Soviet ASAT testing suspension.204

Despite progress in key areas, Gromyko told Vance in June 1979 that “a 

substantial difference between the positions of the [two] sides existed” and 

that an ASAT agreement at the SALT II summit should not be expected.205 

The Soviets wanted a provision that satellites used for “hostile” or “illegal” 

acts—terms that were open to interpretation—would not be covered by a 

treaty. Moscow especially did not want Chinese satellites covered by an 

agreement.206 These Soviet demands had the potential to “legitimize the 

retention and use of ASAT systems, thus undercutting the basic objective 
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of the agreement.”207 Despite these differences, the State Department still 

held out hope that that an ASAT agreement might be reachable as a part of 

the SALT II agreement, but these hopes turned out to be more optimistic 

than realistic.208

The divergent US–Soviet agendas had reached an impasse. Consequently, 

the SALT II agreement signed by Brezhnev and Carter in Vienna on June 18, 

1979, did not include any specific ASAT provisions. Talks on ASAT limits 

nevertheless continued until the Soviets invaded Afghanistan in Decem-

ber 1979. In response, Carter withdrew SALT II from the Senate ratification 

process, and the ASAT talks ground to a halt. The following year, Moscow 

indicated that it wanted to resume ASAT negotiations as part of an overall 

reinvigoration of the arms control dialogue. However, with Reagan’s land-

slide electoral victory over Carter in November  1980, the Soviets would 

have to wait and see how the new administration would handle space arms 

control. Certainly, the lingering disagreements between Moscow and Wash-

ington concerning limits to military activities in space made progress in 

this arena appear to be an unlikely prospect.209 And the tension between 

military freedom of action in space and the desire for arms control treaties 

would only intensify moving into the final decade of the Cold War.

CONCLUSIONS

At the beginning of the Space Age, satellites quickly became indispensable 

for US national security. The dependence of the US on space reconnaissance 

for intelligence concerning the Soviet Union disproportionately shaped US 

space strategy, which was, by and large, defined by taking a cautionary 

position on any action that could provoke the Soviet Union to act aggres-

sively in space. From the 1960s to well into the 1970s, the notions that 

space weapons were of limited military utility and problematic due to their 

implications for broader arms control strategy were core tenets of Ameri-

can space policy. Since all of NATO depended on US space infrastructure, 

American officials strove to create a situation in which space was a free 

zone, in effect, for information functions (e.g., communications and recon-

naissance). US and Soviet space weapons posed a threat to that framework.

Key US officials began to change their views on the utility of ASATs as 

American and Soviet defense planners began more closely integrating sat-

ellites with combat forces. Moreover, the emergence of nonnuclear ASATs 
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allowed more precise strikes on enemy satellites. These technological 

changes, combined with cooling superpower relations, created the condi-

tions for expanded space militarization beginning in the mid to late 1970s. 

Satellites that could be used for arms control monitoring increasingly had 

military support functions. Consequently, arguments that satellites were 

inherently “stabilizing” need to be qualified.210 Certainly, satellites used 

for arms control monitoring opened the way for greater transparency, but 

some of those same satellites had the potential to enable direct attacks on 

enemy forces. With the latter in mind, we should not be surprised that 

American and Soviet officials sought capabilities for denying each other the 

use of critical military satellites in wartime conditions.

Less than a decade after the US won the moon race, media depictions of 

Soviet ASATs appeared to challenge American preeminence in the cosmos. 

Since many relevant details about national security space programs, espe-

cially those used for military support, were classified, the public percep-

tions concerning ASATs were shaped primarily by leaks and US government 

statements on superpower activities in space. Oftentimes, the psychologi-

cal dimensions of the debate were at odds with the technical realities. The 

advent of ASAT negotiations raised the profile of space militarization in the 

diplomatic arena and forced US allies to begin paying attention to a subject 

that had been largely invisible in transatlantic relations.

A consistent theme in the 1970s—and one that continued to resurface—

was lack of interagency agreement on military space matters. Most of the 

critical US decisions on ASATs were top down rather than the result of con-

sensus in the national security establishment. Attempting to establish new 

boundaries on space militarization was especially challenging due to the 

growing tension between military space requirements and arms control 

agendas. Carter primarily viewed ASAT arms control as a means of bolster-

ing support for SALT II. But the inability of Washington and Moscow to 

strengthen existing safeguards for satellites with a new arms control treaty 

only contributed further to the perception that superpower military com-

petition would extend into the heavens. While events of the 1970s in no 

way made SDI inevitable, they did lay the groundwork for the intensified 

space militarization in the decade to come.
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Space capabilities may bring about the technological disarmament of nuclear 

weapons.

—General Curtis LeMay (1962)

Approximately two months after Ronald Reagan’s inauguration in Janu-

ary 1981, more than 250 people gathered at the US Air Force Academy for a 

symposium dedicated to examining the future of military activities in space. 

In a passionate speech, retired General Bernard Schriever, the father of the 

Air Force space and missile programs, described how he could visualize the 

day when weapons in space could “hold land, sea, and air systems hostage.”1 

From his perspective, the US was at a crossroads regarding its space future. It 

could use military space technologies to secure a strategic advantage over the 

Soviet Union or pursue a restrained space agenda, which Schriever believed 

would be detrimental to US interests. Findings from this Air Force Acad

emy conference would directly inform Reagan’s first space policy, which was 

based on the premise that Moscow had initiated a campaign to seize the 

“high ground” of space.2 Schriever’s ideas served, moreover, as key elements 

in the agenda of a small but vocal group of “space zealots,” primarily Air 

Force officers, who sought US military supremacy in space.3

Historians and political scientists have explained how Reagan’s SDI 

emerged from a mixture of political and ideological forces.4 Certainly, Rea-

gan’s abhorrence of mutually assured destruction was a very significant factor 

in his establishment of SDI.5 However, SDI’s connections to Reagan’s broader 

2 � CAMPAIGN FOR THE HIGH 
GROUND
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space strategy remains an understudied topic.6 In the first two years of Rea-

gan’s presidency, the White House was already signaling that space was going 

to play a prominent role in American grand strategy, in terms both of mili-

tary and economic interests.7 For Reagan, space militarization and commer-

cialization were two sides of the same coin.8

SDI involved multiple, seemingly contradictory, elements of Reagan’s 

broader space and foreign policy agendas. Technologies developed under the 

SDI aegis would ensure that the US remained the world leader in the military 

space arena. Concurrently, SDI would serve as a technological incubator with 

both defense and civilian applications.9 In stark contrast with his competi-

tive language, Reagan often described SDI as a tool of peace that he wanted 

to share with the Soviet Union.10 Ideologically, the program was grounded 

in the astrofuturistic notion that the space frontier is a “site of renewal, a 

place where we can resolve the domestic and global battles that have para

lyzed our progress on earth.”11 Importantly, Reagan sincerely believed that 

the US could indeed use SDI to promote peace while also pursuing military 

advantages in space.

Reagan established SDI without considering its many implications for US 

foreign policy. In terms of resources and political significance, it entailed the 

military space program taking the dominant role in US space policy. Although 

orbital weapons garnered the most attention, much of SDI’s resources would 

be devoted to building a space infrastructure that could support the deploy-

ment and maintenance of vast numbers of systems in orbit. Despite the fact 

that the president characterized SDI as purely defensive, it involved technol-

ogies that could be used to attack other satellites.12 Consequently, ASAT arms 

control emerged as an even more urgent issue on the world stage.

EMBRACING MILITARY COMPETITION IN SPACE

Reagan was elected on a political platform promising to reverse the trend 

of the US being on the defensive in the Cold War.13 He had warned that 

the Soviet Union had exploited détente to get ahead in the arms race and 

to expand its influence around the globe, especially in the so-called Third 

World.14 Since the US was still suffering from a sense of self-doubt after Viet-

nam, rebuilding national confidence was a central theme of Reagan’s mes-

sage.15 The president believed it was possible to use the economic, political, 

and military tools of national power to moderate Soviet behavior and lower 
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the overall tension between the superpowers.16 Despite his belief that the 

US had the ability to turn the political tides in its favor, Reagan still feared 

that Moscow could surprise the US, especially in the strategic arms competi-

tion. Hal Brands notes that “Reagan’s approach to grand strategy rested on 

a seemingly paradoxical idea—that the Soviet Union was simultaneously 

strong and weak.”17 The US military buildup in the 1980s was one of the 

most prominent symbols of Reagan’s efforts to place pressure on the Soviet 

Union and to restore national confidence.

The White House identified space as an arena in which the US needed 

to expand its military power. Within six months of Reagan’s January 1981 

inauguration, the administration commenced a comprehensive evaluation 

of US space policy. This review aimed to establish the framework for ensur-

ing that the US could maintain preeminent space leadership in the civil and 

national security arenas. Concurrently, the US military, the Air Force and 

the Navy in particular, and the intelligence community investigated ways 

for expanding the use of space systems for military objectives.18

In January 1980, Secretary of the Air Force and NRO Director Hans Mark 

suggested it was time for the Air Force to develop an official space doctrine to 

complement existing air doctrine, and he specifically called upon the US Air 

Force Academy to “apply [its] spectrum of academic expertise to the study of 

a doctrine for the military role in space.”19 In April 1981, the academy hosted 

a symposium dedicated to developing proposals for a comprehensive military 

space policy and doctrine. More than 250 people participated; most of them 

were active-duty and former military officers. During his keynote address, 

General Schriever criticized more than two decades of US restraint in space. 

He derided Eisenhower’s policy of “space for peaceful purposes,” saying that 

it “just haunted us. It haunted us constantly.” The Reagan administration’s 

interest in expanding US military space capabilities, including their combat 

potential, offered a chance for the rebirth of American military spacepower.20

Attendees resurrected astrodeterminist ideas and rhetoric from the 1960s 

that presented space as the decisive battlefield in the future. To this end, the 

symposium’s final report declared that “the nation that controls space gains 

political leverage, if not control on the earth, and will again be in a position 

to alter the course of history.”21 From this perspective, space technologies 

provided a way for the US to break through the superpower nuclear stale-

mate. There was widespread agreement “that future systems will have this 

[terrestrial support] role as well as the role of controlling space” (emphasis 
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added).22 Specific recommendations included completing Air Force Manual 

(AFM) 1–6 (“military space doctrine”) along with studying the establish-

ment of a separate military service for space and a space command within 

the Air Force. (It would be another thirty-eight years before an independent 

space service came into existence.23)

In assessing the impact of this conference, space policy expert Peter Hays 

observes that it “does seem to have been a landmark event in shaping general 

Air Force and military attitudes towards military space doctrine issues in the 

early 1980s.”24 Hays concludes that the “symposium helped to encourage 

the Air Force and the other services once again to think seriously about space 

control and high ground military space applications as they considered mili-

tary space doctrine for the 1980s [and beyond].”25 The final report, moreover, 

provided a framework for giving US military space elements more structure 

and an expanded mission: not only to support combat forces but also to proj­

ect military force from and into space.

An expanded military role in space would require greater synergy between 

the national security and civil space programs.26 April 1981, the same month 

as the Air Force Academy symposium, marked the first orbital flight of the 

space shuttle, officially called the “Space Transportation System” (STS). The 

potential of the shuttle for military missions was an important factor in rein-

vigorating military thought about space.27 The US government planned for 

the shuttle to be the main vehicle for delivering military systems into orbit. 

It also represented a key technological bridge between the national security 

and civil space efforts. National Security Decision Directive (NSDD)-8, signed 

by Reagan on November 13, 1981, determined that “the STS [shuttle] will 

be the primary space launch system for both US military and civil govern-

ment missions.”28 NASA’s space shuttle would eventually be designated as the 

logistical workhorse for delivering SDI components into space and therefore 

contribute to a further blurring of the boundaries between civil and military 

space activities.29

With the shuttle as his backdrop, on July  4, 1982, Reagan delivered a 

speech at Edwards Air Force Base, describing how space technologies would 

play a central role in promoting American national security and economic 

agendas. Concurrently, the White House released a public version of its clas-

sified national space policy. The unclassified fact sheet stated that US space 

policy sought to maintain American space leadership, preserve the right of 

self-defense in space, and further its national interests through both civil and 
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national security space endeavors. Other objectives of Reagan’s space policy 

were fostering the growth of commercial space investment and transferring 

some government space missions to the private sector.30 Military power and 

economic prosperity in space went hand in hand.

The classified version of Reagan’s first space policy reflected key ideas pre-

sented at the Air Force Academy symposium in 1981. This was not by hap-

penstance; Air Force Colonel Gil Rye, who was in charge of space policy on 

the NSC, attended the academy’s space doctrine conference. In formulating a 

more expansive military space policy, Rye had an important ally in Air Force 

Chief of Staff General Lew Allen.31 The general had a very unusual back-

ground for the Air Force’s senior officer. He qualified as a pilot but never flew 

in combat. Allen possessed a doctorate in physics and spent a substantial por-

tion of his career working on space programs, including time as a senior man

ager at the NRO and later as director of the National Security Agency (NSA).

Contrary to Carter’s 1978 space policy that called for a comprehensive 

ASAT ban, Reagan’s stated that “the United States will develop and deploy an 

ASAT capability” and that its purpose was to “deter threats to space systems 

of the United States and its allies, and within such limits imposed by interna-

tional law [remainder redacted].”32 The unclassified version affirmed the need 

to have an ASAT to “deny any adversary the use of space-based systems that 

provide support to hostile military forces.”33 Under the heading “Force Appli-

cation,” Reagan’s policy further laid out the requirement to “be prepared to 

develop, acquire, and deploy space weapon systems and to counter adversary 

space activities, should national security conditions dictate.”34 According to 

media reports, the Pentagon planned “new areas of weaponry, particularly 

in space,” including “prototype development of space-based weapons sys-

tems.”35 To prepare for “operationalizing” space, the Air Force activated a 

space command in Colorado Springs.36

Deterrence was a new, and controversial, justification for the ASAT pro-

gram.37 Thomas Schelling argued that a threat is more credible if the adversary 

perceives that it is “in the same currency, to respond in the same language, to 

make the punishment fit the character of the crime.”38 Applying Schelling’s 

ideas to the superpower space balance in the early 1980s suggests that the 

Soviet Union would not have been deterred by a US ASAT because the Soviet 

Union was less dependent on space systems than the US. But as Soviet depen-

dence on satellites grew, a US ASAT capability might have become a more 

effective deterrence mechanism in specific circumstances.39 Whether the 
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military utility of ASATs outweighed the potential consequences of a space 

arms competition would be a source of constant disagreement among US 

policymakers and defense experts.40

Soviet military space activities provided the Reagan administration with 

a ready justification for its even more militarized approach to space. Around 

the time that the Air Force announced its new command for space opera-

tions, the Soviet Union integrated ASATs into war games. After a Soviet mil-

itary exercise in 1982 involving ASATs, General Lew Allen described how a 

Soviet ASAT “maneuver [in space] was ‘remarkable’ for its complexity and 

underscored the great determination of the Soviet Union [to expand its 

military might in space].”41 This contrasted with his statement three years 

prior that “we give it [Soviet ASAT] a very questionable operational capabil-

ity for a few launches. In other words it is a threat, but they have not had 

a test program that would cause us to believe it is a very credible threat.”42

Allen’s more alarmist characterization of the Soviet ASAT can be explained, 

at least in part, by newly acquired intelligence. An NIE on Soviet military 

space activities observed that in April 1980, the Soviets had renewed testing 

after a “standdown [sic] of nearly two years” and that they were evaluat-

ing new sensor homing technologies.43 Even more disconcerting was intelli-

gence suggesting that the Soviets could soon begin to test an ASAT prototype 

against satellites in higher orbits where especially important intelligence 

and nuclear early warning systems were located.44 Analysts believed that 

the Soviet Union could develop space-based laser ASATs in the long term.45 

Space-based laser ASATs could be improved and eventually used in a mis-

sile defense role as well. At this same time, elements in the UK Ministry of 

Defence (MoD) warned that the threat posed by Soviet tracking and surveil-

lance satellites was in danger of being underestimated.46 A classified British 

space policy paper went so far as to suggest that the UK government should 

consider its own capability to “damage enemy satellites,” although it would 

never be pursued.47

Reagan’s near-term answer to the Soviet ASAT threat was the F-15 jet-

launched MHV, born out of Ford’s 1977 ASAT decision. Within a week of 

Reagan coming into office, the Pentagon awarded contracts to Boeing and 

Vought to develop the missile and homing vehicle.48 The concept involved 

an F-15 launching a modified Boeing AGM-69 short-range attack missile 

that had an infrared homing device in the warhead, along with an infrared 

seeker that would enable it to track and engage its target more accurately. 
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Developing a homing-capable ASAT proved to be very difficult; the General 

Accounting Office (GAO) predicted that the MHV “will be [a] more com-

plex and expensive task than originally envisioned, potentially costing in 

the tens of billions of dollars.”49 Consequently, GAO called for investigations 

into alternative ASAT weapons, especially ground-, air-, and space-based laser 

systems.50 The Reagan White House nevertheless pushed forward with MHV 

and justified its cost by citing the Soviet Union’s space weapons efforts.

Exactly one year before Reagan’s “Star Wars” speech, laser weapons made 

the headlines. In March 1982, a member of Congress inadvertently read a 

transcript of a classified Department of Defense assessment about Soviet 

space lasers during an open hearing. The transcript quoted Richard DeLauer, 

the undersecretary of defense for research and engineering, as having said 

that “the Soviet military is well on its way to seizing the high ground of 

outer space, with the first big step the likely deployment of lasers there as 

early as next year [1983].” DeLauer predicted that the Soviets would deploy 

a “manned orbital space complex to be operational by about 1990 capable 

of effectively attacking ground, sea and air targets from space.”51 The Wash­

ington Post immediately thereafter published an article with the headline 

“Soviets Reported Ready to Orbit Laser Weapons” and included DeLauer’s 

comments. In an attempt to curb hyperbole about an imminent Soviet space 

threat, DeLauer issued a clarification saying that 1983 was “the bottom range 

of possibilities which DoD considers likely.” He later said that “the Soviets 

have about a 5 year lead in space based laser technology over the United 

States,” and could possibly place such a weapon in orbit in five years.52 This 

latter assessment was not supported by intelligence reporting.53 But these 

sensationalist statements created the impression that a new space race had 

already begun and that the US was behind.

With military space issues becoming prominent in the national security 

discourse, the US Air Force devoted more attention to developing doctrine 

for conducting operations in space. To this end, the Air Force approved AFM 

1–6 in October 1982. This was the first official US Cold War space doctrine 

and originated with Allen’s directive in 1977 calling for the Air Force to create 

formal guidance for military space operations.54 It identified spacepower as 

“a natural extension of the evolution of airpower” and argued for the need 

to “prevent space from being used as a sanctuary for aggressive systems 

by [US] adversaries.” To protect US national security interests in space, AFM 

1–6 listed three potential missions: (1) space-based weapons for deterrence, 
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(2) space-to-ground weapons, and (3) space control and superiority.55 Space 

control entailed using military resources to be able to deny an adversary the 

use of space. According to Hays, despite its shortcomings, “AFM 1–6 [was] a 

major milestone in doctrinal thinking which was responsible to both top-

down and bottom-up pressures.56

After having established his broad goals for military, intelligence, commer-

cial, and civil space activities, in December 1982, Reagan approved a national 

security study to develop a more specific road map for achieving his space 

objectives.57 According to Rye, the Soviet co-orbital ASAT was an important 

factor in initiating this directive.58 The study was based on the two following 

premises: (1) “the Soviet Union [had] initiated a major campaign to capture 

the ‘high ground’ of space,” and (2) “regardless of Soviet activities, the space 

medium offers significant potential for the enhancement of civil, commer-

cial and national security capabilities.”59 Rye inserted requirements to exam-

ine the possibility of an independent military service for space, in addition to 

a unified space command. Even mentioning the idea of “a separate military 

department for space” ruffled many feathers in the Pentagon. According to 

Rye, this study sent Herb Reynolds, who worked on space policy in the Pen-

tagon, “into orbit.”60 While the Air Force had already established a space 

command (and the Navy would create its own in 1983), this study called for 

an examination of a combatant command that would oversee all operational 

military space activities.

The space strategy study would not be completed until 1984, and it would 

have to contend with the announcement of SDI. By late 1982, US policy on 

space was more publicly militarized than it had been at any other time in the 

Space Age. As Stares notes, this more militarized approach to space did not 

originate in the Reagan era, but his presidency witnessed a departure from 

the established norm of downplaying national security activities in space.61 

Although SDI was not yet being formally considered, early in Reagan’s presi-

dency, the White House was already signaling its intent to greatly expand 

American military power in the cosmos.

THE LASER AND MISSILE DEFENSE ENTHUSIASTS

The more prominent role given to space systems in Reagan’s defense strategy 

did not in any way make SDI inevitable or even likely. There was widespread 

enthusiasm within the defense and intelligence communities for perfecting 
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space technologies designed to support American and allied combat forces, 

but little momentum existed for missile defense in space. Among senior mili-

tary leaders, the US MHV ASAT program was not overwhelmingly popular, 

but it was not highly controversial either. Lack of concern about the MHV 

ASAT stemmed from the fact that it was a relatively small program that did 

not require a significant change in US defense policy and strategy. SDI, on the 

other hand, would come to represent a movement toward the most radical 

change in US strategy since the dawn of the Nuclear Age.

In explaining SDI’s origins, historians have noted the significance of Rea-

gan’s nuclear abolitionism, his desire to place pressure on the Soviet Union, 

the Nuclear Freeze movement, and the MX missile basing debacle.62 While all 

of these elements played a role in the emergence of SDI, so too did a network 

of space enthusiasts and laser advocates who convinced Reagan that embrac-

ing strategic defense was technologically feasible and strategically sound. 

Edoardo Andreoni argues that the importance of the “space defense enthu-

siasts” is overstated—that they “were not the driving force behind [SDI]” as 

FitzGerald suggested.63 He maintains that the inability to find a consensus 

about the deployment of the new MX ICBM and the “rapid decline” in pub-

lic support for the White House’s modernization strategy were the crucial 

factors that led to SDI.64 The latter certainly provided the occasion for SDI, 

but Reagan had indeed become convinced, due in large part to the “space 

defense enthusiasts,” that advanced technologies had matured to a point 

where the US could begin to rely more on defensive systems. Simulta

neously, anxiety about the Soviets getting ahead in this general area was 

not insignificant either and only reinforced the president’s belief that the 

US needed to demonstrate its “space leadership” to the world through new 

space endeavors.

In the late 1970s, Senator Malcom Wallop and his senior aide Angelo 

Codevilla were waging a campaign to garner greater support for lasers and 

missile defense in the US Congress. Retired Air Force Major General George 

Keegan concurrently shared his alarmist views on Soviet research into laser-

based missile defense with any media outlet that would listen to him; he 

also advocated greater investment in laser weapons.65 A key figure who 

joined forces with Wallop and Codevilla to gain momentum for space-based 

missile defense was retired US Army Lieutenant General Daniel Graham; he 

had served most recently as the head of the Defense Intelligence Agency. 

Graham, like Keegan, tended to exaggerate Soviet military space and laser 
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research programs. Graham had been a member of the controversial Team 

B experiment that accused CIA analysts of consistently underestimating 

Soviet military power. In 1979, Graham enlisted the assistance of Codevilla 

in writing Shall America be Defended? SALT II and Beyond.66 In it, he advocated 

investment in missile defenses to alter the strategic balance in favor of the 

US. Graham went on to serve as an advisor to Reagan during his presidential 

campaign.67

Graham had the opportunity to brief Reagan on his ideas about missile 

defense during preparations for the Nashua, New Hampshire, presiden-

tial debate in February 1980. In a small motel the night before the debate, 

Graham walked Reagan through his concept for a missile defense system.68 

According to one account of this particular night, “Mr. Reagan listened atten-

tively and took notes on some of the things Graham [had] said.”69 Graham’s 

idea that advanced technologies could deliver the US out from under the 

dark cloud of mutually assured destruction deeply appealed to Reagan. Cam-

paign advisor Martin Anderson said that Reagan “embraced the principle of 

a missile defense wholeheartedly.”70 Despite Reagan’s enthusiasm, another 

senior campaign advisor, Michael Deaver, “vetoed the proposal that [missile 

defense] be made a campaign pledge.”71 He believed that a plan to change US 

defense strategy so radically would be treated with hostility by both sides of 

the political aisle. Graham’s association with missile defense created a prob

lem as well, since many people in national security circles considered him 

to be far from mainstream.72 He and his space enthusiast colleagues were 

known as “space cadets” by their critics.73 Deaver’s advice prevailed during 

the campaign, but that did not stop Graham from continuing to push for 

missile defense in space both with Reagan’s inner circle and in the public 

sphere.

Shortly after Reagan was elected in November 1980, Graham and Robert 

Richardson, a retired Air Force general, put together a study under the aegis 

of the conservative American Security Council Foundation to investigate 

the technologies associated with space-based missile defense. This project 

was eventually called “High Frontier”; the name was likely borrowed from 

Gerard O’Neil’s book of the same name. Science fiction writer Jerry Pour-

nelle also participated in the study. O’Neil was not pleased that the title of 

his book would become a “byword not for the peaceful humanization of 

space, but for a militaristic vision of space control.”74
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After several months of study, Graham had concluded that space-based 

missile defense was indeed feasible in the short term. Unlike Wallop and 

Codevilla, who sought laser missile defense in space, Graham believed that a 

near-term deployment was possible if the Department of Defense used exist-

ing kinetic kill technologies. He envisioned a missile defense system in space 

that “would most likely take the form of a space vehicle that would serve as 

a ‘garage’ for kinetic kill vehicles.”75 Notably, the initial phase of a planned 

US space-based missile defense system incorporated the idea of “garages” in 

orbit that housed kinetic weapons for destroying ballistic missiles.

Graham published an article in Strategic Review in which he called for the 

use of “off the shelf technologies” to build and deploy a strategic defense sys-

tem as quickly as possible.76 The multilayered concept embraced by Graham 

was originally advanced by SRI, a California-based research organization.77 

The price tag was listed in 1982 at $24 billion. By comparison, Apollo had 

cost approximately $28 billion (not adjusted for inflation), and the Man-

hattan Project had a price tag of $2 billion (also not adjusted for inflation). 

Officials in the US Army and Air Force were, however, very skeptical of High 

Frontier’s plan.78

In 1981, Graham established the High Frontier organization with the spon-

sorship of the conservative Heritage Foundation in Washington. According 

to a US government history of SDI, “the founding axiom behind High Fron-

tier was that with a technological ‘end run,’ concentrated on the deployment 

of defensive systems in outer space, the United States could regain the stra-

tegic superiority it had enjoyed over the Soviets in the 1950s and 1960s.”79 

High Frontier sought not only to garner support for strategic defense in the 

US government, but also to generate enthusiasm for military space activities 

among the general population. To achieve the latter objective, it became a 

membership organization “using direct mail techniques to attract large num-

bers of average citizens.”80 By 1984, it had about forty thousand subscribers 

and published a regular newsletter.81

The brewer Joseph Coors, industrialist Karl Bendetsen, businessman Wil-

liam Wilson, and wealthy financier Jaquelin Hume—all members of Reagan’s 

California Kitchen Cabinet—contributed to High Frontier and endorsed its 

findings.82 The steering group for the organization included Edward Teller, 

presidential science advisor George Keyworth, and Lowell Wood of Lawrence 

Livermore National Lab.83 Keyworth, a Teller protégé, was not yet a believer 
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in strategic defense. In a now-infamous January 1982 meeting, Teller, Bend-

etsen, Coors, and Wilson encouraged Reagan to push forward with strategic 

defense and pledged that the public would welcome such a move.84 The pri-

mary significance of the meeting was that it only served to reinforce Reagan’s 

optimism that advanced technologies could really lead to a decisive shift in 

American defense strategy.

At the same time that Graham and his colleagues were promoting missile 

defense in space, Guy Cook, a staffer for Congressman Robert Badham of 

California, was leading a small group investigating the feasibility of space-

based missile defense. This was part of a larger national defense task force 

in the US House Representatives that included Congressmen Dick Cheney 

of Wyoming and Duncan Hunter of California.85 According to Cook, both 

Cheney and Hunter “thought that the idea of a space-based defense system 

was something that should be investigated.”86 Cook identified Graham not 

only as having been “a prevalent player” and an “influencer” but also as 

someone who was viewed as “being a little on the edge.”87

The conclusions contained in Cook’s report were a mix of optimistic state-

ments qualified by significant uncertainty. It said that “cost estimates are as 

wide-spread as the deployment times for laser stations.”88 With a $24 bil-

lion investment, some experts believed that the US could put fifteen laser 

battle stations in operation in about ten to twelve years’ time. Despite the 

unknowns, the report concluded that “there is enormous potential for space-

based lasers” and that a “space-laser program . . . ​may hold the future for the 

security of the United States.”89 Notably, the report highlighted the infra-

structural challenges with producing a strategic defense system, including 

heavy launch capability, advanced software, and automation. The Pentagon 

would have to confront these infrastructural issues as it moved forward with 

various strategic defense concepts. It is not clear if Reagan was aware of the 

report’s findings.

Senator Wallop and his “laser lobby” in Congress pushed hard for greater 

investment into “exotic” strategic defense technologies but were largely 

unsuccessful.90 After multiple defeats, Wallop went straight to the top and 

requested a meeting with Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and Under-

secretary of Defense for Research and Engineering Richard DeLauer. The 

senator made it clear that despite all the unknowns about strategic defense, 

he sought a commitment from Reagan to develop and deploy laser space-

based defenses; he was not interested in pursuing only long-term research. 
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Weinberger was noncommittal, and DeLauer was openly skeptical.91 Aside 

from the technical doubts about using laser weapons for missile defense, 

Wallop, like Graham, tended to overlook the complexities surrounding the 

requisite support technologies for tracking ballistic missiles, the creation of 

adequate command and control software, and the infrastructure for deploy-

ing and maintaining so many components in orbit.

In the first two years of Reagan’s presidency, there was growing advocacy 

for strategic defense in space, but there was still significant skepticism among 

officials inside the national security establishment that it could (or should) 

be developed in the near term. There was support for continuing research 

into lasers that could be used for ASATs and eventually missile defense, but 

this was separate from the pursuit of an organized program to develop and 

deploy a missile defense capability on a set timeline. A 1982 GAO report, for 

example, urged greater US investment in laser research but stopped short of 

advocating a formal program for laser-based missile defense.92 DeLauer said 

that “two weaknesses [for laser-based missile defense] . . . ​are the time it 

would take and the amount of money it would take. I think they are grossly 

underestimated.” Lasers were “a military possibility,” but he acknowledged 

that “major uncertainties still exist.”93 DeLauer supported research but cau-

tioned against concluding that lasers would enable a comprehensive mis-

sile defense program anytime in the foreseeable future.94

INTELLIGENCE AND THE SOVIET SPACE THREAT

The role of intelligence in influencing Reagan’s SDI decision has been largely 

reduced to the argument that senior officials in the White House greatly 

exaggerated the Soviet threat. FitzGerald writes that “to study this period 

[the Reagan era] is to reflect upon the extent to which our national discourse 

about foreign and defense policy is not about reality—or the best intelli-

gence estimates about it—but instead a matter of domestic politics, history, 

and mythology.”95 John Prados argues that “Casey’s CIA encouraged alarm-

ist predictions about the imminent deployment of a Soviet laser [ballistic 

missile defense] BMD system that were then repeated in public diplomacy 

documents.”96

CIA Director William Casey certainly believed that intelligence analysts 

had underestimated Soviet military power. He had been a member of the 

Committee on the Present Danger and embraced the findings of the Team B 
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experiment. According to former CIA Director Robert Gates, Casey came to 

the CIA “primarily to wage war against the Soviet Union.”97 Despite these 

observations about Casey, there is a lack of evidence that he altered intelli-

gence assessments. In evaluating the state of Soviet science and technology, 

there were often more questions than answers, which meant that intelli-

gence predictions were rarely conclusive. What has emerged from declassi-

fied documents is that there was disagreement among intelligence analysts 

about the severity of the Soviet threat, especially with regard to space, 

missile defense, and directed-energy weapons research. Yet, there was also 

disconcerting intelligence reporting that the Soviet Union was planning a 

more expansive space weapons program.98

After the Washington Post reported DeLauer’s comments about an immi-

nent threat from Soviet lasers, an assistant to the CIA director sent a note to 

Larry Gershwin, who oversaw analysis concerning Soviet strategic programs, 

requesting that he set “the record straight” on the discrepancies between 

DeLauer’s comments and a recent NIE. Gershwin wrote in response that 

there was “a good chance that [DeLauer’s information was] derive[d] from a 

[DIA] briefing on Soviet military space [programs] that has been widely given 

through the [intelligence] community, including here at CIA.”99 Gershwin’s 

memorandum was alluding to the disagreement in the intelligence com-

munity about the immediacy of the Soviet laser and space threats and the 

fact that the DIA tended to produce more aggressive assessments of Soviet 

military capabilities than the CIA.

Even if the CIA did not fully agree with DeLauer’s statement about a sub-

stantial breakthrough in the Soviet laser and space weapons program being 

right around the corner, the Soviet military space threat was still a signifi-

cant concern. In October 1982, the intelligence community presented Rea-

gan with a report explaining how the Soviet space program was undergoing 

a “rapid expansion,” reflecting the fact that Soviet leaders saw space as “an 

integral part of overall military economic, and political policy.” It further 

predicted that Soviet space spending would double over the next four years 

to $12 billion per year.100 According to Thomas Ellis, the briefing solidified 

Reagan’s perception of a troubling Soviet space resurgence: Reagan’s diary 

entry for August 8 notes that “there is no question but that they are work-

ing (twice as hard as us) to come up with military superiority in space.”101

Reagan’s National Security Advisor Richard Allen sent a memorandum to 

Casey in June 1981 requesting a comprehensive study of the Soviet missile 
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defense program. Allen said that “Soviet ABM [missile defense] efforts are of 

critical concern to us” and that “some consider the analysis of the Intelli-

gence Community [in this area] to be inadequate.” He emphasized that “this 

review should involve a fresh examination of assumptions utilized within 

the Community in study [of] ABM-related issues, and should provide a thor-

ough airing of inter-agency differences. It should give full weight to open 

source as well as classified material, and should consider in depth the ques-

tion of Soviet strategic doctrine as it pertains to Soviet activities in the ABM 

area.”102 A key obstacle to providing a definitive assessment of the status of 

Soviet research into missile defense was all of the intelligence gaps: that is, 

lack of intelligence. There was very little human intelligence on sensitive 

Soviet military research programs because they were so difficult to penetrate. 

Consequently, the US primarily relied on communications intelligence (i.e., 

electronic intercepts) and satellite imagery.103 Imagery intelligence could not, 

however, provide significant insight into what was happening inside Soviet 

military research institutes.

Approximately five months before Reagan’s March  1983 “Star Wars” 

speech, the CIA submitted its special NIE on Soviet missile defense to the 

White House. It was just over thirty pages long and provided very tech-

nical descriptions of Soviet research into ground- and space-based missile 

defense technologies. The estimate concluded that it was unlikely that the 

Soviets would be able to “have a prototype space-based laser weapon sys-

tem until after 1990 or an operational system until after the year 2000.” 

The head of the DIA held the view that the Soviets could be able to deploy 

a ground-based laser weapons system by the early to mid-1990s.104 Intel-

ligence analysts pointed out the many “significant technological advances 

in large-aperture mirrors and in pointing and tracking accuracies” that were 

required to make laser-based missile defense a reality.

The executive summary, in isolation from the report’s details, painted a 

somewhat disconcerting picture. It stated that “the great complexity and 

severe time constraints inherent in ballistic missile defense operation result 

in our having major uncertainties in any prediction of how well a Soviet 

ABM system would function.”105 The lack of certainty was only compounded 

by the “gaps in information and our analytical uncertainties [which have 

led to] understandably many differing conclusions and opinions [about 

Soviet ABM research].” Most significantly, the summary concluded that 

“the consequences of Soviet acquisition of a ballistic missile defense, despite 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



56	 CHAPTER 2

uncertainties about its effectiveness, are so serious that even a low probability 

of such an achievement is cause for concern” (emphasis added).106

What specific influence this report had on Reagan’s decision to pursue 

SDI is difficult to establish. Evaluating the impact of intelligence on policy is 

an especially challenging task for historians. This is due to the fact that the 

existence of an intelligence report rarely reveals anything about who read 

it. According to one intelligence scholar, “it is widely understood that many 

readers of intelligence reports rarely read past the executive summary.”107 It 

cannot be established who in the Reagan administration reviewed this 1982 

report, but it is almost certain that members of the NSC read it. A memo 

stated that “NSC Staff members have emphasized the importance of this 

study to US strategic force planning, and regard it as one of the most impor

tant projects currently being undertaken by the Intelligence Community.”108

Intelligence scholar Aleksandr Matovski argues that unknowns about for-

eign military research and development can lead to overestimation and then 

escalatory behavior.109 Casey, in particular, was worried about the potential 

for Soviet technological surprises.110 Reagan, Casey, and other members of 

the administration were products of the Sputnik generation, and they were 

concerned that the Soviet Union could surprise the US with a technological 

feat that could alter the strategic balance. Fear of Soviet technological sur-

prise combined with intelligence about Moscow’s space and missile defense 

research did not directly lead to SDI. These factors did, however, reinforce 

Reagan’s belief that the US was in a new phase of a space competition with 

the Soviet Union that had significant implications for US national security.

RENDERING NUCLEAR WEAPONS “IMPOTENT AND OBSOLETE”

The political conditions in late 1982 presented Reagan with an opportunity 

to push forward with a large-scale strategic defense program. On June 12 

of that same year, approximately one million protestors marched in New 

York City to “call for a freeze and reduction of all nuclear weapons.”111 The 

Nuclear Freeze movement was gaining momentum in the US at the same 

time that the Reagan administration was attempting to establish a deploy-

ment configuration for the MX, an upgraded ICBM with multiple indepen

dently targetable reentry vehicles. Ford had approved this program that 

was intended to redress the Soviet Union’s numerical advantage in ICBM 

warheads. Efforts to create a survivable basing mode for MX turned into a 
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political fiasco for Reagan. The White House proposed a concept known as 

“dense pack,” in which the missiles were to be located in very close forma-

tion so that incoming enemy warheads would destroy one another without 

eliminating the majority of the MX missiles.112

Congress was largely skeptical of “dense pack” because it was predicated 

on unproven assumptions about the survivability of US missiles. Many leg-

islators, moreover, in the Democratic-controlled House of Representatives 

“professed sympathy with the nuclear freeze . . . ​and saw in the MX an oppor-

tunity to defeat Reagan on a politically sensitive matter.”113 On December 7, 

1982, the House of Representatives rejected “dense pack” and made MX 

funding contingent on the development of a suitable basing strategy. Prob-

lematically, the joint chiefs did not support the White House’s basing strat-

egy and were not making progress toward finding a suitable alternative. The 

MX debacle only further contributed to the president’s sinking popularity. In 

December 1982, his approval rating declined to 41 percent; this was an all-

time low for a postwar president in his second year.114 A January poll showed 

that 57 percent of Americans believed that Reagan might involve the US in a 

nuclear conflict.115 What many people did not realize was that Reagan shared 

the nuclear abolitionist convictions of the Nuclear Freeze movement, but the 

president also believed that the US could only secure nuclear reductions from 

a position of strength.

Reagan met with the joint chiefs in late December 1982 and posed a short 

question that would lead to the establishment of one of the most contro-

versial programs of his presidency. He asked the service chiefs, “What if we 

began to move away from our total reliance on offense to deter a nuclear 

attack and moved toward a relatively greater reliance on defense?”116 The 

chiefs were not quite sure what to make of Reagan’s question, but they began 

examining strategic defense options. Reagan had, however, likely already 

made up his mind that strategic defense was indeed possible. He was enthu-

siastic about missile defense going back to his days on the campaign trail 

when Graham presented his concept for space-based missile defense. In Sep-

tember 1982, the president had met with Teller, who told him that due to 

technological advances, strategic defense was indeed feasible.117 The meeting 

with Teller has been identified as a key moment for the birth of SDI, but 

this was not the case in reality. As noted previously, members of Reagan’s 

Kitchen Cabinet had already advised the president to move forward with 

strategic defense. Teller later acknowledged that he was not “particularly 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



58	 CHAPTER 2

influential” in Reagan’s decision to pursue SDI.118 Teller’s missile defense 

framework, involving a nuclear-powered laser, would not find a welcoming 

audience in the White House or the Pentagon. The scientist’s comments did, 

nevertheless, likely reinforce Reagan’s resolve to establish a strategic defense 

program.119

Robert McFarlane, then deputy national security advisor to Reagan, con-

sulted several scientists who informed him that substantial investment in 

strategic defense research “might really turn something [sic] that within 

our lifetimes could make a difference.”120 In January 1983, Admiral James 

Watkins, the chief of naval operations, met with Teller. The admiral wasn’t 

impressed by Teller’s X-ray laser. He said, “Forget it, Edward it isn’t going 

to sell politically,” but came away “impressed with the overall prospects 

for missile defense, especially for space- and sea-based systems, in the long 

term.” Most of the joint chiefs’ attention was on the feasibility of directed-

energy weapons for missile defense. The infrastructural requirements for a 

functioning system were not a significant consideration at this stage. The 

demand that strategic defense would place on the nation’s space infrastruc-

ture was an afterthought at best.

After quick consultations with a limited group of scientists, not includ-

ing the president’s science advisor, on February 11, 1983, the joint chiefs 

informed Reagan that they supported missile defense research and develop-

ment. That evening, the president wrote in his diary, “What if we were to 

tell the world that we want to protect our people not avenge them; that we 

are going to embark on a program of research to come up with a defensive 

weapon that could make nuclear weapons obsolete?”121 It must be empha-

sized that at this point, there was an ideological framework for SDI premised 

on lessening dependence on nuclear deterrence, but the technological details 

were ambiguous. There were no concrete ideas about what a technological 

system for strategic defense might look like beyond the fact that it would 

likely need to be space-based to destroy ballistic missiles in their initial phase 

of flight. Paul Lettow observes that “Reagan, unlike anyone else involved in 

the inception of SDI, intended that missile defense could and would help 

bring about the total elimination of nuclear weapons.”122 At this point, Rea-

gan’s advisers were concerned (and would remain so) about his linkage of SDI 

and nuclear abolitionism.123

The president informed McFarlane and William Clark, the national secu-

rity advisor, that he wanted to announce a missile defense initiative during 
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his scheduled address to the nation on March 23. Clark supported the idea, 

but McFarlane thought it was inadvisable. In a rare moment of directness 

with his staff, Reagan made it clear that he was giving an order and instructed 

McFarlane to keep the speech under wraps.124 Reagan made McFarlane the 

lead for drafting the speech. He was assisted by Admiral John Poindexter, a 

PhD physicist who served as Clark’s military deputy, and Colonel Gil Rye, 

the head of space policy on the NSC. McFarlane and his small team showed 

Jay Keyworth, the president’s science advisor, a draft of the speech four days 

before the televised address. Even though he was skeptical of the feasibility 

of missile defense, he became one of SDI’s most vocal supporters. Keyworth 

later said that he put aside his concerns about missile defense because “he 

felt that the president’s political instincts were superior to his own scien-

tific uncertainties, and his job was to ensure that the science was up to the 

task.”125 (One could argue that it was his job as science advisor to ensure that 

the president was made aware of the technological uncertainties.)

Weinberger and Shultz were kept out of the speechwriting process.126 The 

president’s decision to launch a strategic defense effort that would require 

a radical change in the security foundation of the Western alliance took 

place outside of the established policymaking process. When Shultz learned 

of the speech within forty-eight hours of Reagan’s televised address, he was 

horrified. The secretary of state told Clark that “it could hit the allies right 

between the eyes. This is the year when we especially need a cohesive alliance 

in our negotiations with the Soviets.” Shultz questioned the ability of the 

joint chiefs to weigh in on such a technical matter as missile defense, asking 

Clark, “Why place so much confidence in the Joint Chiefs of Staff? They are 

in no position to make what amounts to a scientific judgment.”127 Shultz was 

especially worried about the implications of the president’s speech for the 

ABM Treaty.128 Strikingly, members of the administration did not at all con-

sider the implications of SDI for space policy. Extended interagency delibera-

tions occurred before Ford and Carter issued their proclamations on military 

space policy and strategy; no such discussions took place prior to SDI.

In the afternoon of the president’s address to the nation, Shultz (with 

White House permission) showed a draft of the speech to Anatoly Dobrynin. 

The Soviet ambassador predicted that Reagan’s missile defense initiative 

would unleash “a new phase in the arms race.”129 Later that day, the presi-

dent shocked the world when he called for American scientists to develop the 

capability to render strategic nuclear weapons “impotent and obsolete.”130 A 
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few days later, Reagan told reporters that he would be willing to share a stra-

tegic defense capability with the Soviet Union “to prove that there was no 

longer any need for keeping these missiles.”131 The president would repeat 

his desire to share SDI with the Soviet Union; both his advisors and Soviet 

leaders doubted that this would ever happen. Reagan nevertheless believed 

that a strategic defense project could be a mechanism for promoting peace 

and eliminating nuclear weapons; Soviet leader Yuri Andropov, however, 

viewed it as an unprecedented provocation.132

Two days after the speech, Reagan signed NSDD-85 “Eliminating the 

Threat from Ballistic Missiles” and directed “the development of an inten-

sive effort to define a long-term research and development program aimed 

at the ultimate goal of eliminating the threat posed by nuclear ballistic mis-

siles.”133 Notably, the NSDD did not even allude to the technological basis 

for such a capability. Policy documents concerning SDI reveal a disconnect 

with presidential rhetoric. Although Reagan talked of strategic defense lead-

ing to a nuclear-free world, the program focused specifically on one type 

of nuclear delivery vehicle—ballistic missiles—although defending against 

cruise missiles would later receive attention too.

The administration commissioned multiple panels to evaluate the techno-

logical and strategic aspects of the missile defense program.134 Former NASA 

chief James Fletcher oversaw the Defense Technologies Study Team, known 

as the Fletcher panel. The Fletcher panel concluded that “powerful new tech-

nologies are becoming available that justify a major technology development 

effort offering future technical options to implement a defensive strategy.”135 

The Fletcher study envisaged a multilayered missile defense system with 

land and space components but did not foresee deployment until after the 

year 2000.136 The survivability of the space-based components was a critical 

issue. Richard DeLauer explained to lawmakers that the space components 

of any strategic defense system would be “fragile.”137 The survivability of a 

missile defense system required “a combination of technologies and tactics 

that remain to be worked out.”138 Some SDI advocates used the Apollo pro-

gram as evidence that the US could overcome the technical hurdles associ-

ated with a complex space-based missile defense. DeLauer pushed back on 

the Apollo analogy, saying that any one single area of a space-based missile 

defense system had “greater complexity than the programs [like Apollo] that 

have been loosely talked about.”139 The very fact that SDI entailed a research 

and development effort lasting ten to twenty years was quite beyond the 
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norm for Department of Defense acquisitions cycles and therefore a source 

of uncertainty as well.140

The Hoffman panel, named after the study’s lead Fred S. Hoffman, the head 

of a California-based think tank, examined the implications of defensive sys-

tems for future security strategy. Similar to the Fletcher study, the Hoffman 

panel claimed that “new technologies offer the possibility of a multilayered 

defense system.” Since there were significant unknowns about the technical 

feasibility of integrating all of the required components for a comprehensive 

strategic defense, Hoffman’s group advised that “partial systems” or “systems 

with more modest technical goals” might be worthwhile intermediate steps. 

In considering system effectiveness, Hoffman’s study argued that the deter-

rent potential of a strategic defense system depended on Soviet “objectives 

and style in planning for and using military force” and that Soviet assess-

ments of weapons effectiveness “may differ sharply from our own.” In other 

words, strategic defense might deter the Kremlin from launching a nuclear 

first strike. This deterrent argument likely came from Andrew Marshall, the 

head of the Pentagon’s Office of Net Assessment, who also contributed to the 

Hoffman report. He maintained that the critical factor in determining deter-

rent potential was the Soviet view of a weapon system’s credibility.141 Effec-

tiveness criteria would become a source of contention within the interagency 

and in public debates on SDI. The vulnerability of space-based components 

surfaced yet again, and Hoffman’s team emphasized the imperative to build 

a space-based system resilient to ASAT attacks.142

Initial studies on space-based missile defense raised a number of techni-

cal and political considerations. Although the role of strategic defense in a 

deterrence strategy could be debated, the challenges associated with deploy-

ing, maintaining, and defending the vast infrastructure for space-based mis-

sile defense were indisputable practical matters that had to be addressed if 

the program was ever going to get off the ground. A status report on SDI 

would later point out that “the production, transportation, support, logistics, 

and administrative requirements of a strategic defense system are as tremen-

dous as the military and technical requirements.”143 An operational strategic 

defense system would require a gigantic expansion of US military space infra-

structure that would have to be prioritized ahead of other national security 

and civil space projects.

In January 1984, Reagan formally established SDI as an official US gov-

ernment effort.144 At this point, SDI was only a research program to develop 
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technologies for missile defense; there was no specific concept for a missile 

defense system. To manage the program, the White House created the SDIO, 

reporting directly to Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger to ensure that 

interservice rivalry, a fact of life in the Pentagon, did not stymie SDI. An 

independent SDIO answering to Weinberger “not only highlighted the 

importance of SDIO; it also accorded its director unhampered access to the 

secretary of defense, a privilege (and power) that few others in the Pentagon 

had.”145 Growing SDI opposition among the military services, especially in 

the Air Force, made independence essential. Talking points for a meeting 

between Keyworth and Weinberger detail how the Air Force had “told its 

executing agencies (e.g., Space Division) to slow-roll ‘anything and every

thing concerning Starwars [sic].’ ” Air Staff—that is, headquarters Air Force 

at the Pentagon—informed Major General Robert Rankine, the deputy lead 

for space acquisition in the Air Force, that it “was not interested [in SDI].” 

According to Capitol Hill staffers, the Air Force was “actively cutting knees 

from under [the Strategic] Defense Initiative.”146

Weinberger appointed US Air Force Lieutenant General James “Abe” Abra-

hamson to lead SDIO. He had served as the associate director of NASA, was 

a former astronaut in the Manned Orbiting Laboratory program, and had 

directed the F-16 jet program. Abrahamson possessed the requisite technical 

management skills for taking on such a technologically complex program. 

The general’s personality was perhaps even more important than his profes-

sional qualifications. He was tall, slim, handsome, articulate, and very char-

ismatic. He turned out to be the best SDI promoter that Reagan could have 

ever hoped for. Abrahamson’s effective salesmanship would convince some 

skeptical members of Congress to support SDI, and he was largely responsible 

for securing the support of UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and allay-

ing some of the concerns of other European allies about SDI.147 Without his 

fully realizing it, Weinberger’s selection of Abrahamson was one of the most 

important decisions for SDI’s future.

The White House had the authority to establish SDI, but it would have 

to convince Congress to pay for it. SDIO’s budget submission for fiscal year 

1985 reveals that the majority of its funding request was associated with 

space infrastructure; this primarily involved the surveillance, tracking, 

and kill assessment (SATKA) mechanisms required for developing a missile 

defense system. Directed-energy weapons accounted for less than half of the 

requested funds for SATKA. For fiscal year 1985, SDIO received approximately 
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$1.4 billion out of the $1.77 billion it requested.148 Notably, even with SDI 

detractors in the US Congress, such as Senator Ted Kennedy, who famously 

referred to SDI as a “Star Wars” scheme, SDI’s budget tripled after three years 

and would reach approximately $30 billion by the end of the Cold War.149

Only a few weeks after Reagan formally established SDI in early Janu-

ary 1984, he made a significant space announcement during his annual State 

of the Union speech. The president invoked America’s pioneering spirit, 

saying that the US would push forward into space, “the next frontier.” He 

directed NASA to develop a permanently manned space station within a 

decade. The space station would initiate “quantum leaps” in medicine and 

scientific knowledge directly benefiting life on Earth. It was to be an inter-

national project, thereby “expand[ing] freedom for all who share our goals.” 

Reagan pledged that just as the “oceans opened up a new world for clipper 

ships,” the commercialization of space would lead to greater economic pros-

perity.150 Both SDI and the space station represented the aspiration to use 

space technologies to further US defense, diplomatic, and economic goals, 

which reflected the ideology underlying the conservative space agenda.151 

Notably, Reagan decided to pursue both SDI and the space station against the 

advice of key advisors, demonstrating his personal conviction that exploiting 

space was inextricably tied to his vision of American greatness.152

SPACE BECOMES A PROBLEM

In early 1984, there were still more questions than answers about the under

lying strategy and technologies associated with the president’s SDI project. 

The strategic implication of the program quickly emerged as one of the most 

contentious issues. Within days of Reagan’s March 23 address to the nation, 

SDI became a source of tension in superpower relations. Soviet leader Yuri 

Andropov accused the US of using the new missile defense effort to “gain 

a first strike capability against Soviet strategic forces,” and he warned that 

“the USSR will not allow the US to gain military superiority.”153 He further 

alleged that the US was using SDI to “militarize outer space,” overlooking the 

fact that space had long been militarized.154 A diplomat at the US embassy in 

Moscow sent a cable to Washington observing that “the tone of Andropov’s 

remarks was the sharpest we have seen from the top Soviet leader for some 

time.”155 KGB defector Vasili Mitrokhin explained that “the Center [KGB 

headquarters in Moscow] interpreted the announcement of the SDI (‘Star 
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Wars’) program in March 1983 as part of the psychological preparation of the 

American people for nuclear war.”156

High-level Soviet defense and intelligence officials believed that Reagan 

wanted to accelerate the arms race by seeking to deploy a vast number of 

weapons in space. A Soviet memorandum identified space militarization, 

deployment of space weapons in particular, as odnim iz glavnik voprosov (“one 

of the main questions”) affecting world peace and international stability.157 

Some senior Soviet officials were convinced that American space weapons 

could be used to destroy targets on land, at sea, and in the air, in addition to 

their ASAT and missile defense applications. Consequently, the Soviet Union 

referred to SDI technologies as kosmicheskoye udarnoye oruzhiye (“space-strike 

weapons”).158 The Kremlin’s fear of SDI being used to secure strategic superi-

ority placed space weapons at the center of the American–Soviet arms control 

dialogue.

While Moscow accused the US of trying to seize the high ground of space, 

the Kremlin sought the diplomatic high ground on space militarization. 

Andropov pledged to a delegation of US senators that the Soviet Union would 

implement a unilateral moratorium on testing ASATs “for as long as others, 

including the US, refrained from launching ASAT weapons of any kind.”159 

He said that “the planet is saturated with nuclear weapons; now there is an 

effort to stuff outer space with it [sic].” Andropov urged the US to support 

“the full prevention of testing and deployment of any space-based weapons 

designed to strike targets on the ground, in the air, or in outer space.”160 If 

the US agreed to this, the Soviet leader promised to dismantle all existing 

ASAT systems and not to develop new space weapons. Andropov’s proposal 

was in stark contrast to the Soviet Union’s unwillingness only four years prior 

to limit ASATs; now, the Soviet leader wanted to get rid of them. The CIA 

believed that the Kremlin sought “to preclude the development and deploy-

ment of the US direct-ascent ASAT interceptor, while their longer term aim is 

to prevent the US from translating its technological capabilities into systems 

such as space-based lasers that could be used both for ASAT weapons and for 

ballistic missile defense.”161 In August 1983, Andropov removed the Soviet 

ASAT from active service.162

Many members of the US Congress wanted the Reagan administration to 

agree to limits on the development of space arms, beginning with ASATs. In 

the summer of 1983, 106 members of Congress signed a letter to the presi-

dent urging him to work with the Soviet Union in preventing an arms race in 
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space because “the US is highly dependent on its space-based military assets 

for vital communications, navigation, intelligence, and treaty verification.” 

The letter called on the White House to agree to an immediate moratorium 

on ASAT testing.163 The Reagan administration found a testing moratorium 

unacceptable, claiming that the US needed to move forward with its air-

launched ASAT because a “moratorium would put the US in the position 

of accepting . . . ​a proven Soviet ASAT capability which we could not deter 

with a system of our own,” and also citing concerns about verification and 

potential Soviet cheating.164

In a March 1984 report to Congress, the White House explained that 

an interagency group had completed an examination of ASAT arms con-

trol approaches and found them all to be unsatisfactory.165 Verification was 

identified as a primary obstacle. Verification issues aside, the Pentagon was 

opposed to any limits on ASATs because it wanted “to pursue certain highly 

sensitive programs which would give us the ability to neutralize certain 

Soviet satellites in time of crisis.”166 The even more important problem 

was that “ASAT and SDI technology overlap is pervasive and any effective 

ASAT limitation would restrict SDI aspects.”167 Donald Kerr, the head of 

Los Alamos National Laboratory, observed in 1983 that “many of the more 

advanced technologies that now are being considered for anti-satellite use 

are virtually indistinguishable from ABM technologies.”168 Fundamentally, 

the White House wanted the freedom of action in space required to deploy 

both offensive and defensive capabilities.

The “ASAT–SDI entanglement” created a public relations problem for the 

president’s pledge that SDI was a non-weapon defensive measure that would 

be shared with the world.169 Reagan later characterized SDI as a “gigantic 

gas mask” that would protect the world from nuclear annihilation just as gas 

masks were used to protect people from poison gas attacks.170 In reality, SDI 

required the placement of weapons in space that could be used to attack 

Soviet satellites in addition to ballistic missiles. Reagan’s senior advisors would 

consistently point out the fact that SDI would depend on many of the same 

technologies as ASATs. Ed Meese stated bluntly that “the technology is the 

same; a treaty on ASAT testing could kill both ASAT and SDI.”171

The fact that SDI would give US space policy a much more militaristic 

image seems not to have been a concern at all for Reagan when he estab-

lished the program. The further blurring of the boundaries between mili-

tary and civil space activities through the use of the shuttle to launch SDI 
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components into space was apparently not even raised until well after the 

March 1983 speech. In early 1984, the Undersecretary of Defense for Policy 

Fred Iklé informed the NSC that the US space strategy, still under develop-

ment, “failed[ed] to consider the one factor which will dominate virtually all 

future space efforts . . . ​[the] Strategic Defense Initiative.”172 Iklé maintained 

that “the major components of an effective strategic defense system will be 

space-based” and that it was necessary to evaluate the “potential impact of 

the SDI on the three [civil, military, and intelligence] US space sectors.”173 

Kerr warned that “decisions made over the next year or two—particularly 

decisions regarding ASAT and ABM—will strongly influence the character of 

future space activity.” He further cautioned that “many of the more detailed 

consequences of the militarization or demilitarization of space are not, how-

ever, well understood.”174

A successful American ground-based missile defense test only contributed 

further to tension over SDI. Since the mid-1970s, the US Army had been 

developing a program to validate emerging technologies that might enable 

nonnuclear, hit-to-kill intercepts of Soviet ballistic missile warheads in outer 

space.175 This effort led to the Homing Overlay Experiment (HOE) that 

involved destroying a target missile launched from Vandenberg Air Force 

Base in California with an HOE interceptor launched from Kwajalein Mis-

sile Range in the Pacific Ocean. After three failed attempts, the Pentagon 

announced that the fourth one in June 1984 was indeed successful. Abra-

hamson described HOE as “hit[ting] a bullet with a bullet” and an impor

tant step forward for the strategic defense agenda.176 HOE technology would 

also have ASAT applications, although this was not publicly acknowledged 

by the Pentagon.177 Unsurprisingly, Soviet officials described the June test 

as a “dangerous step” that could provoke the Soviet Union into taking 

countermeasures.178

Less than three weeks after the HOE test, Soviet General Secretary Kon-

stantin Chernenko, who succeeded Andropov in February 1984, called upon 

the US to enter into formal talks aimed at banning space weapons.179 A Wash­

ington Post article described an ASAT competition as the “very definition of 

instability,” since attacking satellites could lead to a “terrible” outcome. The 

linkage between ASAT and missile defense technologies was suspected to be 

the real cause of the Reagan administration’s position that limits on ASATs 

were inadvisable.180 Advisors to the president took notice of the growing 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Campaign for the High Ground	 67

momentum in favor of limits on ASATs. As a way to meet the Soviets “half-

way,” some US officials favored entertaining limits on ASATs for a period of 

up to five years, including an “incidents in space” agreement that would 

specifically ban attacks on satellites, prohibit testing and deployment of 

high-altitude ASATs, and limit each side to one low-altitude ASAT system.181 

This policy, if adopted, would allow the US to demonstrate that it at least 

appeared serious about space arms control, potentially alleviating concerns 

in Congress, in the general public, and among US allies. Most importantly, it 

would not actually prevent the US from pursuing its MHV program or space-

based defense, unless Congress placed limits on these efforts. This latter pos-

sibility was alarming to SDI advocates.

Henry Cooper, the assistant director of ACDA who would eventually take 

over the SDI program, argued against any constraints on ASATs due to doubts 

that the US could verify their elimination and because of the implications for 

SDI. He said an “incidents in space” agreement had little risk, but a limit or 

ban on interceptors would be problematic and “directly intersects SDI (a la 

HOE) . . . ​[placing] us at a net disadvantage when SDI is considered” (empha-

sis in original).182 As already noted, it is unlikely that a five-year ban would 

have impacted SDI, since the Pentagon did not anticipate producing even an 

interim space-based defense system ready for deployment before the early 

to mid-1990s.183 But space arms control critics viewed ASAT limits as a slip-

pery slope that could lead to more significant restrictions on military space 

programs.184

Although tensions over space militarization ran high, there was cause for 

optimism that progress could be made toward securing new arms control 

agreements and improving relations between Moscow and Washington.185 

Simon Miles points out that in the spring and summer of 1984, “Moscow 

had sent a range of positive signals” indicating a serious interest in rap-

prochement. Soviet Marshall Nikolai Ogarkov criticized the arms buildups 

as “senseless” and labeled “limited nuclear war” as nothing more than “pure 

fantasy.”186 Outer space was, however, a key problem. Reagan responded to 

Chernenko’s call for discussions concerning space weapons with a package 

proposal that would include space, INF, and START.187 Chernenko objected 

to this framework, citing concerns that SDI “might be lost in the omnibus 

talks.”188 Although at this stage linkage between nuclear and space issues 

was an obstacle to getting the arms control negotiations moving, space 
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and nuclear issues would indeed be discussed in tandem in the Nuclear and 

Space Talks beginning in 1985.189

In the summer of 1984, Reagan approved a space strategy that laid out 

his administration’s plan for using space to further US national interests. 

The national security section identified the importance of curbing the flow 

of space technologies to the Soviet Union and enhancing the survivability of 

space systems. The strategy called upon the Department of Defense to use 

its “space and space-related programs [to] support the Strategic Defense Ini-

tiative.” In an effort to calm Congressional opposition to ASATs, the White 

House included the stipulation that it would “continue to study space arms 

control options.”190 Internal discussions regarding the ASAT issue remained 

tense, and opponents of space arms control, such as Weinberger and Perle, 

worked hard to ensure that limits on ASATs were not on the table.191

With ASAT arms control faltering, the administration struggled to reassure 

European allies and the American people that its military space agenda would 

promote stability. France and Britain worried that a Soviet missile defense 

buildup in response to SDI would erode the credibility of their nuclear deter-

rents.192 Shultz’s early predictions about SDI had turned out to be correct: 

establishing it without consulting the allies undermined transatlantic cohe-

sion at an especially delicate time. Intelligence analysts warned that “many 

allies, especially the INF [Pershing IIs] basing countries, fear the negative pub-

licity about space weapons could damage recent public relations gains that 

NATO has made on arms control and further erode domestic support for INF 

and other Alliance programs.”193

In the lead up to the 1984 presidential election, space militarization 

became a campaign issue. Democratic candidate Walter Mondale sought to 

put Reagan on the defensive about SDI. Mondale ran a television ad show-

ing the Earth against the blackness of space with a narrator saying, “It’s 

from up here that President Reagan, if reelected, is determined to orbit killer 

weapons. He’ll spend a trillion dollars. The Russians will have to match us. 

And the arms race will rage out of control—layer on layer—orbiting, aim-

ing, waiting. Walter Mondale will draw the line at the heavens. No weapons 

in space—from either side. On November 6, draw that line with him.”194 

Mondale’s advisors wanted to use the prospect of an arms race in space to 

scare voters about Reagan’s strategic defense project. A campaign strategist 

candidly said, “We’ve got to get people to burst out of this bubble that the 

Reagan campaign has created . . . ​so we took them into outer space.”195
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At a presidential debate approximately one month before the election, 

Mondale and Reagan exchanged verbal spears about SDI. Mondale predicted 

that SDI would precipitate a dangerous arms race in space that would make 

US satellites even more vulnerable. Reagan retorted that “[he] never suggested 

where the weapons should be or what kind [sic].”196 He described SDI as a 

defensive program and expressed his wish that the Soviet Union would “join 

us” and share in the benefits of a strategic defense system. Mondale described 

the prospect of sharing SDI technologies with the Soviet Union as danger-

ous.197 Reagan was speaking truthfully when he said that no decision had 

been made about “where the weapons should be”: that is, whether a strategic 

defense system would be ground based or space based. But the administra-

tion’s approach to space arms control was based on the premise that accepting 

any limits on space militarization could negatively impact the future deploy-

ment of space-based defense, in recognition of the fact that space weapons 

were critical for boost-phase interception of ballistic missiles.198 Reagan’s land-

slide victory suggests, however, that Mondale’s attempt to use the prospect of 

a space arms race to sway voters had very little, if any, impact.

Even though the characterization of SDI as a dangerous space weapons 

program did not affect the election, it foreshadowed the Reagan adminis-

tration’s difficulties with getting the public to support having weapons in 

space. An April 1984 CBS/NYT poll had found that 67 percent of respondents 

approved of developing a missile defense system.199 Yet, at the same time, 

a Harris poll found that 82 percent of respondents were in favor of super-

power negotiations to “outlaw the use of weapons in outer space.”200 The 

idea of a defense against ballistic missiles appealed to many people, but the 

prospect of orbital weapons did not. With these factors in mind, McFarlane 

predicted that “the most difficult issue [for SDI] would be space,” and Meese 

advised “[distancing] the space issue from the SDI issue, that they are not the 

same, and that the President’s idea is not simply a space question.”201 Gil Rye 

pointed toward the space station project as a necessary counterbalance to the 

perception that the administration was “militarizing space.”202

Clearly, the administration needed to take control of the SDI narrative 

with a concerted public diplomacy strategy. Reagan implored his advisors 

to make clear that SDI was a “system which does not kill people . . . ​it would 

free the world from the threat of nuclear weapons.” It would moreover be 

internationalized: that is, shared with the world. Strategic defense, accord-

ing to the president, would obviate concerns about verification of future 
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arms control agreements because it would serve as the ultimate insurance 

policy for Soviet cheating.203

The fact that SDI was only an umbrella for multiple research efforts com-

pounded the public relations challenge; neither the Pentagon nor the White 

House had a good answer to the question of what exactly SDI was. Reagan 

focused on convincing people that comprehensive defense was indeed pos

sible and desirable when he had no idea what kind of a strategic defense sys­

tem might one day be produced. The minutes of a December 1984 National 

Security Planning Group meeting sheds light on the lack of coherence in 

the administration regarding the technological foundation of SDI. Ambas-

sador Ed Rowney, the chief START negotiator, said about SDI that “we are 

not talking about putting nuclear weapons in space, only nuclear reactors 

[to power SDI lasers].” McFarlane corrected him by saying that the Excalibur 

X-ray laser “involves a nuclear explosion in space.” Weinberger objected to 

McFarlane’s characterization of SDI and explained that “we are seeking a 

non-nuclear system, i.e., non-nuclear kill [mechanism] for destroying the 

ballistic missiles.” The secretary of defense then brushed aside these dis-

agreements over the nuclear and nonnuclear aspects of SDI and said that 

regardless of the technologies chosen, the program’s goal was to reduce 

“offensive systems as we evolve towards defensive systems.”204

What specific technologies were chosen would have significant political 

implications. A system built around directed-energy weapons would prob

ably not materialize before the dawn of the twenty-first century at the 

earliest. Such a situation was unlikely to affect arms control in the near 

term. Conversely, the White House moving forward with an interim system 

using hit-to-kill interceptors, like the ones demonstrated in the HOE, would 

have immediate implications for the ABM Treaty and the strategic arms 

dialogue with Moscow. The unknowns about the technologies that the US 

would pursue required the Soviets and European allies to use their imagi-

nations and contemplate what they considered to be worst-case scenarios. 

US allies were frustrated with the lack of consultation concerning the tech-

nical details of SDI because they did not realize just how little consensus 

there was in the Reagan administration about what the course of strategic 

defense research should be.205 The technological details surrounding a stra-

tegic defense system would become the subject of even greater domestic 

political controversy in the US and among transatlantic allies and a signifi-

cant source of tension in the American–Soviet arms control negotiations.
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CONCLUSIONS

Reagan’s first term in office witnessed the most radical American space 

announcements since the presidency of John F. Kennedy. Pushing the com-

mercialization of space, moving forward with an ASAT program, establish-

ing SDI, and directing NASA to develop a space station were all closely 

intertwined. A conviction that space technologies were inextricably linked 

with American security and prosperity tied all of these endeavors together. 

Space programs were not an adjunct to broader US policy objectives but 

rather served as a vehicle for promoting the full spectrum of American inter-

ests. A central discontinuity between Reagan and his predecessors was that 

space militarization overtly became a key element of American statecraft.

Understanding why Reagan established SDI is a complex matter. The pro-

gram emerged out of a mixture of issues. The idea that advanced technologies 

could provide a path away from dependence on nuclear weapons certainly 

appealed to the president, which was the product of Reagan’s underlying 

techno-optimism and skepticism of nuclear deterrence. His view of Soviet 

military power was also a factor. Scholars of this period have tended to view 

US public diplomacy that framed SDI as a response to Soviet defense pro-

grams as only a convenient justification for the program.206 Yet, already in 

1982 and 1983, we do find sincere concern among Reagan and his advisors 

about intelligence reports suggesting that the Soviet Union might gain the 

upper hand in advanced technologies that could be used for strategic defense 

and securing military advantages in space.207 It is unlikely that this intel-

ligence was the decisive factor in Reagan’s SDI decision, but the archival rec

ord reveals that the president increasingly viewed space as a contested “high 

ground” in the early years of his first term in the White House.208

In contrast to prior US policy decisions regarding space militarization, SDI 

was not the product of intensive interagency deliberations. Reagan inten-

tionally kept discussions leading to its creation out of the formal bureaucratic 

process, fearing that doing otherwise would kill the program. Since SDI was 

the result of a relatively quick top-down decision, its consequences for US 

foreign policy were not thoroughly considered. Setting aside the more com-

plex question of whether the US could produce a comprehensive space-based 

defense system, the political and financial implications of an unprecedented 

expansion of space infrastructure that space-based missile defense would 

require did not significantly factor into Reagan’s calculus.
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Although limits on ASATs had been on the table since the late 1970s, this 

subject had been a largely peripheral issue in the American–Soviet strategic 

arms dialogue. SDI, however, quickly moved space arms control from the 

edge to the center of the superpower arms control agenda. While the White 

House did not yet have a clear idea of what a space-based missile defense 

might entail, key advisors to Reagan opposed even entertaining limits on 

military space programs due to the implications for SDI. The prospect of 

American space-based missile defense and ASAT deployment made space 

militarization a contentious issue in the transatlantic alliance as well, forc-

ing US allies to pay much closer attention to an area that had historically 

been largely absent in high-level discussions within NATO. The linkages 

between space-based defense and ASAT technologies undermined Rea-

gan’s pledge that the program was fundamentally peaceful and defensive 

in nature. Managing opposition to intensified space militarization would 

become an especially difficult task for the Reagan administration in its deal-

ings with the public, allies, and the Soviet Union.
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In the summer of 1986, Pope John Paul II called upon world governments to 

create “joint agreements and commitments” that would ensure “the peaceful 

uses of space resources.”1 The Pope’s statement came in the midst of intense 

argument about SDI and the military uses of outer space. Both the US and the 

Soviet Union had attempted to persuade the Holy See to adopt their respective 

positions on the controversial space-based missile defense program.2 Because 

the Reagan administration presented SDI as a moral alternative to the threat 

of nuclear annihilation, elements of the US government sought the endorse-

ment of the leader of the Roman Catholic Church, who had established a 

reputation as a staunch anti-communist.3 In an effort not to be seen as partial 

to either the US or the Soviet Union, John Paul II refused to publish a report 

produced by the Pontifical Academy of Sciences that was critical of SDI.4 The 

involvement of the Pope in the SDI debate was yet another sign of how the 

military uses of space had become a central issue in the international arena 

of high-stakes diplomacy. Controversy over SDI mobilized a wide range of 

actors to take part in debates over the military use of space in the 1980s, and 

the Pope’s participation is perhaps one of the most prominent symbols of the 

diversity of actors who shaped the dialogue on strategic defense.

Almost immediately after Reagan made his March 23 SDI speech, scien-

tists, national security analysts, journalists, and politicians began to make 

arguments for and against space-based missile defense. The Reagan admin-

istration was not prepared for SDI becoming a topic of discussion among 

defense intellectuals and the general public. Even though the Department 

of Defense did not yet have a firm idea in 1983 of what kind of strategic 

3  OUT OF THE BLACK
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defense system would ultimately be pursued, several scientists immediately 

began publishing articles detailing how a comprehensive space-based mis-

sile defense would be prodigiously expensive, an unparalleled technological 

challenge, and a source of even greater insecurity in superpower relations.

There is a growing body of scholarship that explores the role of scientific 

expertise, along with the questions surrounding technological feasibility, in 

the public debates over SDI.5 But the discourse on SDI was about much more 

than technical and strategic disagreements; it was also defined by divergent 

views on humanity’s future in the cosmos. Arguments about infrastructure 

for strategic defense, SDI’s impact on arms control, and the feasibility of 

space-based missile defense simultaneously advanced different views about 

the utility and desirability of military activities in space. The critics of SDI 

argued that the “sanctity” of space could and should be preserved through 

arms control, while many opponents believed that the “weaponization of 

space” was unstoppable and in the national interest.

Since the dawn of the Space Age, the US government consistently stressed 

the idea that the American space program was devoted to the peaceful uses 

of outer space. Even though space had been militarized from the beginning 

of human activities in the cosmos, in the 1960s and 1970s, neither the 

US nor the Soviet Union drew attention to their military space programs. 

However, building support for SDI required bringing aspects of US military 

space activities, which lived in the “black” world of special-access programs 

protected by code words, into the public sphere. But releasing more infor-

mation about US military space activities would not be sufficient for allay-

ing the intensifying international concerns about a space arms race.

In an attempt to pacify the anti-SDI lobby, Reagan tried to separate space-

based missile defense and offensive space weapons; as has already been 

noted, such a distinction was rhetorically powerful but artificial in reality. 

Concurrently, the US government embarked on an organized public diplo-

macy campaign that presented SDI as a necessary response to ominous Soviet 

space weapons. To this end, the US government released sanitized intelli-

gence reports to highlight a menacing Soviet military space effort that was a 

direct threat to US national security. In promoting strategic defense, the Rea-

gan administration fundamentally had to reorient the views of the American 

electorate and key allies on the uses of space for national security endeavors. 

In doing so, the White House had to walk a fine line in its simultaneous 
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characterizations of SDI as a pacific endeavor to promote stability and an 

answer to an accelerating military space race.

MUTUALLY ASSURED SURVEILLANCE

In May 1961, John F. Kennedy implored Congress to appropriate the funds 

to place a man on the moon and bring him safely home before the end of 

the decade. Even more important than a moon mission being “impressive 

to mankind” would be its contribution to the “long-range exploration of 

space.”6 When Kennedy made his moon speech at Rice Stadium in Sep-

tember 1962, he emphasized the pacific nature of the US space program. 

The president declared: “We now look into space, to the moon and to the 

planets beyond, and we have vowed that we shall not see it governed by 

a hostile flag of conquest, but by a banner of freedom and peace. We have 

vowed that we shall not see space filled with weapons of mass destruction, 

but with instruments of knowledge and understanding.”7

Kennedy explained that a robust US space program was essential for win-

ning the “battle that is now going on around the world between freedom 

and tyranny.” And he stressed that space competition was a peaceful alterna-

tive to military confrontation. In reality, the president was not at all inter-

ested in space exploration. Kennedy told NASA Administrator James Webb 

that Apollo was important for “international political reasons” and that he 

was “not that interested in space”; exploration was not a compelling justi-

fication.8 Roger Launius has pointed out that the “symbolism of Kennedy’s 

Apollo commitment has held special appeal for advocates of space explora-

tion.”9 Many Americans had come to believe that the US sought to use space 

exploration as a peaceful mechanism for outcompeting the Soviet Union. The 

rhetoric surrounding Apollo only reinforced this idea and would have signifi-

cant implications for the way in which people perceived SDI in the 1980s.

At the same time that Kennedy was presenting his moon plan, his admin-

istration secretly moved all military space programs into the “black” with 

the issuance of Department of Defense Directive S-5200.13 in March 1962. 

The top-secret document maintained that it was “impractical to selectively 

protect certain military space programs while continuing an open launch 

policy for others since to do so would emphasize sensitive projects.”10 In 

1961, the director of central intelligence established the BYEMAN Control 
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System, which protected specific details about the mission and capabilities 

of reconnaissance satellites.11

The popular outlet Aviation Week and Space Technology regularly published 

articles on secret military and intelligence satellites, which led commenta-

tors to refer to it as “Aviation Leak and Space Mythology,” but the US gov-

ernment remained tight-lipped about national security space activities.12 

When the Johnson administration approved the deployment of Program 

437, a nuclear-tipped ASAT designed to defend against Soviet orbital nuclear 

weapons, US national security officials emphasized that “no public attention 

should be directed toward development of [US] anti-satellite capabilities” 

with the objective of not undermining US space reconnaissance and freedom 

of space.13 The US government sought to signal that it intended space to be a 

domain of peace rather than a potential avenue for extending the arms race.

Beginning in the 1970s, the US government became selectively more open 

about certain military space programs. After launching the first Defense Sup-

port Program (DSP) early warning satellite in 1970, the Department of Defense 

released some information about DSP’s primary mission as an early warning 

platform. The Pentagon hoped that disclosing the existence of a space-based 

early warning system would strengthen the US’s ability to deter the Soviet 

Union from launching a nuclear first strike.14 Showcasing advanced early 

warning satellites as tools of deterrence fit squarely into the narrative that the 

US space program promoted peace and stability between the superpowers. 

American officials nevertheless remained quiet about NRO systems.15

The superpower arms control negotiations in the late 1960s and 1970s pre-

cipitated a debate among US officials about the secrecy surrounding military 

and intelligence satellites. Policymakers wondered how they could convince 

the electorate, Congress, and US allies to support arms control treaties whose 

verification would depend on satellites that were highly classified. Many 

officials wanted to share some public information about NRO satellites, but 

intelligence leaders opposed any classification changes on the grounds that 

they would compromise sensitive sources and methods.16 Beginning with the 

Interim Agreement and the ABM Treaty, Washington and Moscow agreed to 

use “national technical means” of verification as a euphemism for satellites, 

obviating the need to declassify the existence of reconnaissance satellites.17

Despite the intense secrecy regime surrounding the NRO, the use of satel-

lites for arms control verification contributed to a general perception that 

space technologies were enabling superpower rapprochement. Unsurprisingly, 
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information about the use of satellites for verification made its way into the 

media. A 1972 Houston Post article informed readers that “spies in the sky 

keep two big powers in balance.” Satellites provided a means of trust building 

that would contribute to a an “effort to scale down . . . ​[nuclear] arsenals.”18 

A US News and World Report article (also published in 1972) explained that 

due to satellites, “the world is now virtually an open book” and that space 

systems had become “vital tools of American policy.”19 These ideas dove-

tailed nicely with the “we came in peace for all mankind” rhetoric of the 

moon landing.20 In this context, a US policy shift that included development 

of space weapons would appear as a dangerous challenge to the use of space 

technologies to make the world a safer place.

Although Ford did indeed adopt a militarily competitive space policy 

based on the premise that the US needed weapons to destroy Soviet satellites 

in wartime, the justification for this shift was not publicly disclosed. Media 

reports about killer satellites created the impression that the US ASAT was 

only a response to the Soviet ASAT program. There was no public mention 

of the real reason behind the Ford ASAT decision: that the emerging military 

support role of satellites made them valuable targets in a war with the Soviet 

Union.21 Brent Scowcroft, Ford’s national security advisor, stressed the need 

for a clear statement concerning the rationale for an ASAT program. Other

wise, “budgetary pressures, arms control considerations, and other interna-

tional policy factors could impede progress in this area.”22 But Ford left the 

White House before there could be any public discussion about ASATs. Con-

sequently, even though Ford’s space policy differed greatly from that of his 

predecessors, the public presentation of US space policy did not substantially 

change. It was not until Reagan came into office that the idea to use ASATs to 

attack Soviet space systems and to deter Moscow’s use of ASATs had entered 

into the mainstream of the government’s public diplomacy on space matters.

Carter’s pursuit of ASAT arms control reaffirmed the US commitment to 

the peaceful use of outer space. When the president decided to proceed with 

ASAT development, Secretary of Defense Harold Brown told the public that 

the US was being dragged into a space arms race because the Soviet Union 

would not agree to ASAT limits.23 The fact that there were senior defense 

officials who wanted an ASAT program to be able to attack Soviet satellites, 

regardless of Moscow’s ASAT program, was not public knowledge. The presi-

dent’s 1978 speech at Kennedy Space Center presented photoreconnaissance 

satellites as having benefited all humankind through their role in monitoring 
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arms control agreements, but there was no mention of satellites supporting 

military functions such as precision targeting. The president constructed a 

progressive narrative, describing how satellites “brought us a great deal of 

human knowledge and . . . ​may also have brought us a measure of wisdom.”24

With the superpowers both developing ASATs in the late 1970s, the 1967 

Outer Space Treaty no longer appeared to be sufficient for keeping weapons 

out of the cosmos. The treaty signatories had agreed not to place weapons of 

mass destruction in space, but there was no prohibition on nonnuclear space 

weapons. Members of the UN Conference on Disarmament (CD) acknowl-

edged that the Outer Space Treaty “by itself did not guarantee the preven-

tion of an arms race in outer space.”25 The growing anxiety that “advances 

in science and technology had made the extension of the arms race into 

outer space a real possibility” prompted the CD in 1981 to commence discus-

sions on an international agreement to Prevent an Arms Race in Outer Space 

(PAROS for short).26 However, there was disagreement about how to even 

define a space weapon.

At a UN conference on space in 1982, Secretary General Javier Perez de 

Cuellar warned that an arms race in space would increase the potential for 

confrontation between nations. “We must oppose vigorously the increased 

militarization of outer space. We have time, but very little.”27 Even before 

SDI, the prospect of a space arms race was a source of anxiety in the pub-

lic sphere. As détente was crumbling, the heavens increasingly looked like a 

future battleground. The presentation of reconnaissance satellites as stabiliz-

ing silent sentinels in the sky had drawn a hard line between weaponized 

and non-weaponized military space activities. Reagan would have to con-

vince the American electorate, allies, and the Soviet Union that a weaponized 

phase in the militarization of space could somehow lead to greater security. 

But his administration underestimated what a prodigious task this was from 

the standpoint of public diplomacy.

ENTER THE SPACE INTELLECTUALS

Herman Kahn, a distinguished strategist, said in 1982 that he could “fore-

see the day when ‘clean wars’ could be fought in space.” Dr. Robert Cooper 

of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency expressed the view that 

“as the superpowers deploy more satellites that provide crucial information 

for weapons on the ground, the incentive to knock them out of operation 
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increases.”28 This latter perspective reflected the same ideas that led Ford to 

approve a new US ASAT program in January 1977. There were fundamentally 

two opposing schools of thought on space security in the early 1980s. The 

first argued that the US needed to pursue arms control to restrain an arms 

race in space. The second maintained that space weapons were vital for deny-

ing the Soviet Union access to space in wartime, destroying ballistic missiles, 

and defending satellites.

Although war in space had garnered media attention in the late 1970s, 

Reagan’s presentation of his strategic defense vision to the world in 1983 

added an entirely new dimension to the discourse on superpower space activ-

ities. As a result of SDI, defense analysts, arms control experts, and scientists 

had begun to consider space security issues more closely. The British scholar 

of military strategy Colin Gray published a book in 1982 called American 

Military Space Policy: Information Systems, Weapon Systems and Arms Control. 

This was the first comprehensive (unclassified) academic study of US think-

ing on the use of space to further national security interests that took into 

consideration the technological changes in the 1970s, especially the rise of 

nonnuclear ASATs and near real-time photographic reconnaissance capabili-

ties.29 He wanted the book “to encourage informed debate of US space pol-

icy,” which was lacking in the strategic studies community. At this time, Gray 

was providing his expertise to the Reagan administration’s General Advisory 

Committee on Arms Control and Disarmament.30 In 1983, he published an 

updated version of his book that examined some of the consequences of 

SDI for military space policy. He not only addressed the ways in which the 

US and the Soviet Union were using space systems for national security pur-

poses, but also laid out some of the core tenets of a theory of spacepower. 

In contrast to the arms control advocates, Gray viewed any treaty limiting 

military space capabilities as an undesirable constraint on American techno-

logical competitiveness.

Within days of Reagan’s “Star Wars” speech, American physicist Richard 

Garwin published a piece in the New York Times entitled “Reagan’s Riski-

ness,” which described SDI as a dangerous undertaking. Garwin, who had 

substantial experience with nuclear weapons, missile defense, and military 

space programs, explained that space-based missile defense would require a 

system of “unprecedented effectiveness.” Rather than providing more stabil-

ity, he maintained that space-based missile defense would “lead to a war in 

space as a prelude to war on earth.”31 Garwin set the stage for the granular 
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system-level analysis that would be carried out by other defense scientists, 

such as Ashton Carter, and scientific organizations, including the Union of 

Concerned Scientists and the American Physical Society.

Gray wanted to convey to the readers of his book that while the techni-

cal considerations raised by scientists such as Garwin were important, sci-

entific arguments on missile defense oftentimes masked strategic biases. He 

observed that “lurking behind the frequent technical, and somewhat infre-

quent tactical and strategic arguments, about weapons in space are a wide 

range of vested interests and deeply ingrained doctrinal preferences.”32 The 

fact that some of “the best technical minds in the US” had doubted the 

practicality of ICBMs in the early 1950s served as a reminder, according to 

Gray, that “experts are not always strong on foresight.” He further observed 

that applying traditional military concepts such as maneuver warfare and 

active defense to the space domain required a paradigm shift for military 

officers and defense planners who did not think about space systems as 

anything more than support infrastructure. Gray nevertheless lamented 

Reagan’s establishment of a space command without first creating doctrine 

to guide its activities.33 In short, there was much talk about needing to deter 

the Soviets in space but little coherent thinking about what a comprehen-

sive military strategy involving space capabilities might look like.

Whereas military officers had been prominent voices in the push for a 

more militarized space policy in the late 1950s and in the early 1960s, this 

was less the case in the 1980s.34 Even many senior military officers did not 

have the security clearances to access specific details about US military and 

intelligence satellites. Since the US government had intentionally obfuscated 

the details surrounding military space systems, having an informed debate, 

even among defense intellectuals, was difficult. There was also a general lack 

of interest among the military services for a greater push toward a more mili-

tarized space policy because of the potential effects on traditional defense 

programs. Gray pointed out that there was bureaucratic resistance to “pro-

moting the idea of a ‘space force,’ in part because such a force would com-

pete for shares of the [defense] budget.” In sum, parochial service politics 

would make military leaders, especially in the Army and the Navy, reluctant 

to embrace a new way of thinking about space that would primarily benefit 

the US Air Force.

In 1983, the Soviet Union announced that it would unilaterally establish a 

moratorium on ASAT testing. Andropov’s proposal to ban testing of weapons 
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in space, leading to their full elimination, seemed to present an opportunity 

after the failed ASAT talks in 1978 and 1979 to make serious progress on 

space arms control. The subject of arms control reaching into space became 

one of the most contentious issues among national security commentators. 

Paul Stares, a political scientist, had begun to write about space security issues 

in the early 1980s and was the ideological opposite of Gray. Stares wrote that 

“1983 may well be considered as the year in which the United States irrevo-

cably committed itself to a new course in space” that signaled a “new trend 

in the militarization of space.” He presented the early 1980s as a rebirth for 

ideas about space weaponization that were challenged by the Eisenhower 

administration’s commitment to what he calls the “passive” uses of outer 

space.35 The only way forward, he believed, was to engage with the Soviet 

Union on limiting space weapons. However, he and Gray agreed on a key 

point: that the US ASAT program would not serve as an effective deterrent. 

But they diverged on how to respond to the Soviet ASAT threat. For Stares, 

arms control was the optimal way to protect vulnerable US satellites, whereas 

Gray maintained that ASAT arms control was not verifiable and would pre-

vent the development of space weapons that could prove to be vital in a 

conflict with the Soviet Union.36

Skeptics of ASAT arms control oftentimes pointed to verification as the 

main problem. How would the US know if the Soviet Union deployed weap-

ons in space? John Pike of the Federation of American Scientists pointed 

out that Soviet ASATs were launched into space using large SS-9 rockets that 

were “readily observable by US national technical means”: that is, recon-

naissance satellites.37 In contrast, Gray argued that smaller space weapons, 

such as space mines, could not be detected by reconnaissance satellites, 

rendering an ASAT arms treaty unverifiable.38 Underlying Gray’s technical 

analysis was his view that the Soviet Union had cheated on arms control 

before and would likely do so again.39 Another factor at play was Gray’s 

firm belief that the US should pursue any capability that could give it a lead 

in the superpower military competition. Donald Hafner, a US official who 

had been directly involved in the American–Soviet ASAT talks, observed in 

a 1982 article that verification was not the real reason why key officials 

resisted ASAT negotiations; in reality, they sought “more exotic and futuris-

tic weapons . . . ​deployed in orbit.”40 These observations in no way suggest 

that verification concerns were not real or valid, but rather that opposition 

to ASAT arms control was frequently accompanied by the viewpoint that 
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space weapons should be pursued to secure a strategic advantage over the 

Soviet Union.

ASTROCULTURAL WARS

The technical nuances of the space debates among defense intellectuals 

were easily lost on the general American electorate. Nuclear deterrence was 

complex enough, but missiles at least were recognizable and familiar. Soviet 

ICBM launch sites and bomber bases could be placed on a map and shown 

on television, in movies, or in newspapers. Movies such as Dr.  Strangelove 

and WarGames provided highly fictionalized accounts of US nuclear forces, 

but they at least acquainted audiences with the infrastructure of nuclear war. 

The “geography” of space, on the other hand, was arcane. Satellites were 

driven by the principles of orbital mechanics, which could be difficult for the 

nonspecialist to grasp. Security experts discussed and debated the dangers 

and merits of having ASATs that could reach satellites in low Earth orbit and 

geosynchronous orbit, where especially important nuclear warning satellites 

were deployed.41

Space terminology was unfamiliar, highly technical, and intimidating. 

Films such as Moonraker and Star Wars showed completely unrealistic por-

trayals of space operations that violated basic Keplerian principles. They nev-

ertheless shaped the popular imagination of what a space conflict might look 

like. The fact that Senator Ted Kennedy (D-MA) referred to Reagan’s grand 

vision as “Star Wars” and the name stuck is perhaps the clearest example of 

how popular conceptions of space influenced the way that people thought 

about SDI.42 Even SDI supporters had conflicting views on the name “Star 

Wars”; Reagan resented the association, saying that it “denigrate[d] the 

whole idea.”43 By contrast, Phyllis Schlafly of the Eagle Forum, a conserva-

tive interest group, embraced the “Star Wars” moniker because it highlighted 

SDI’s role in a “drama of the battle between good and evil.”44

Debates over SDI were more than technical and strategic exercises about 

deterrence and strategic stability. At a fundamental level, they were about 

what kind of place space would be in the near future. Would space weapons 

transform the heavens into a battlefield? Could laser weapons usher in a new 

age of peace and security? Did increased militarization of the heavens por-

tend a dark future for humanity’s exploration of the cosmos? Depending on 

one’s views of space, SDI could be either utopian or dystopian.
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The founders of High Frontier, the most prominent citizen support group 

for SDI, clearly wanted to appeal to romantic notions of conquering and 

colonizing outer space. In the court of public opinion, SDI was as much an 

astrocultural battle as a political one. Alexander Geppert defines “astrocul-

ture” as the ways in which “human beings have used their creative powers to 

render the infinite vastness of outer space conceivable.”45 As politicians and 

commentators lined up in favor and against SDI, they oftentimes were mak-

ing implicit, and at times explicit, arguments about humanity’s future in the 

cosmos. Congressman Joe Moakley (D-MA) wrote in a December 1983 issue 

of Arms Control Today that “this generation is the first to look to the heavens 

and know the stars are within reach. Shall our children pursue this new des-

tiny peacefully, in the spirit of exploration? Or shall they view outer space 

as yet another arena for the futile attempts of one nation to gain temporary 

military advantage over another? The choice is before us now. Let us work to 

keep space free from weapons.”46

Moakley advocated restraint through arms control to maintain the sanc-

tity of space as a special domain that would be untouched by the horrors of 

war. But not everyone believed that this was a realistic proposition. ASATs 

were already in existence, and advancements in electronics were going to 

make them more accurate and lethal. Both the US and the Soviet Union rec-

ognized that satellites provided military advantages and were therefore crit-

ical targets for enemy strikes in wartime. Senator Barry Goldwater observed 

in 1984 that “space is just another place where wars will be fought.”47 Gray 

agreed with Goldwater that “military conflict in space is not a matter for 

US policy choice today—the choice has already been made.”48 Satellites, 

according to Gray, had become too critical for modern warfighting, and the 

Soviet Union could not therefore be dissuaded through arms control from 

seeking to destroy American space systems in a conflict.

To highlight what they saw as the immediate dangers of SDI, many of the 

program’s opponents argued that any space-based weapons would threaten the 

satellite surveillance regime employed by the superpowers. Famed astronomer 

Carl Sagan said in 1985 that he was “not against the militarization of space . . . ​

we have been militarizing space with reconnaissance satellites since the 1960s, 

and they’re worth their weight in gold. It’s the introduction of weapons into 

space that worries me very much.”49 Moakley similarly invoked the stabilizing 

power of reconnaissance satellites, saying that “placing weapons in space that 

might threaten these [reconnaissance] satellites will raise rather than lower 
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the chances of a devastating nuclear war on Earth.”50 Congressman George 

Brown (D-CA) distinguished between two kinds of military activities in space: 

information gathering, which was beneficial, and “so-called force-extending 

activities,” which he called “the weaponization of space.” Brown argued that 

this “emerging competition in space weapons threatens this delicate intel-

ligence apparatus and is, therefore, destined to increase the likelihood of a 

nuclear exchange.” ASATs would destroy the satellites that “serve as our eyes 

and ears in the sky.”51 Congressman John F. Seiberling (D-OH) rhetorically 

asked, “Should we add to that threats to satellites that monitor deployment 

of weapons by both sides and follow that up by spending billions in a futile 

and destabilizing space weapons competition?”52

Notably, Moakley, Brown, and Seiberling did not sit on any congressio-

nal committees that granted them access to classified information concern-

ing US military and intelligence space programs. Their and Sagan’s position 

on space weapons was inextricably linked to the widespread perception 

that satellite reconnaissance was stabilizing and that space should there-

fore remain a de-weaponized zone. It is impossible to know if access to US 

intelligence on Soviet space weapons would have changed their viewpoint. 

Senator John Kerry (D-MA), who did have access to top-secret information 

about US reconnaissance satellites and Soviet ASAT capabilities, vehemently 

opposed SDI in part because he believed that it would make American intel-

ligence satellites more vulnerable.53

For many SDI advocates, space weapons offered a way out of the nuclear 

stalemate. Rather than being destabilizing, space defense could save human-

kind from nuclear Armageddon. Zbigniew Brzezinski co-authored a 1985 

opinion piece with the astronomer Robert Jastrow and the diplomat Max 

Kampelman in defense of SDI. Even though Brzezinski had been an ardent 

supporter of ASAT arms control in the late 1970s, he maintained that seri-

ous consideration should be given to space-based missile defense because it 

could ultimately lower the probability of nuclear war. Instead of presenting 

SDI as a futuristic endeavor, Brzezinski, Kampelman, and Jastrow argued 

that “some of the [missile defense] technologies are mature and unexotic” 

and that a strategic defense system could therefore be deployed within the 

next decade. The authors specifically identified the critical role of kinetic 

space interceptors: the “so-called ‘space weapons’ of strategic defense are 

indispensable for the crucial boost-phase defense. To eliminate them would 

destroy the usefulness of the defense.”54
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Hugh Thomas, a British historian with close ties to Thatcher, rejected 

the notion that space should be preserved as a sanctuary. In defending SDI 

during a speech to the Conference of Science and Technology in Lisbon in 

1986, Thomas said:

The [SDI] project seems to belong to the world of Jules Verne: a conflict 300 miles 

above the earth is not within the bounds of experience . . . ​there is an under-

standable reluctance to contemplate the idea of conflict in space . . . ​because [of] 

attachment to the idea of primitive innocence among the stars . . . ​though it is 

attractive to entertain the idea of a virgin universe, it is no more realistic than 

that of the forest so loved by, if so unknown to, Jean Jacques Rousseau when he 

talked of the noble savage. I would myself prefer to have war in space than war in 

Westminster or the 8th arrondissement.55

Thomas’s speech highlighted the contested nature of space war. For some, 

conflict in space would inevitably lead to nuclear conflagration on Earth. For 

others, such as Thomas, a war in space could ensure the safety of people below. 

This latter position treated space as a discrete realm that was somehow discon-

nected from Earth. In reality, no such distinction existed, but it nevertheless 

had a powerful effect on the human imagination and appealed to a deep-

rooted desire to find a way back to a pre-Nuclear Age sense of invulnerability.

With humanity’s future in space at a crossroads, the Pontifical Academy 

of Sciences hosted a conference in early October 1984 devoted to examin-

ing the impact of space exploration on humankind.56 In reality, the scope 

of the conference went beyond exploration and looked at the many ways in 

which space activities affected human beings. Carlos Chagas, the president 

of the Pontifical Academy of Sciences at that time, wrote in the introduction 

to the conference’s final report that “space exploration is a formidable lever 

for the improvement of the human condition all over the world . . . ​but in 

unscrupulous hands it may increase bondage to wealth and poverty, and 

even generate war.”57 The Pontifical Academy of Sciences had been an active 

participant in debates on nuclear weapons. It was therefore only natural 

that it would seek involvement in the international discourse on outer space 

as this topic, especially its moral dimensions, became a prominent issue in 

international security affairs.

Before the conference ended, John Paul II granted an audience to the partic-

ipants in the Apostolic Palace. Before the Pope’s address, Chagas emphasized 

the myriad roles that satellites were playing in human affairs. He described 

how communications satellites had “shrunk the dimensions of the world” 
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and said that satellites allowed countries to “observe what is happening, for 

better or for worse, in any other part of the world as if our antipodes were in 

our fingertips.” In particular, Chagas identified reconnaissance satellites as 

“an important weapon to fight the misuse of power and military strength. 

Most unhappily, however, they may—alas!—serve also war purposes.” Cha-

gas believed that information from satellites could alleviate poverty, improve 

education, and enable more effective uses of natural resources. To achieve 

these goals, it was necessary to prevent space from being transformed into 

a domain of military competition that would threaten the peaceful uses of 

space for the betterment of humankind.

When the Pope addressed those gathered in front of him, he echoed 

many of the themes raised by Chagas. He regarded the “presence in space of 

man [and] his machines with the same admiration as that of [Pope] Paul VI.” 

Satellites could be used to spread culture and eradicate illiteracy. Space sta-

tions and planetary science probes would contribute to unlocking secrets of 

the universe. The Pope provocatively asked: “To whom does space belong?” 

He answered that outer space belonged to all of humanity. It was not for 

one country, or the superpowers, to dominate, control, and exploit.58 From 

Reagan’s perspective, the Pope’s observations were in line with his own 

objectives for SDI. The president sincerely believed that space-based missile 

defense would save humanity from the threat of nuclear annihilation.

THE SYSTEM BECOMES A PROBLEM

In SDI’s infancy, the Department of Defense did not provide any specific 

details about what form a strategic defense system might take. But the Pen-

tagon’s silence on specific concepts for a strategic defense capability did not 

prevent intense speculation on what kinds of technologies might ultimately 

be pursued and how they could affect strategic stability. The most controver-

sial aspect of SDI was its space echelon. In the lead up to the 1984 reelection 

campaign, Democratic candidate Walter Mondale told voters that “we have 

more at stake in space satellites than [the Soviet Union].” Perhaps inspired 

by the 1983 film WarGames, he equated SDI with delegating “to computers 

the decisions as to whether to start a war.” Reagan pushed back on Mondale’s 

claims, saying that no decisions had been made about the nature of a strate-

gic defense system.59 Even in its infancy, the technological system that SDI 

might produce became a controversial subject and one that the administra-

tion was not effectively managing.
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Differing opinions on the technological and strategic viability of mis-

sile defense, coupled with conflicting views on the role of space in defense 

strategy, created a public relations nightmare for the White House. To culti-

vate greater domestic political, congressional, and allied support for SDI, the 

administration needed a coherent messaging strategy: that is, to “get all the 

various players singing from the same policy music.”60 To this end, in the fall 

of 1984, a NSC working group crafted a road map for presenting SDI to the 

public, which Reagan approved in May 1985. The final document stressed 

that “we do not have any preconceived notions about the defensive options 

the [SDI] research may generate.”61 This language suggested that there was no 

commitment to any particular missile defense technologies, such as intercep-

tors in space. Trying to appear agnostic about what form a strategic defense 

system might take was clearly an attempt to “distance the space issue from 

the SDI issue.”62 In other words, the White House did not want the pub-

lic to think that SDI was only a space-based missile defense program. But a 

strategic defense system with the ability to destroy ballistic missiles in their 

boost phase would have to have interceptors in space. And Abrahamson 

had already gone out of his way to establish the linkages between strategic 

defense and space technologies.63

In January 1985, Abrahamson presented a paper entitled “SDI and the 

New Space Renaissance” to a Symposium on Space Weapons sponsored by 

the Planetary Society and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. The 

general devoted special attention to what he called “space logistics,” which 

included the “launch vehicles for emplacing space-based platforms and for 

servicing space components.” He predicted that SDI would greatly benefit 

civil and commercial space activities due to SDIO’s plan to reduce the “cost 

of taking large payloads into orbit by a factor of ten or more.” Abrahamson 

presented SDI as a catalyst for a broad range of space activities that would 

directly contribute to science, exploration, and economic prosperity, in addi-

tion to national defense. SDI was part of a narrative of technological progress. 

Science and technology provided man the means for completing the “eman-

cipation from the Middle Ages,” and this space renaissance would expand 

“our understanding of human life.”64

Setting aside his ahistorical representation of the relationship between 

the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, Abrahamson presented a vision for 

humanity’s future that was in line with the space boosters of the 1970s who 

believed that military space programs would benefit human space explora-

tion (among other space endeavors).65 An expanded militarization of space 
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would lead to the rebirth of the American space effort and inaugurate a 

new era in the exploration of the universe, providing tangible benefits for 

all humankind. This appeared to be a return to the technocratic thinking 

behind Apollo and the belief that technological progress could fix, or at least 

substantially alleviate, social issues such as racism, gender inequality, and 

poverty.66 Security studies expert Columba Peoples writes that “Abrahamson 

also joined Reagan and Jastrow in invoking America’s technological legacy as 

a response to skepticism from some parts of the scientific community.”67 But 

Abrahamson was doing much more than pushing back on scientific doubt. 

He sought to demonstrate that space-based missile defense was a force for 

good rather than evil and therefore aimed to reframe the debate about space 

weapons and transforming the heavens into a battlefield.

In the first few years of SDI’s existence, it was solely a research program 

examining different technologies, but people could not help but speculate 

about a future strategic defense system. When Garwin published his op-ed in 

the New York Times only seven days after Reagan’s SDI speech, he specifically 

addressed what he saw as the problems inherent in a strategic defense system. 

Garwin believed that placing weapons in space would not only create more 

insecurity in superpower nuclear relations, but also that the vulnerability of 

a space-based strategic defense system would be a source of instability. He 

maintained that “such a system could not be made sufficiently effective, reli-

able, and secure against jamming and other countermeasures.” Because the 

infrastructure of space-based strategic defense would not be robust, Garwin 

predicted that the Soviet Union would invest in more ASATs and space mines 

that could increase the likelihood of conflict in space. In a word, the very 

vulnerability of a strategic defense system increased the probability of war.

The Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) contracted Dr. Ashton Car

ter, a physicist and defense policy expert at MIT, to produce an unclassified 

background paper on directed-energy weapons in space. Notably, Carter had 

full access to classified information and studies performed for the Executive 

Branch.68 In April 1984, Carter published his findings. He devoted significant 

attention to the vulnerability of space-based strategic defense systems. He 

said that this was necessary because “all boost-phase intercept BMD concepts 

have crucial components based in space . . . ​vulnerability of these satellites is 

a cardinal concern because their orbits are predictable (they are in effect fixed 

targets).”69 Carter described a full range of options available to the Soviet 

Union for degrading and destroying the space-based elements of a strategic 
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defense system. Carter also highlighted the infrastructural challenges, espe-

cially the cost for deploying so many components into space. He concluded 

that more than a thousand shuttle missions would be required to place the 

necessary components in space; he did not even attempt to estimate the quan-

tity and cost of space missions for maintaining space-based infrastructure. 

His message was nevertheless clear: space-based defense required prodigious 

investment in an exorbitant infrastructure that would be vulnerable to many 

different kinds of countermeasures. According to Carter, even if space-based 

missile defense turned out to be feasible, it was not defensible.

The same month that Carter released his background paper, the Union 

of Concerned Scientists published its report entitled “Space-Based Missile 

Defense.” Richard Garwin, Hans Bethe, Carl Sagan, Victor Weisskopf, and 

several other distinguished scientists and strategic studies experts were mem-

bers of the study panel. Like Carter, the authors of this study pointed out that 

any defense designed to attack Soviet missiles in their boost phase of flight 

would have to be space based.70 They also highlighted the great cost and 

difficulty associated with placing such an immense infrastructure in space. 

Their comprehensive assessment included the various kinds of interceptors 

that the US could develop and an examination of the challenges associated 

with integrating such a large system. Addressing vulnerability, the study 

members concluded that “space-based battle stations are intrinsically fragile” 

and vulnerable to a wide variety of countermeasures.71 Even though Reagan 

had said that SDI was only defensive, Garwin and his colleagues pointed 

out that SDI technologies could be used as ASATs and would therefore be 

“highly detrimental to US interests given the critical national security func-

tions of satellites.”72 In sum, even a marginally effective strategic defense sys-

tem would be destabilizing because of the offensive applications of missile 

defense interceptors.

Remarkably, the discussion about the vulnerability of space systems had 

moved into a public forum. If the space-based components of a strategic 

defense were in predictable orbits and therefore vulnerable, so too were recon-

naissance satellites that had very limited maneuverability and were trackable 

by Soviet space surveillance. Any details about the limitations or weaknesses 

of military hardware are closely held secrets, and in light of this security con-

cern, the CIA warned in a top-secret memorandum that “as a result of the 

public debate on SDI,” key NRO technologies “will be compromised in the 

near term.”73 CIA security personnel recommended strengthening safeguards 
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within SDIO to ensure that sensitive information about US space capabilities 

did not leak into the public arena as a result of its efforts to defend space-

based missile defense. Despite this need to protect sensitive space technolo-

gies, the lid on military secrecy in space was lifting to a degree.

DUELING PROPAGANDA

Shortly after Reagan announced SDI, the Soviet Union commenced a con-

certed information campaign accusing the US of “militarizing outer space.” 

Stanislav Levchenko, a KGB defector, said at a Heritage Foundation forum in 

1985 that “SDI is the no. 1 point [sic] of Soviet propaganda now” and that 

“it will be for a very long period of time.”74 The Kremlin published pam-

phlets that painted SDI as a dangerous effort to weaponize space and one that 

would only increase the likelihood of war. Prominent Soviet scientists such 

as Evgeny Velikhov and Roald Sagdeev, both of whom had been involved in 

Soviet space and strategic defense research, attempted to mobilize scientists 

around the world to oppose SDI. In response, the US government executed 

its own influence campaign that highlighted an expanding Soviet military 

space threat.

Intelligence reports on Soviet military space programs were declassified 

and published alongside evocative depictions of Moscow’s strategic weap-

ons in an effort to demonstrate to the American people and allies that SDI 

was a necessary response to the Soviet Union’s own military space efforts. 

According to Erik Pratt, the Reagan administration used “mounting fear that 

the USSR would . . . ​subjugate the world to a ‘Pax Sovietica’ [in space]” as 

way to build support for space-based missile defense.75 Ellis argues that “to 

deflect criticism of the SDI as an unwarranted and destabilizing provocation, 

the Reagan administration began framing the policy as a prudent response 

to the Soviets’ menacing ‘Red Shield’ BMD program.”76 In 1984, a joint UK 

MoD–FCO report for Thatcher noted an “increasing [American] emphasis on 

Soviet efforts in this [strategic defense] field as the justification for [SDI].”77 

British officials explained that the use of the Soviet strategic defense program 

as an argument in favor of SDI emerged in the fall of 1983 as the adminis-

tration was coming under more criticism over SDI.78 UK analysts noted that 

Soviet propaganda on military competition in the cosmos represented a “real 

[Soviet] anxiety about an arms race in outer space.”79
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There is a sense of déjà vu in the rhetoric of pro-missile defense advocates 

in the 1980s. In early 1963, Barry Goldwater warned of Moscow’s objective 

to secure superiority in space.80 Ellis writes that even though Goldwater’s 

space alarmism did not resonate with a large portion of American voters, he 

nonetheless “tapped into something powerful” with his argument that the 

Cold War could be “won through space control.”81 Members of the High 

Frontier similarly painted space as the decisive battlefield of the future. The 

Citizens Advisory Council’s Committee on Space War authored a report 

that predicted Moscow would use all of its resources to prevent the US from 

fully realizing its potential to develop and dominate the space frontier.82

In 1983, the Soviet Union published a pamphlet entitled Keep Space Weap­

ons Free that described how the alleged US aim to transform space into a “the-

ater of war” was based on the mistaken belief that Earth could be made safe 

by moving wars into outer space.83 Senior US military officers provided sig-

nificant fodder for Soviet propaganda. For example, Major General Thomas 

Brandt of the Joint Staff said in 1984 that “the US cannot and will not ignore 

the value of the military use of space and allow the Soviet Union to domi-

nate the ‘ultimate high ground.’ ”84 Strategic arguments aside, Soviet propa-

gandists argued that “space death merchants” were a powerful force behind 

American designs for an arms race in space because they sought lucrative 

defense contracts. For them, “an arms race in space means big money and, 

hence, big profits.”85

US intelligence assessments maintained that the Soviet Union was using 

its anti-SDI propaganda campaign to communicate its own capabilities for 

countering a deployed space-based missile defense system.86 Analysts noted 

that “it is not surprising that the Soviets are taking steps to refocus technical 

efforts to begin to counter SDI, if it were to be developed and deployed. It is 

surprising, however, that they provided such explicit information on what 

they are doing. The Soviets clearly wish to convey serious intent to match 

any new US military capabilities in space, and to imply that the US will not 

gain any net advantage from its efforts” (emphasis in original).87 The Soviet 

information campaign targeting SDI had three primary messages: (1) SDI was 

technically unachievable, (2) the Soviet Union would develop countermea

sures to make SDI fail, and (3) the US was upsetting the strategic balance 

and planning for a “nuclear war-winning capability.”88 At first glance, these 

ideas appear to be contradictory. If SDI was not technologically feasible, how 
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would it upset the strategic balance, and why develop countermeasures? The 

Kremlin’s propaganda reflected Soviet ambivalence about SDI. KGB reports 

reveal that the Soviet intelligence services did not have a clear idea of the 

overarching objective of SDI or what kind of missile defense system might 

ultimately emerge.89 But even a partially functioning strategic defense could 

have undermined Moscow’s nuclear forces, at least to a degree, and space-

based interceptors of any kind would have been able to shoot down Soviet 

satellites.

US officials worried that the Kremlin’s anti-SDI propaganda might be gain-

ing traction when the CIA discovered that ideas from a skewed Soviet study 

of SDI made their way into an article published in a January 1985 issue of the 

Washington Post. Analysts explained how this Kremlin-backed investigation 

asserted that “space-based [chemical laser] SDI systems are too technically 

complex” but emphasized that the Soviets only examined “one possible SDI 

variant” and excluded simpler concepts such as space-based kinetic intercep-

tors. There was also a glaring error: the equation for calculating the potential 

kill range of a nuclear-driven X-ray laser was incorrect. Intelligence personnel 

maintained that the report was primarily written for propaganda value, and 

they noted that it was widely distributed in the West.90 It is highly doubt-

ful, however, that this Soviet report had a significant impact on the SDI dis-

course in the US. Prominent organizations such as the Union of Concerned 

Scientists and the American Physical Society had already produced highly 

detailed reports on SDI feasibility—examining a broad range of potential sys-

tem concepts—that were overwhelmingly negative.91

Soviet propaganda about SDI contributing to the “militarization of space” 

played to the fears of many people who harbored dystopian notions of death 

rays in the cosmos wreaking havoc on Earth.92 Even though space had been 

militarized from the beginning of the Space Age, SDI vividly contradicted 

the image of American space activities that was familiar to US citizens and 

people around the world. Many observers could not really understand the 

nuances of the technical discussions over SDI feasibility and the strategic 

debates over the impact of space-based defense on deterrence theory. But 

nonspecialists could indeed grasp that SDI represented a new US vision for 

space that involved weapons in orbit. Advocates of space weapons had been 

around for a very long time, but they now had a patron in the Oval Office, 

and the prospect of war in space seemed real.
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The intensity of Soviet research into space-based weapons technologies 

was, however, lost on the general public in the US and Western Europe. US 

national security officials who were aware of intelligence reports on Soviet 

strategic weapons programs were angered by what they saw as Moscow’s 

hypocritical messaging that it was dedicated to peaceful uses of space while 

the US was seeking to develop and deploy space weapons. One way that the 

US government pushed back on the Soviet Union’s anti-SDI propaganda 

campaign was through publishing classified intelligence on Soviet strategic 

defense and military space programs.

Beginning in October 1981, the Department of Defense had begun pub-

lishing a series called Soviet Military Power that was based on sanitized intel-

ligence reports about Soviet military capabilities and included evocative 

images of strategic weapons. The series was motivated, at least in part, by 

requests from NATO allies “for declassified material to document the [Soviet] 

threat.”93 It became an annual publication in 1983 and was printed every 

year until the collapse of the Soviet Union. To reach a broader audience, 

the US government translated it into German, French, Japanese, Italian, and 

Spanish. Soviet Military Power became a primary mechanism for the Reagan 

administration to highlight Moscow’s military programs and thereby justify 

American investment in strategic defense. Weinberger openly said that Soviet 

Military Power was intended to garner greater support for SDI among Ameri-

can lawmakers and European allies.94

Larry Gershwin, the national intelligence officer for strategic programs, 

had growing concerns in late 1983 that the US had not done an effective 

job of “refuting Soviet claims” about the US “militarizing space.”95 Senior 

members of the administration feared that US lawmakers and European allies 

would be swayed by Soviet propaganda that portrayed the US as “a producer 

of space war machines.”96 Robert Gates, the deputy director of CIA, believed 

that the administration would “win or lose SDI in the media” and that the 

US needed a concerted strategy for getting the press on their side, especially 

in the lead up to renewed arms negotiations in Geneva.97

Soviet Military Power served as a vehicle for attempting to change the pub-

lic narrative on SDI. However, the potential benefits of releasing intelligence 

about Soviet military programs had to be carefully weighed against the risks. 

Protecting sensitive intelligence sources and methods was a vital respon-

sibility of CIA Director Bill Casey, and he was not thoroughly convinced 
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that Soviet Military Power was indeed valuable. This situation pitted the CIA 

against the Department of Defense. Larry Gershwin openly worried that the 

Pentagon’s “effort to institutionalize the periodic publishing of . . . ​a paper—

much like Soviet Military Power” could compromise sensitive “sources and 

methods.”98 Even earlier, Casey expressed concern that “cumulatively the 

various editions [of Soviet Military Power] had exposed US intelligence sources 

and methods.”99 Despite these anxieties, the White House clearly believed 

that the potential rewards of Soviet Military Power outweighed the risks of 

continued publication.

Whether Soviet Military Power, and similar US government publications, 

really swayed public and foreign government opinions is debatable. There 

is no solid data on how Soviet Military Power affected public and elite view-

points in the US and Europe. In early 1986, Teller implored Casey to release 

more intelligence concerning Soviet strategic forces. Casey replied that “the 

problem is not that we are providing insufficient information, but rather 

that the information is not being read and is given insufficient attention 

by the media . . . ​Providing more detailed information . . . ​is hardly likely 

to solve that problem.”100 Opposition to SDI largely held constant in the US 

and in Europe, even after Soviet Military Power began to highlight the Soviet 

Union’s strategic defense and space weapons efforts more directly.

The Reagan administration’s contradictory signals regarding SDI’s poten-

tial impact on stability certainly did not alleviate opposition to space-based 

missile defense. Weinberger claimed that the world would be subjected to 

“Soviet political blackmail” if Moscow succeeded in “beating the United 

States to space with a deployed strategic defense system.” In the same state-

ment, he claimed that SDI was not “even a weapon,” it was a “harmless 

means of destroying weapons.”101 In other words, strategic defense was 

peaceful only if the US led in the technologies on which it was based. Soviet 

media rhetorically asked why the US was so worried about Moscow’s alleged 

strategic defense research if SDI was indeed a pacific effort.102

SDI THEOLOGY

Senior advisors to Reagan recognized that members of the administration 

were putting out conflicting signals regarding SDI and its ultimate aims. 

To remedy this situation, Colonel Robert Linhard (later promoted to major 

general), the director for defense programs and arms control in the White 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Out of the Black	 95

House, advised McFarlane to establish an informal policy coordination 

working group for SDI. He described it as “a ‘mafia’ like those we have used 

effectively to work the ‘dual-key’ and nuclear security issues in the past.”103 

The objective of the “SDI mafia” would be to create an “SDI Bible” that 

would “get all the various [administration] players singing from the same 

piece of policy music.” This “SDI Bible” would serve, in effect, as the foun-

dation for the administration’s public diplomacy on SDI.104

The “SDI Bible” explained that “SDI is not a system development or 

deployment program” and that the project aimed to enhance, not replace, 

deterrence. The “SDI mafia” kept the details of system effectiveness vague, 

saying only that a strategic defense capability would substantially reduce or 

eliminate the ability of ballistic missiles to destroy a “militarily meaningful 

portion of the US and allied military target base.” Comprehensive defense 

was also a long-term objective; Linhard and his colleagues acknowledged 

that a strategic defense system “could not be deployed overnight” because 

some technologies would “become available sooner than others.”105 In other 

words, SDIO had adopted a building-blocks approach in which near-term 

options (e.g., kinetic interceptors) would be deployed first, followed by 

more exotic technologies in the next century. In May 1985, Reagan signed 

NSDD-172, “Presenting the Strategic Defense Initiative,” which reflected the 

core tenets of the “SDI Bible.”106 Notably, when the administration finally 

released its SDI pamphlet, it mentioned space technologies only once and in 

an annex that refuted the claim that SDI was “militarizing space.”107

As a part of the public diplomacy strategy, the “SDI mafia” identified 

potential spokespeople from various US government agencies who could 

give speeches to cultivate greater support for SDI.108 Robert Gates, the deputy 

director of the CIA, was one such individual, and over the next several years, 

he gave many talks to a wide variety of private groups explaining how SDI 

served the national interest.109 In addition to speeches, the SDI public diplo-

macy working group wanted strategic defense advocates to publish articles 

rebutting critical commentaries.110 They were, in effect, planning an informa-

tion warfare campaign.

During a February 1985 speech to the World Affairs Council in Philadel-

phia, Paul Nitze laid out three conditions that had to be met for strategic 

defense to be successful: (1) a system had to work, (2) it had to be able to sur-

vive attacks against it, and (3) it had to be “cost effective at the margin.” The 

latter point meant that the cost to retain the system’s level of effectiveness 
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had to be less than the cost of offensive capabilities it was designed to defend 

against. Collectively, these became known as the “Nitze criteria.”111 Whether 

SDIO could indeed produce strategic defenses that were cheaper than Soviet 

capabilities for countering them remained a subject of bitter controversy 

through the end of the Cold War.

A MORE MORAL DEFENSE

The Reagan administration argued that SDI provided a more moral defense 

strategy than one based on the threat of nuclear annihilation.112 Conse-

quently, Reagan sought the SDI endorsement of the one person who was not 

only a visible symbol of moral authority on the world stage but also a global 

representative of anti-communism: John Paul II, the first Polish Supreme 

Pontiff of the Roman Catholic Church.113 The US had formally established 

diplomatic relations with the Holy See only in January 1984. One year later, 

the US government sent multiple representatives to brief Vatican officials 

on SDI and to provide intelligence on Soviet strategic defense; much of 

this information was likely taken from Soviet Military Power. During a Janu-

ary 1986 trip, William Wilson, the American ambassador to the Holy See, 

implored US officials not to risk rekindling “Vatican uneasiness” due to “SDI 

‘salesmen’ who have briefed the topic over the past 12 months.” Wilson said 

that “each visit seemed to the Vatican to be an attempt to elicit public sup-

port for the [SDI] program.” Representatives of the Pope told SDIO officials 

that they could never support a military program that “potentially takes food 

from the mouths of the poor.”114

Even though the US was not able to secure John Paul II’s endorsement of 

SDI, the Pope was indeed helpful on the public relations front for strategic 

defense. In early 1985, the Pope had asked the Pontifical Academy of Sci-

ences to produce a study of SDI. This study alarmed the White House in light 

of the statement by Chagas, the Academy’s president, that “the weaponiza-

tion of space is the next step in this terrible, incredible race . . . ​to annihilate 

the whole world.”115 The Reagan administration feared that the report would 

be interpreted as papal condemnation of space-based defense. Moscow, on 

the other hand, saw this as an opportunity to use the Vatican in its own anti-

SDI propaganda efforts.

For the first time in nearly six years, the Kremlin sent Foreign Minister 

Andrei Gromyko to Vatican City “to drum up a little opposition to President 
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Regan’s Star Wars initiative to persuade the Pontiff to oppose the US plan.”116 

John Paul II would recall years later that Gromyko was “very worried about 

the American Strategic Defense Initiative” and wanted “the Church’s help 

against the United States.”117 The American embassy to the Holy See received 

phone calls “day and night” from Washington “to somehow convince the 

pope’s advisors of our defensive point of view [on SDI].”118 To the relief of the 

Reagan administration, the Pope decided not to have the SDI report made 

public. Did John Paul II do this because of Washington’s advocacy or to con-

tribute to a so-called holy alliance with the US?119 The Pope had told Wein-

berger that “we are for peace of course, but we are not for pacifists—unilateral 

pacifists.”120 John Paul II knew that any negative statement about SDI would 

been seen as an endorsement of the Soviet anti-SDI position, which is some-

thing that he would have refused to do, given his political convictions. The 

Pope’s silence on SDI was a victory for the US in its propaganda battle with 

the Soviet Union over military activities in space, but the intense debate over 

weapons in space would continue unabated until after the Cold War ended.

CONCLUSIONS

While many of the technical nuances of the expert-level arguments over mil-

itary space technologies and strategy were lost on the general public, the very 

fact that an open debate on military space activities emerged in this period 

is notable. For much of the Cold War, American and Soviet military space 

programs were shrouded in secrecy. What little information was released in 

the 1970s about American national security space systems only reinforced 

the idea that the US was committed to the peaceful uses of outer space. 

Notions of exploration, scientific investigation, and transnational coopera-

tion still dominated how people thought about space in the public sphere 

of the 1980s. For the US and the Soviet Union, their competing narratives 

about SDI and the military uses of space more broadly prompted them both 

to release more information about the “black world” of military space opera-

tions than in any earlier time period. The willingness of Washington and 

Moscow to modify information classification practices to push their respec-

tive military space agendas further highlights the weight attached to military 

spaceflight in superpower relations during the final decade of the Cold War.

Even though SDI most directly affected superpower relations, it brought 

together defense experts, space enthusiasts, intelligence officers, diplomats, 
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scientists, clergy, and citizen activists into a transnational debate arena. Sci-

entific expertise, military strategy, high-stakes diplomacy, and astroculture all 

converged to shape the discourse on weapons in space. The Reagan admin-

istration quickly learned that the popular imagination of spaceflight had a 

much more dramatic impact on the way in which people perceived SDI than 

antiseptic technical analyses about lasers, kinetic interceptors, and command 

and control software. And the very lack of concrete information about what 

form a specific strategic defense system might take only created more room 

for the public imagination to run wild about space-based defense.

The involvement of the Holy See, including the Pope himself, in the 

debate over SDI not only reveals how the prospect of weapons in space was 

a geostrategic issue, but also raised fundamental moral questions about the 

future of human activities in the cosmos. The fact that the Pentagon sent 

its emissaries around the world to convince heads of state that space-based 

missile defense was indeed necessary and desirable shows how the Reagan 

administration’s SDI information campaign was a truly global effort. Clearly, 

however, highlighting Soviet military space programs and strategic defense 

research was insufficient for cultivating the support that the White House 

needed to move the program forward. Reagan needed the endorsement of 

America’s closest friends and allies on the other side of the Atlantic. But the 

president would soon find that many of the same anxieties and fears in the 

public sphere about weapons in space were fast emerging as divisive issues in 

the transatlantic alliance as well.
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Reagan’s establishment of SDI made military space policy a more prominent 

and contentious issue in US relations with Europe. Lack of consultation with 

allies on military space matters, especially SDI, only contributed to preex-

isting “chronic tensions” in NATO.1 Pro–space arms control statements by 

Western European politicians created the appearance of widespread hostility 

toward SDI on the other side of the Atlantic, but their views on space militari-

zation were not uniform.2 SDI would intensify preexisting European anxieties 

about space becoming yet another domain of potential superpower military 

confrontation. As the only Western European nuclear states, France and 

Britain had unique interests in the impact of space-based missile defense on 

the future of nuclear deterrence. SDI moreover catalyzed European concerns 

about being left behind, as military space capabilities played an increasingly 

critical role in superpower military strategy. But since the European Space 

Agency (ESA) generally eschewed any direct ties to military space projects, 

Western Europe lacked any formal mechanism for military space coopera-

tion. SDI would, moreover, force European officials to link civil and military 

space policy more directly as they devoted more attention to Europe’s auton-

omy in space.

Approximately one year after Ronald Reagan made his March 1983 “Star 

Wars” speech, French President François Mitterrand took a three-day trip to 

California. He quickly concluded that the Golden State was at the “center 

of a technological revolution” that was driving American innovation and 

widening the technology gap between the US and Europe.3 The French presi-

dent feared that SDI would serve as a catalyst for American high technology, 

4 � “EUROPE MUST NOT LEAVE SPACE 
TO THE AMERICANS”
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thereby pushing Western Europe even further behind the US in economic 

competitiveness. Consequently, France, along with other Western European 

states, came to view the prospect of a space arms race not only as a strategic 

military issue but also as an economic industrial matter.4 With both military 

and economic considerations in mind, Mitterrand would warn his colleagues 

that “Europe must not leave space to the Americans.”5

In 1985, Reagan invited allies to become involved in SDI with the hope of 

securing their support for his controversial program. For Western European 

politicians, deciding whether to participate in SDI quickly became entan-

gled in the politics of European integration and in policy debates concern-

ing European autonomy in space. The divergent space interests of Western 

European states created an impediment to Mitterrand’s push for a single 

European policy on SDI. In particular, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 

eschewed any common European policy position on SDI that might upset 

Britain’s privileged access to American military and intelligence satellites 

through its defense cooperation with the US. Despite substantial reserva-

tions about expanded space militarization, many European politicians 

determined that the potential benefits stemming from involvement in SDI 

outweighed the political risks. Rather than developing a uniform European 

position on SDI, Western European states ultimately competed with each 

other to secure favorable SDI technology transfer arrangements.

SPACE AND THE TRANSATLANTIC ALLIANCE

SDI’s establishment intensified European debates concerning space militari-

zation, but space policy had long been a source of contention both among 

the European powers and between Europe and the US. European states pur-

sued cooperative and national space projects to expand economic prosperity, 

strengthen national security, bolster alliance bonds, and enhance prestige. 

Even though the US and Europe formed multiple joint space projects, US pro-

tectionism with regard to space technologies served as an uneasy reminder 

of Europe’s status as a junior partner and created momentum for European 

independence in space. The formation of ESA in 1975 provided a centralized 

mechanism for civil space coordination in Europe, but it in no way repre-

sented a pan-European consensus on space policy.6 Despite ESA’s eschewal 

of military ties, national security and civil space considerations were inti-

mately linked in European space policy. By the early 1980s, European states 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



“Europe Must Not Leave Space to the Americans”	 101

were pursuing greater autonomy in space capabilities and signaling a desire 

to have a voice in superpower space deliberations. But unity of effort among 

the European powers would prove to be illusive.

The road to a combined European space organization in the form of ESA 

was long and arduous. There was a constant tug-of-war between aspirations 

for European collectivism and national(ist) agendas on space matters. For the 

European nuclear powers, Britain and France, space technologies served stra-

tegic purposes; rockets that could lift satellites into space could also launch 

nuclear warheads over great distances. In addition to practical applications, 

Charles de Gaulle viewed space as an arena in which France could demon-

strate its grandeur.7 France did not, however, possess the financial resources 

to compete unilaterally with the US and the Soviet Union in space. Conse-

quently, French officials sought to lead Europe in achieving greater auton-

omy in space. British officials, in contrast, did not prioritize space prestige 

projects and sought to leverage their defense and intelligence relationship 

with the US to secure privileged access to American space technologies.8

Since ESA eschewed any overt military ties, defense and intelligence space 

endeavors primarily took place within the confines of national European 

space programs. Yet, all NATO members were benefactors of American mili-

tary space technologies, reconnaissance satellites in particular. Intelligence 

derived from US reconnaissance satellites served as a keystone of the alliance’s 

military planning. By the mid-1960s, NATO sponsored a satellite communi-

cations program, built around US satellite technologies, to ensure that the 

alliance had a secure means for command and control of combined forces in 

the European theater. Separately, Britain cooperated with the US in the devel-

opment of its own communications satellite program, called “Skynet,” to be 

able to maintain sovereign command and control of British forces deployed 

far from home. Despite the fact that all NATO members were consumers 

of US space capabilities, the US made decisions on military space matters 

without significant allied consultation. There was no space equivalent of the 

NATO Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) that gave nonnuclear NATO members 

a say in the alliance’s nuclear decision making. This lack of US engagement 

on military space matters created yet another stress point in the transatlantic 

alliance as the US pushed forward with ASATs and then space-based missile 

defense research.

By the early 1970s, the space technological gulf between the US and 

Europe appeared to be unbridgeable. The US had secured a monopoly over 
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the satellite communications market through the establishment of Intelsat, a 

global satellite communication system open to all countries but with the US 

as the dominant partner. US protectionism of its lead in the growing interna-

tional communications satellite market aggravated Western European states 

that possessed the technical know-how to produce their own communica-

tions satellites. The Apollo program became one of the most visible sym-

bols of an overwhelming US lead in technical expertise, especially in systems 

engineering. The perception that Apollo was somehow a missed opportunity 

in Europe would make many European industrialists and some government 

officials more favorable toward participation in SDI research.9 In 1985, the 

UK ambassador in Washington, Oliver Wright, candidly observed in a cable 

to London that Britain had “missed the [Apollo] space bus” and should not 

make the same mistake with SDI.10

President Richard Nixon had provided European partners opportunities 

to become involved in US space activities, as he looked to use space as a 

means of promoting US foreign policy objectives in the context of super-

power détente. Notably, he reframed space as an arena for cooperation rather 

than competition. Even though European technological capabilities were no 

match for those of the US, Europe did indeed have a “financial, technological, 

and industrial contribution to make.”11 Not everyone in the Nixon admin-

istration was, however, enthusiastic about cooperating with the Europeans; 

one American official observed that “we are giving the Europeans too much 

technology for too little return.”12 There was also concern about Western 

European firms leaking sensitive technologies to the East. This anxiety over 

technology safeguards would resurface during negotiations over allied par-

ticipation in SDI.

NASA offered the Europeans the opportunity to contribute to the develop-

ment of a space tug that would deliver payloads from the shuttle’s low Earth 

orbit to higher orbits and to become involved in a project called Spacelab, 

a laboratory to be housed in the shuttle’s payload bay.13 Through involve-

ment with NASA projects, the Europeans found that restrictive US technol-

ogy transfer policies limited the sharing of both advanced hardware and 

technical know-how. European officials also found themselves at the mercy 

of unpredictable bureaucratic decisions in Washington. After ESA had com-

mitted to developing the space tug, the US decided to cancel the project 

with little warning.14 Consequently, France in particular pushed for greater 

European autonomy in space.15 This aspiration for independence in space 
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operations resulted in the production of a European launch system called 

“Ariane.”16

With the development of an independent European launcher, the Reagan 

administration viewed Ariane as a direct threat to its economic interests in 

the growing satellite launch market. A letter from the head of NASA to Rea-

gan’s national security advisor lamented Ariane ending the US monopoly 

on launch services.17 Newt Gingrich similarly warned that “the US may lose 

a lucrative market.”18 US officials were also concerned about the potential 

entry of Japan and the Soviet Union into commercial space launch services.19 

Since Reagan intended to maintain American technological leadership in the 

high-visibility space sector, the shuttle’s launch services had to be competi-

tively priced to stay ahead in a market that was only beginning to take off.

For the French government, independent European access to space served 

as a visible symbol of European technological prowess. French Prime Minis-

ter Pierre Mauroy stressed to his British counterparts that Ariane symbolized 

the “common [European] will to master advanced technologies and to take 

their share of the world space market.”20 As the only other nuclear power in 

Europe, French space aspirations were inextricably linked to national secu-

rity considerations. France’s withdrawal from the NATO command structure 

in 1966 only reinforced its need for sovereign control over critical satellite 

resources for reconnaissance and communications. Like the UK, France did 

not have an independent satellite reconnaissance capability, but unlike the 

British, French defense planners could not depend on special access to US 

satellite intelligence.21 Beginning in the late 1970s, the French Ministry of 

Defense conducted preliminary studies on a mapping and reconnaissance 

satellite called Satellite Militaire de Reconnaissance Optique (SAMRO).22 This sat-

ellite project would give France enhanced global intelligence capabilities that 

could support nuclear targeting and out-of-area operations in Africa, among 

other places.

Due to budgetary constraints and SAMRO’s limited utility as a low-

resolution satellite, by 1982, the MoD endorsed the French civilian Earth 

observation satellite program Système Probatoire d’Observation de la Terre 

(SPOT) in place of SAMRO.23 With minimal support from French defense 

officials, Mitterrand tried to salvage SAMRO as a joint project with West 

Germany. Reflecting the French approach to civil space projects, Mitterrand 

looked for a cooperative European solution to achieve greater independence 

in military space technologies but with France as the senior partner.24 France 
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and West Germany had already successfully collaborated on the Symphonie 

communications satellites, Europe’s first such capability in geostationary 

orbit.25 West Germany carefully considered both the security and economic 

implications of SAMRO. Having the ability to conduct treaty verification 

independently appealed to Bonn’s broader foreign policy goals, but West 

German officials recognized that France could use SAMRO data to support 

its nuclear targeting mission as well, which would create issues with the West 

German anti-nuclear lobby. The German aerospace industry was enthusiastic 

about the project, since its executives were convinced that the civilian Earth 

observation satellite market was set to grow and West Germany could be left 

at a disadvantage compared to its French and American counterparts.26

Broader transatlantic alliance considerations soon clouded Franco-German 

discussions about the joint reconnaissance satellite project. The West Ger-

man defense ministry worried that Washington would not look favorably 

upon Bonn’s collaboration with France on a military satellite.27 West Ger-

man Chancellor Helmut Kohl agreed with the defense ministry and respect-

fully declined to become involved in SAMRO. Mitterrand was nevertheless 

undeterred and, over the next couple of years, continued to encourage Kohl 

to collaborate with France in the space arena. Mitterrand appealed to West 

Germany’s desire for prestige, stressing that space offered Bonn a path to 

achieving “major power” status.28 The French president was echoing earlier 

arguments made by advisors to Lyndon Johnson who advocated using civil 

space cooperation as a “prestigious substitute” for a West German nuclear 

weapons program.29 But a collaborative military space project with France 

was too politically sensitive. Prior to the public debate over SDI and a space 

arms race, even discussion of military space activities had been taboo in the 

West German press.30

Although SDI would force space militarization into a more central posi-

tion in the transatlantic dialogue on strategic issues, French officials were 

already voicing opposition to space weaponry before SDI. In the late 1970s, 

the Soviet Union had an operational ASAT, and the US had initiated a new 

ASAT program that would come to maturity under Reagan. During a 1978 

speech in front of the UN General Assembly, then French President Valery 

Giscard d’Estaing implored the superpowers to halt production of ASATs.31 In 

the late 1970s and early 1980s, French officials proposed the creation of a UN 

satellite agency to monitor military developments around the world. Science 

fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke called this French initiative “Peacesat” and 
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argued that it would “present mankind with an alternative to an arms race in 

space” by exploiting space systems to enhance international transparency.32

As France pushed for greater European autonomy in civil and military 

space technologies, Britain learned just how dependent it had become on US 

military space systems. During the Falklands War, Britain had to request sat-

ellite communications support from the US because its own Skynet satellite 

constellation lacked coverage over the Atlantic.33 To remedy this situation, 

Thatcher directed the MoD to expand Britain’s Skynet communications sat-

ellite constellation and develop a reconnaissance satellite; the latter would, 

however, ultimately be cancelled due to cost constraints.34 Ilaria Parisi 

observes that “the Falklands War abruptly reminded Europe of its satellite 

gap [with the US].”35

Thatcher’s decision to use the American shuttle, rather than Ariane, to 

launch new Skynet 4 series satellites became an irritant in Anglo-French rela-

tions. French officials regarded “a decision by [the UK government] to use 

[the] shuttle as a substantial threat to Ariane’s status as a commercial alterna-

tive to America launchers.”36 Even if Ariane had been priced more effectively 

than the shuttle, it is doubtful that Thatcher would have chosen the French 

launcher.37 Although the Falklands provided British officials compelling jus-

tification to pursue greater independence in military space capabilities, part-

nering with the French at the expense of the US was not an option. Thatcher 

eschewed any policy option that might in any way undermine UK access to 

American space technologies.

By the time that Reagan announced SDI in March 1983, European officials 

had already concluded that space capabilities were increasingly important 

tools of national power. But there was no coherent pan-European space pol-

icy. Although all NATO members relied on US space technologies to varying 

degrees, no formal alliance-wide consultative process for military space pol-

icy existed. Moreover, for Bonn and London in particular, any proposal for 

European cooperation on military space matters had to be weighed against 

possible consequences for their defense relationships with the US. Greater 

autonomy in satellite reconnaissance and communications would also make 

Europe more competitive in commercial remote sensing and space-based 

communications, but sharing dual-use space technologies that were increas-

ingly lucrative would not be without serious difficulties. Finally, moving 

into the early 1980s there was no European consensus on space arms con-

trol. Fundamentally, political, military, and industrial considerations were 
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inseparable in European space policy deliberations. All of these factors would 

play a considerable role in shaping the European response to SDI and sub-

sequent debates about European participation in the controversial project.

RESPONDING TO REAGAN’S “STAR WARS” SPEECH

French diplomat Benoit d’Aboville characterized the European response to 

Reagan’s March 1983 “Star Wars” speech as a mixture of “skepticism, bewil-

derment, and embarrassment.”38 Initially, European heads of government 

generally remained silent about Reagan’s newfound public interest in mis-

sile defense throughout the remainder of 1983, but privately there was both 

anxiety and consternation about the president’s call for a high-technology 

initiative that challenged existing nuclear strategy.39 The cold response 

of European allies to the president’s SDI speech should not have come as a 

surprise to the White House, especially since none of them were consulted 

ahead of time.40 Lack of clarity about SDI technologies and their implications 

for Western security only further complicated this situation. US allies could 

not have been expected to endorse a project that had not been well defined. 

These realities aside, the White House believed that getting the allies onboard 

would bolster Congressional support for the program.41 Allied solidarity was 

also critical for countering Soviet efforts to use SDI to divide the transatlantic 

alliance.

Reagan’s stated desire to render nuclear weapons “impotent and obso-

lete” was especially a cause for concern in Britain, since Thatcher had only 

recently secured an agreement from the US to replace Polaris with Trident as 

the mainstay of the UK deterrent.42 In light of the many technological uncer-

tainties surrounding strategic defense, Michael Heseltine, the UK defense sec-

retary, advised the prime minister to present a “cautious and non-committal” 

initial response to the president’s call for a missile defense program.43 Rais-

ing concerns about Reagan’s speech could also have created problems in the 

transatlantic alliance during an especially politically sensitive period when 

US Pershing II and cruise missiles were being deployed in Europe.”44

For the remainder of 1983, officials in Europe could not be certain if Rea-

gan’s anti-nuclear ambitions expressed in his March speech would be trans-

formed into a formal defense program.45 When, in January  1984, Reagan 

signed NSDD-119, directing the Pentagon to begin a long-term research effort 

“to develop and demonstrate key technologies associated with concepts for 
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defense against ballistic missiles,”46 Europeans were forced to take SDI seri-

ously. British officials quickly concluded that SDI was “an issue of fundamen-

tal importance which would not go away in the near future.”47 A large-scale 

US missile defense project had direct bearing not only on superpower rela-

tions but also on the future of the transatlantic alliance.

The implications for Europe of a US transition away from reliance on 

nuclear deterrence were unclear but a cause for concern. Even if the technolo-

gies for strategic defense did not mature for many years, SDI had the potential 

to create political problems for European officials in the near term. Kohl was 

a staunch proponent of Pershing II deployments and worried that Reagan’s 

position on nuclear weapons would play into the hands of the West German 

anti-nuclear movement.48 Any SDI support from Thatcher’s government 

could exacerbate domestic political tensions over nuclear modernization. In 

addition to the negative implications for the French nuclear deterrent, Mit-

terrand saw in SDI the potential to unleash technologies that would produce 

a “revolution in military affairs,” thereby giving the US an even greater lead 

in advanced technologies with both commercial and defense applications.49 

There was significant controversy, moreover, surrounding the prospect of sta-

tioning missile defense weapons in space.

In the spring of 1984, Mitterrand instructed his Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Claude Cheysson to work with Minister of Defense Charles Herno in devel-

oping a diplomatic framework for making progress on space arms control.50 

At a Western European Union (WEU) meeting in Paris devoted to military 

developments in outer space, Cheysson tabled a proposal for a five-year 

renewable ban on the testing and deployment of directed-energy weapons 

that could be used in an ASAT or missile defense role and advocated “severe 

restraints on other ASAT potential systems, especially those threatening 

high-altitude satellites.” Hans-Dietrich Genscher, the West German Minister 

of Foreign Affairs, responded very positively to Cheysson’s proposal. UK For-

eign Secretary Geoffrey Howe did not offer any comments, only because the 

British government had not yet settled on an official military space policy. 

He nevertheless noted in a trip report shared with the prime minister that he 

supported the French position.51

The French president’s opposition to US military space plans came into the 

open when, at a June 1984 session of the UN CD, French officials proposed 

a ban on ASAT systems and a prohibition on testing kinetic energy systems 

in space.52 Immediately thereafter, the White House sent a note to the Élysée 
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that expressed “regret” about the French space arms control proposal and 

urged that such matters be handled in private channels moving forward.53 

Approximately one month later, Thatcher delivered a speech to the European 

Atlantic Group, underscoring the “urgent challenge of arms control in outer 

space” and warning that “space [could be] turned into a new and terrible 

theater of war.” The only solution to this problem, she explained, was “nego-

tiation and mutual restraint.”54 Since ASATs and missile defense shared many 

of the same fundamental technologies, key European officials concluded that 

pushing for ASAT arms control in the near term could restrain the develop-

ment of strategic defenses over the long run.

The growing European momentum in favor of space arms control 

grabbed the attention of the Reagan administration. The CIA noted in an 

intelligence report that Western European states had become “vocal on 

outer space arms control” and that “even the UK, customarily the closest to 

the US on arms control issues . . . ​is considering support for limits on ASAT 

weapons.” French, Dutch, and Italian officials stressed the linkage between 

missile defense and ASAT technologies, once again showing that they saw 

ASAT arms control as a means of constraining missile defense research and 

development. Intelligence analysts maintained that European allies were 

anxious about the implications of SDI for the credibility of the US nuclear 

umbrella and American defense commitments in Europe.55

Thatcher’s public support for space arms control at the European Atlan-

tic Group did not in fact represent official UK policy. In contrast to Mitter-

rand, she had not yet made an official decision on military space policy and 

requested detailed studies on this subject from the FCO and MoD.56 Both 

Howe and Heseltine strongly advocated a space “arms control regime which 

hampered the development of BMD [ballistic missile defense] on both [US 

and Soviet] sides.” Similarly, Percy Craddock, who would soon chair the Joint 

Intelligence Committee, tried to convince Thatcher that the ABM–ASAT link-

age provided the real value of ASAT arms control. He maintained that it was 

in the “UK interests to promote control of ASATs both for its own sake and 

also since it would make it harder for the US to go too far down the SDI 

path.”57 Notably, Craddock, Howe, and Heseltine all warned that a rift over 

SDI had to be avoided because it could negatively affect UK access to Ameri-

can “space-derived intelligence” and harm broader Anglo-American defense 

cooperation.58
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In the fall of 1984, Thatcher firmly rejected the advice of her senior advi-

sors to encourage the US to pursue space arms control negotiations with the 

Soviet Union.59 Since Thatcher had already publicly endorsed space arms 

control, why did she prohibit her senior government ministers from trying 

to sway the US to contemplate limits on military space activities more seri-

ously? Most fundamentally, alliance politics were embedded in these highly 

technical analyses concerning ASATs and SDI. Euroscepticism was a key tenet 

of Thatcherism,60 and it is not surprising that Thatcher was generally suspi-

cious of an agenda that entailed rejecting US policy and embracing a com-

mon European position on space militarization. Such a move ran contrary 

to her political objective of staying close to the US, even at the expense of 

more harmonious relations with continental Europe.61 She explicitly warned 

her cabinet that pushing for space arms control would “risk annoying [the 

Americans] needlessly.”62

Keenly aware of the military balance, Thatcher had concluded that achiev-

ing parity with the Soviet Union in low-altitude ASATs would have military 

utility. An FCO–MoD study identified space as the “high frontier” of “mili-

tary operations and economic competition and warned of a ‘Pax Sovietica’ 

based on the domination of space, just as the ‘Pax Britannica’ formerly rested 

on the control of the High Seas.”63 The prospect of a Pax Sovietica based on 

the domination of space was more hyperbole than a realistic proposition. 

Nevertheless, Thatcher did seriously worry about the Soviet Union securing 

any high-technology advantages. She was convinced that “you could not 

ultimately hold back research into new kinds of offensive weapons. We had 

to be the first to get it. Science is unstoppable: it will not be stopped for being 

ignored.”64 Thatcher adopted the view of Charles Powell, one of her closest 

advisors, that Britain’s goal should be “to manage the new technology . . . ​

to add to the West’s overall security.” In a memorandum from Powell to the 

prime minister, she double underlined and placed a checkmark next to Pow-

ell’s conclusion that “the Americans have no option but to push ahead in 

this [SDI] area.”65

Even though the prime minister rejected the MoD–FCO push for space 

arms control that would hamper both space-based missile defense and 

ASATs, she remained skeptical about the feasibility and desirability of strate-

gic defenses. Importantly, Thatcher distinguished between a missile defense 

research program and any plans to deploy a strategic defense system. Missile 
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defense research would serve as a hedge against a Soviet lead in advanced 

defensive technologies, but she recognized that any significant technological 

breakthrough was unlikely in the near term. The Joint Intelligence Commit-

tee observed that “it is unlikely that exotic ABM defense will threaten the 

credibility of a Trident based deterrent over the next two or three decades 

and it may never do so.”66 Technical considerations aside, the prime minister 

did not want to make any statements in support of a future strategic defense 

system that might give Reagan the false impression that she approved of his 

anti-nuclear rhetoric associated with SDI, which would have played into the 

hands of her political enemies who were opposed to nuclear modernization. 

Moreover, outward support for SDI and ASATs would have only drawn criti-

cism due to the growing hostility in Europe toward a space arms race.

In Europe, the lack of a formal body for discussing military space policy 

complicated SDI deliberations. ESA had many experts in various kinds of 

space technologies (e.g., remote sensing and communications satellites) with 

defense applications, but the organization’s discomfort with military projects 

made it an unlikely place for European military space collaboration. Fortu-

itously, the relaunching of the WEU in 1984 provided a forum for consider-

ing how European states could harness space technologies for military aims. 

In October of that same year, the Rome Declaration called upon WEU mem-

ber states to use it for strengthening their security and defense ties.67 Shortly 

before this, a WEU report identified the growing importance of the military 

use of space for Europe. The report’s introduction maintained that “space 

[capabilities] will be a key determinant in future warfare” and that Europe 

should “not only take note but act upon this fact.”68 But closer integration of 

European industrial resources to produce intelligence and communications 

satellites would prove to be only aspirational due to political obstacles.

The British were reluctant to cooperate with European allies on military 

space projects out of fear that doing so could negatively impact their sat-

ellite communications industry and defense cooperation agreements with 

the US. The French specifically proposed working jointly with Britain to 

relieve “embarrassing dependence on the Americans for satellite reconnais-

sance photographs,” in addition to developing a new satellite communica-

tions system.69 UK officials immediately suspected that the French might 

try to poach British satellite technologies. MoD and FCO leadership wor-

ried that “increased collaboration in military space, with say France and Ger-

many, would prejudice this flow of [satellite-derived] data and our special 
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relationship [with the US].”70 This British perspective once again underscores 

the inseparability of industrial and political considerations in the formula-

tion of military space policy. Britain would not, moreover, place its access to 

US defense and intelligence satellites in jeopardy in order to pursue closer 

military space ties with European allies.

Reagan’s November  1984 landslide electoral victory added urgency to 

European deliberations over SDI. Shortly before the election, Reagan described 

SDI as a “moral obligation,” making clear his commitment to the project’s 

moving forward.71 To reduce transatlantic tension over strategic defenses, 

Thatcher set out to convince Reagan to make a statement that SDI would 

be a long-term research program and that there were no set plans to change 

NATO’s deterrent posture anytime soon. The president and prime minister 

met at Camp David in December 1984 to discuss SDI among several other key 

issues. Thatcher plainly stated her opposition to the idea that nuclear deter-

rence might be made irrelevant, and she questioned the feasibility of strategic 

defenses. According to Robert McFarlane, Reagan respected Thatcher “above 

all others” and “was very sobered by” her arguments.72 Yet, Thatcher’s strate-

gic defense doubts did not in any way curb Reagan’s optimism that SDI would 

indeed produce a workable strategic defense system.

Thatcher achieved her central goal for the trip when Reagan made a 

statement to journalists gathered at Camp David, pledging that: (1) the aim 

of the West was not to achieve superiority but balance, (2) SDI deployment 

(but not research and testing) would be a matter for negotiation, (3) the 

program’s aim was to enhance not to undercut deterrence; and (4) both 

East and West should reduce dependence on offensive nuclear systems.73 

Despite Reagan’s assurances that SDI would not precipitate any near-term 

changes in NATO strategy, Europeans remained worried.

To the surprise of European leaders, US officials alluded to the possibil-

ity of allied involvement in SDI but offered few details. Abrahamson told 

European officials that “joint programs between NASA and ESA . . . ​provided 

encouraging precedents” for collaboration on SDI.74 Surely European officials 

did not find prior space cooperation with the US as encouraging precedents 

for collaboration on SDI.75 Most importantly, it quickly became clear that 

Abrahamson and his staff had “no settled views or answers on many ques-

tions [regarding SDI’s technological feasibility].”76 The general explained 

that the US would not pursue a “crash program” to produce a limited stra-

tegic defense capability, with a more expansive one planned for the future, 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



112	 CHAPTER 4

because the Soviets could too easily overwhelm such a system by building 

more ballistic missiles.77 (Notably, as SDIO ran into both technological and 

political obstacles, it would indeed pursue a more limited program to demon-

strate a capability up front with the hope that a larger, more effective system 

would come later.)78 European officials expressed concern that ASATs would 

make SDI vulnerable—a problem that Abrahamson acknowledged without 

offering any solutions.

European leaders grew frustrated with US security classification policies 

that complicated information exchanges on SDI. European defense experts 

had to rely on reports from the Union of Concerned Scientists, articles in 

Scientific American, and statements by prominent US scientists such as Hans 

Bethe, Kosta Tsipis, and Herbert Lin.79 Even the UK with its close coopera-

tion with the US on intelligence and nuclear matters was left in the dark on 

key aspects of SDI.80 British officials reported back to London that during a 

visit to the Pentagon, they were “allowed to attend all the [SDI] briefings at 

the secret level but [were] excluded from a session involving nuclear driven 

devices.”81

INVITING THE ALLIES TO PARTICIPATE

Even after Reagan agreed to Thatcher’s four points at Camp David in Decem-

ber 1984, European attitudes toward SDI appeared largely unchanged. CIA 

officials reported in January 1985 that SDI “poses both near term and longer 

term problems for our NATO allies.”82 SDI conjured up fears about a “for-

tress America” mentality that presaged a decoupling of US security interests 

from the European continent. Both France and Britain remained anxious 

about the effects of SDI on their relatively small nuclear deterrents. Intel-

ligence officials maintained that while SDI created unique problems for the 

European nuclear powers, the West Germans and Italians “may even look to 

SDI as a way to reduce the distinction between NATO’s nuclear and nonnu-

clear members.”83 The Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs indeed concluded 

that SDI offered an opportunity for riequilibro (“rebalancing”) the political 

and military standing of European countries “in favor of those who do not 

possess nuclear weapons and missile forces of their own.”84 Nuclear politics 

aside, European officials could agree that SDI would have significant impli-

cations for advanced technology industries, even if the US decided not to 

deploy a strategic defense system. If European politicians determined that 
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they should become involved in SDI research, the more contentious ques-

tion that had to be answered was whether they would develop a collective 

policy on SDI participation or become competitors for SDI contracts.

Reagan’s advisors believed that internationalizing SDI was necessary to 

build greater support for the project at home. Kenneth Adelman, the head of 

ACDA, optimistically predicted that participation could reduce “allied hostil-

ity to the SDI program” and provide the “allies a stake in evolving a strategy 

toward more reliance on defense.”85 In practice, White House officials had 

no interest in giving allies a voice in the management of the SDI program. 

In the near term, offering allies the chance to get access to more advanced 

technologies was at the center of the US strategy for attracting foreign part-

ners. Adelman argued that the European anxiety that “SDI research, like our 

space program of a previous era, will result in technology breakthroughs . . . ​

[making the Europeans] slip even farther behind us” would serve as a useful 

lever for securing allied participation.86 He nevertheless cautioned that US 

officials should not oversell the idea that SDI involvement would shower 

allies with funds for technologies with broad commercial and military appli-

cations.87 Noticeably absent from White House discussions was any concern 

about intellectual property rights. Disagreements over ownership of intel-

lectual property had been a source of tension between the US and European 

partners in other cooperative projects88 and would reemerge as a conten-

tious issue during discussions with both West Germany and the UK regard-

ing their participation in SDI.

On March 26, 1985, Weinberger sent letters to fifteen American allies, 

predominantly NATO countries but also Australia, Japan, Israel, and the 

Republic of Korea, inviting them to become involved in SDI research and 

development.89 The offer lacked substantive details, only saying that coun-

tries could take part in “cooperative research . . . ​in areas of technology 

that could contribute to the SDI research program.”90 European allies were 

offended by Weinberger’s stipulation that they respond within sixty days of 

receiving the secretary of defense’s letter, which they interpreted as an ulti-

matum.91 Consequently, Weinberger dropped the sixty-day requirement. 

For the White House, however, time was of the essence.

Inviting the Japanese to get involved in SDI was also tied to US efforts to 

get the transatlantic alliance behind the project. Reagan’s advisors were well 

aware that European politicians increasingly viewed Japan as a technologi-

cal, and therefore economic, threat. A set of talking points for CIA Director 
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William Casey noted that any Japanese interest in SDI would “stimulate 

and almost ensure European participation as well.”92 In many ways, getting 

the Japanese onboard with SDI was a far more challenging task than secur-

ing European support. Japanese politicians were uncomfortable with SDI 

because of its widespread perception as a destabilizing weapon.93 Japanese 

Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone nevertheless believed that these com-

plexities could be circumvented, and his interest in the US offer would not 

go unnoticed by European leaders.94

Internationalizing SDI served multiple purposes. Getting allies into the 

program could help win the support of members of Congress who were on 

the fence, especially before the Pentagon submitted the SDIO budget for the 

next fiscal year. More importantly, foreign involvement would strengthen 

the US position on SDI going into the arms control negotiations with the 

Soviet Union. Even though political considerations were paramount, SDIO 

did want to benefit technologically from its allies in areas where they excelled. 

SDIO officials created a list of specific allied capabilities and firms that had 

competencies of interest.95 American defense experts concluded that French, 

German, British, Italian, and Japanese firms could meaningfully contribute 

to research in optics, sensors, computer software, kinetic energy weapons, 

directed-energy weapons, satellite subsystems, and other key areas.96 Notably, 

Reagan’s advisors consistently underestimated the complexities of SDI-related 

technology transfer. This situation is ironic, since combatting the “techno-

logical hemorrhage to the East” was a top priority for Reagan. The US govern-

ment went to great lengths to ensure that adequate technology safeguards 

were in place, since the Soviet Union viewed many European institutions as 

“softer” targets for technology theft than their American counterparts.97

The Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls (COCOM) 

served as the primary mechanism for developing policies to restrict the flow 

of sensitive technologies to the East. Established in 1949, COCOM included 

all members of NATO, except Iceland, and Japan joined in 1952.98 Although 

officially a coordinating agency for protecting the West’s technological 

advantages, several European participants believed that the US used COCOM 

to further its own interests at the expense of theirs. Horst Ehmke, a lead-

ing German Social Democrat, expressed frustration with the wide range of 

technologies subject to COCOM restrictions. He claimed that “50% of new 

products; from children’s toys to toasters to satellite technology, were cov-

ered by US trade limitations.”99 In the early to mid-1980s, the CIA reported 
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that COCOM restrictions had become a source of tension between the US 

and its European allies.100 In this context, why would the Europeans believe 

that the US would share its most sensitive SDI-related technologies without 

substantial restrictions?

UNITED OR DIVIDED?

Rather than leading to greater transatlantic cohesion concerning SDI, the 

invitation to participate in the project made it an even more controversial 

issue. Weinberger’s SDI invitation letter loomed large at the thirty-seventh 

NPG on March 26 and 27, 1985. In 1966, NATO had established the NPG, 

which gave nonnuclear members of the alliance a greater stake in nuclear 

issues.101 European officials shared the conviction that any involvement in 

SDI should give them a say in decisions about the program’s future. West 

German Defense Minister Manfred Wörner demanded that any European 

industrial involvement in SDI must be complemented by more in-depth 

politico-military dialogue.102 Wörner’s comments reflected broader European 

anxiety about being blindsided by the US yet again on strategic matters. 

This NPG meeting underscored the lack of allied unity on SDI at an espe-

cially tense period in NATO’s history; SDI only added fuel to the fire as the 

anti-nuclear movements across Europe intensified their campaigns against 

the alliance’s nuclear modernization.103 NATO Secretary General Peter Car-

rington tried to persuade the press that the NPG “meeting had been harmo-

nious and fruitful.”104 But SDI remained a significant point of tension in large 

part because officials were forced to consider the political implications of a 

program whose technological maturity was a distant prospect while attempt-

ing to manage the immediate backlash to the very idea of strategic defense.

On the sidelines of the NPG, Heseltine and Wörner discussed the various 

options for responding to Weinberger’s invitation letter. At this stage, the Ger-

man defense minister favored a “concerted European effort.”105 Carrington 

and Italian Minister of Defense Giovanni Spadolini similarly believed that 

there should be a joint European response to Weinberger. In a memorandum 

to the prime minister, Heseltine advocated a “shared European approach” to 

SDI. He explained that this would “counter pressure on individual countries 

to be sucked in to support for the SDI going beyond . . . ​[the] four points [at 

Camp David] because of the lure of . . . ​technologies of the future.” Addition-

ally, a joint response would ensure that the European powers “could share 
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the benefits of their collaboration.” Heseltine identified CERN, the European 

Organization for Nuclear Research, as a potential model for joint European 

contributions.106

Charles Powell quickly intervened and attacked Heseltine’s pan-European 

approach to SDI, writing to Thatcher: “Perhaps I am too suspicious. But it 

seems to me that one reason why the Defense Secretary proposes a joint 

European response on SDI research is that he wants [to] build up a body of 

opinion skeptical of SDI.” There is no good industrial or scientific reason for 

a joint response: so it must be political” (emphasis in original).107 Not only was 

Heseltine the most vocal European integrationist in the Cabinet, Powell 

was also alarmed by the fact that Heseltine and Weinberger were “fervently 

at loggerheads” and “there [was] no love lost between them.”108 Heseltine’s 

views on European integration and his difficult relationship with Wein-

berger did not bode well for Anglo-American cooperation on SDI.

Although it did not take much convincing, Thatcher firmly sided with 

Powell, concluding that Britain “would be more likely to lose from [a collec-

tive European approach to SDI]” and that the French would be unlikely to 

share scientific knowledge or technology in areas where they were ahead.109 

From her perspective, the only way forward was a strictly bilateral arrange-

ment with the US. Underscoring the sensitivities attached to SDI and Anglo-

American relations, Thatcher made it clear that she was “running SDI policy 

directly.”110

Mitterrand complicated European deliberations over SDI when, in 

April  1985, he established the European Research Coordination Agency, 

“Eureka” for short. Officially, Eureka would pool European resources, with 

the ultimate goal of closing the science and technology gap with the US. 

Although the French president claimed to have been contemplating Eureka 

for some time, the CIA argued that the “timing and hasty packaging of the 

initiative were almost certainly prompted by the US invitation to its allies 

to participate in SDI research.”111 Robin Nicholson, Thatcher’s science advi-

sor, was convinced that the “US proposals for SDI [had] sparked French fears 

about the civil spin-off within the US which might give the US an unassail-

able lead in certain technologies,” ultimately leading to Eureka.112 Soviet 

officials similarly concluded that Eureka was “a technological reply to the 

American [SDI] challenge” and might “eventually become the European 

version of the American ‘Star Wars’ project.”113 With Eureka, Mitterrand 

built on the Gaullist tradition of seeking greater independence in science, 
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technology, and military matters.114 Yet, he did not develop an effective 

Eureka marketing strategy to capture the public imagination or generate 

significant enthusiasm among his European colleagues.115

Problematically, Eureka did not offer European governments an avenue 

to exert greater influence over SDI. Quite the contrary, eschewing involve-

ment in SDI in favor of Eureka would have only exacerbated tensions with 

the US concerning Reagan’s project. Even if officials in capitals across 

Europe did not support SDI, they feared distancing themselves to the point 

that they eliminated any opportunities to shape US decisions regarding the 

future of the program and to benefit from it technologically. There was also 

little guarantee that a pan-European high-technology cooperative would be 

free of technology transfer issues. In considering barriers to more seamless 

technology cooperation in Europe, Robin Nicholson identified “France [as] 

the worst culprit.”116

Like Thatcher, West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl concluded that 

West Germany needed to be able to influence US policy on strategic 

defense while also benefiting from any technological “spin offs” from SDI 

research. In early 1985, Kohl broke almost two years of official silence on 

SDI and expressed interest in becoming involved. The UK embassy in Bonn 

reported that the “German line on SDI [was] becoming more favorable, 

Kohl and Wörner [were] speaking publicly of European participation in the 

SDI research program, on certain conditions.”117 The British believed that 

anxieties about “Europe missing out on technological leap forward” was a 

significant factor.118 Edoardo Andreoni correctly observes that the German 

chancellor’s public warming to SDI “did not reflect a consensus within the 

Federal Government nor put an end to the contradictions of West German 

policy towards Reagan’s initiative.”119 Members of the Christian Democratic 

Union (CDU), in particular, worried that a shift toward deterrence based 

on defensive systems entailed the erosion of the American nuclear guaran-

tee.120 Kohl’s CDU was generally more supportive of involvement, whereas 

members of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) were completely opposed to 

SDI from the very beginning.121

Like Heseltine, West German Vice Chancellor Hans-Dietrich Genscher 

preferred a common European response to SDI and wanted to ensure that 

collaboration would not be a “technological one-way street”; Bonn had been 

especially disappointed with technological cooperation with the US on proj

ects such as Spacelab and the space tug, and was therefore skeptical about US 
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promises to share sensitive technologies.122 In April 1985, the Bundesverband 

der Deutschen Industrie (Federation of German Industry) organized a confer-

ence in Bad Isenberg in which representatives of SDIO briefed chief execu-

tives of major German companies on the kinds of contracts that would be 

available to West German firms.123 American engineers and scientists within 

SDIO believed that West German companies were especially well positioned 

to contribute to SDI in key high-technology arenas such as optics and 

microwave sensors.124 West German firms certainly welcomed SDIO’s inter-

est in their expertise.

In Bonn’s deliberations over SDI, there were military factors at play as 

well. In April 1985, Franz-Josef Strauss and Alfred Dregger, both prominent 

conservative West German politicians, proposed a European Defense Initia-

tive (EDI) as a complement to SDI.125 EDI was intended to be a ground-based 

missile defense designed to safeguard Western Europe against “conventional 

Soviet missile capabilities” not covered by SDI.126 The EDI concept received 

mixed reactions from European politicians. The Italians, for example, had 

already shown interest in theater missile and air defense.127 Unsurprisingly, 

the SPD opposed it on the grounds that it would be “tantamount to accept-

ing SDI.”128 Technologies developed for a pan-European missile defense sys-

tem would have a broad range of military and civil aerospace applications. 

Although a ground-based system, EDI would still need space-based remote 

sensing platforms for acquiring data on incoming missiles and aircraft. Com-

mand and control infrastructure for such a sophisticated system could also 

be used for civil space projects, once again underlining the close linkages 

between civil and military space policy.129

French Defense Minister Charles Hernu did not want to limit Europe to 

a system that functioned, in effect, as an adjunct to American space-based 

defenses. He therefore endorsed “European countries [getting] together to 

see if there is the possibility at the government level to launch a European 

research initiative in the domain of space-based defense” and that France 

should be willing to do it alone if other European partners did not want to 

get involved.130 Hernu established an office in the MoD to examine space 

policy, saying candidly that “we need to prepare our presence in space.”131 

Jen-Luc Lagardere, the president of Mécanique Aviation Traction (Matra), 

a conglomerate of industrial enterprises, declared that “without a military 

program in space, neither France nor Europe can expect a seat in the front 

row.”132 The question that European politicians had to answer was whether 
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they would attach themselves to SDI, a common European program, or a 

middle ground between the two. Although French officials tried to deflect 

comments about Eureka’s military implications, Hernu admitted that 

French officials viewed it as “a common technological trunk which feeds 

both the civilian and military domains.”133

Hernu’s proposal to explore European space-based defenses further was 

not a one-off comment but rather reflected Mitterrand’s conviction that 

France needed to keep pace with advanced technological developments. 

Even though the French government had been vociferously advocating space 

arms control, Mitterrand alluded to developing space capabilities that went 

beyond “passive” functions such as intelligence and communications. He 

said, “Let me give an example: that of the conquest of space. Europe should 

be capable of launching a manned space station that would enable it to 

observe, transmit and therefore counter all eventual threats. That way, it will 

have made a great step forward in its own defense.”134 Being able to “counter 

all eventual threats” more than implied some kind of system with weapons, 

but he did not clarify what specifically he was talking about. French policy 

was of course opposed to any changes to the 1972 ABM Treaty, and there 

was serious concern about what the implications of a superpower missile 

defense competition might be for the French nuclear deterrent.135 Mitter-

rand’s statement pointed toward French anxieties that if space-based mis-

sile defense technologies were going to take on greater importance, Western 

Europe—France in particular—could not be left behind.

Mitterrand’s space station idea was also a response to Reagan’s 1984 

announcement during his State of the Union address that the US would offer 

allies the opportunity to participate in a civilian space station project. France 

was, however, wary of becoming involved, seeing it as yet another ave

nue for increasing European technological dependence on the US.136 With 

France as the leader of the space industry in Europe, Mitterrand preferred 

that ESA focus on an independent West European space program.137 Western 

European officials viewed the space station as a litmus test for American will-

ingness to share advanced technologies across the board. CIA analysts can-

didly observed that “failure to reach agreement on the technology [transfer] 

issue for a civil program like the space station almost certainly would jeop-

ardize Western European willingness to participate in SDI development.”138

ESA wanted broader technology exchange than in past joint projects, 

such as Spacelab, seeking the status of equal partner rather than that of a 
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subcontractor.139 Although restrictive technology transfer only seemed to jus-

tify Mitterrand’s call for independent European space projects, the technol-

ogy transfer difficulties experienced by ESA likely further convinced Bonn 

and London, perhaps Rome too, that they would have a better chance of 

securing favorable terms on SDI participation on a bilateral basis rather than 

through a multiparty cooperative framework. Moreover, space projects with 

defense applications aroused controversy in the European space community 

that traditionally eschewed overt ties with military projects.140

At the Bonn Economic Summit in May 1985, Thatcher informed Reagan 

that the UK wanted to get involved in SDI and that she hoped “we shall do 

it in the same way as we have collaborated since we worked together on the 

atomic bomb.” Participation had to be a two-way street, she emphasized, 

and the British wanted to be “partners not subcontractors.” She further high-

lighted the need for a bilateral arrangement rather than a common European 

approach.141 In her discussions with Mitterrand at the summit, she avoided 

both Eureka and SDI. Thatcher already knew that the French were not going 

to pursue a government-to-government agreement with the US on participa-

tion, and Mitterrand’s silence on this issue staved off a potentially difficult 

conversation.

NEGOTIATING THE TERMS OF INVOLVEMENT IN SDI

The industrial and alliance considerations were significant factors in West 

Germany’s decision to participate in SDI research. Senior officials in Bonn, 

such as Horst Teltschik, were skeptical that SDI would produce a functioning 

missile defense system that would ever be able to replace nuclear deterrence 

as the mainstay of NATO’s strategy, but in 1985 and 1986, there was still 

hope that technological cooperation could be beneficial for West German 

industrial and political agendas.142 The SPD expressed concern that West Ger-

man scientists who participated in SDI research would lose their “scientific 

autonomy” due to the security classification of their work.143 Taking a politi

cally pragmatic stance, other West German officials primarily saw involve-

ment as a way to secure greater influence over Washington’s policies on SDI.

Despite Soviet protests to Bonn about West Germany directly participating 

in SDI, Kohl remained outwardly supportive of SDI research, and he wanted 

to move ahead with securing industrial contracts.144 Genscher was steadfast in 

his position that becoming directly involved in SDI was bad for West German 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



“Europe Must Not Leave Space to the Americans”	 121

interests and European security more broadly. He was also skeptical about the 

level of technology transfer that the US would indeed be willing to facilitate. 

Abrahamson met with representatives of the West German aerospace firm 

Messerschmitt-Bölkow-Blohm and introduced them to a three-tier model for 

Bonn’s participation: tier 1, the US would finance research into core func-

tions such as boost-phase, midcourse, and terminal defense; tier 2, research 

into defenses against long- and short-range theater nuclear forces would be 

co-financed with European allies; and tier 3, there would be development 

of air defenses and countermeasures for cruise missiles, which was of partic

ular interest to Bonn.145 As a sign of his commitment to German industrial 

involvement in SDI, Kohl sent one of his closest advisors, Horst Teltschik, to 

Washington to discuss the terms of formal participation in SDI.146

At this time, Thatcher was growing frustrated with the fact that West 

Germany was moving ahead with involvement in SDI research, while the 

UK MoD seemed unconcerned. In May 1985, Heseltine reported that Brit-

ain needed to “move quickly” if it wanted to make the most of its oppor-

tunities. Concurrently, he cautioned that “we do not as yet have sufficient 

information to assess the full implications of participation or to define the 

specific areas of our interest.”147 At the top of this memorandum, Thatcher 

wrote in pen that “the Germans have gotten farther than we have, this won’t 

do.”148 The prime minister placed a political premium on being the first ally 

to secure a formal participation agreement, but Heseltine was not eager to 

strike a deal with the US on SDI.

For Britain, the political and industrial aspects of SDI were inseparable, and 

time was of the essence. Officials in Whitehall were still debating whether 

there should be a pan-European approach to SDI. UK Minister of State for 

Industry and Information Technology Geoffrey Pattie complained that the 

MoD was moving too slowly, and he identified Bonn as “far more active 

and supportive.”149 Since SDI was a long-term multi-billion-dollar research 

program into many types of advanced technologies, it did not need to come 

to fruition to be beneficial. Thatcher’s chief scientific advisor, Robin Nich-

olson, argued that “whether or not SDI succeeds in its strategic aims, the 

very large US spend [sic] will produce technical advances in areas of impor-

tance to conventional defense and to civil industry.”150 Nicholson advocated 

a strictly bilateral arrangement with the US. He wrote in a memorandum to 

the prime minister, “We have a unique and hard won position of being the 

only country with a respected and trusted position on defense science and 
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technology with both the US and Europe. We should exploit this position 

ruthlessly.”151 Nicholson believed that Heseltine’s advocacy of a European 

approach was “feeble.” Nicholas Owen, a policy advisor to Thatcher, main-

tained that because Britain already had unique and extensive special arrange-

ments with the US in nuclear and intelligence technologies, the UK was 

especially well placed to benefit. A multilateral approach, he warned, could 

“make it harder for the USA to share technology.” He similarly argued that 

Heseltine’s “European approach is misconceived” and that British “participa-

tion is worth a high price and the Americans expect to pay one.”152

Charles Powell continued to warn against Heseltine’s European approach. 

He advised that the task was to “make up for lost time,” since both West 

Germany and the Netherlands had already sent delegations of government 

officials and businessmen to discuss participating in SDI research.153 Thatcher 

ultimately adopted Powell’s recommendation that SDI and Eureka be han-

dled as two separate issues. The former was more significant for UK security 

interests, and the latter would involve Britain but be less of a priority and 

take up fewer resources. Even with this bilateral framework in mind, Lon-

don still needed to formalize the terms of its involvement. Powell doubted 

that the MoD was best equipped to handle negotiations with the US over 

SDI. Most problematic was the fact that Weinberger and Heseltine “cordially 

dislike[d] each other and tend[ed] to quarrel.”154

Since SDI was so “close to the president’s heart,” SDI negotiations were 

about far more than intellectual property protections and contract amounts, 

they also had a direct bearing on the health of the Anglo-American partner-

ship.155 Thatcher understood that the president was wed to his nuclear abo-

litionist vision for strategic defense. It was in the British interest to support 

SDI research without encouraging Reagan’s goal of a nuclear-free world that 

the prime minister thought was neither desirable nor possible. Participation 

in SDI would, Thatcher hoped, give Britain access to advanced technologies 

and also provide her with an opportunity to influence Reagan’s decisions 

about SDI more directly. Heseltine’s opposition to SDI and his personal issues 

with Weinberger were significant political liabilities. Consequently, Thatcher 

had to carefully manage dissenting opinions on SDI within Whitehall to see 

through to completion her agenda for British involvement in the program.

Heseltine met with Weinberger in late July 1985 to discuss UK involve-

ment in SDI, including the creation of an SDI Participation Office in Lon-

don.156 This new institution would be a visible symbol of Britain’s choice 
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to embrace a bilateral agreement with the US and eschew a coordinated 

European approach to SDI. Of special importance to the MoD was that the 

UK could secure access to detailed information about SDI programs so that 

British companies could more effectively compete with American firms for 

contracts. The UK defense secretary explained how Britain would have to 

expend significant political capital to combat “vocal left-wing opposition” 

to SDI, which he believed justified Britain receiving a substantial percent-

age of SDI contracts.157 Heseltine specifically proposed that the US set aside 

$1.5 billion worth of contracts for Britain over a five-year period. Notably, a 

few days prior to this meeting, Thatcher voiced concern about demanding 

a specific sum of money from the US.158 Weinberger explained that due to 

US contracting laws, setting aside a specific percentage of the SDI budget for 

the UK would not be possible. The British defense secretary brushed these 

legalities aside and stressed that there had to be an equitable partnership 

with the UK due in large part to the political sensitivities of involvement.159

Powell suspected that Heseltine proposed such a large sum of money as a 

“wrecking bid.” Historian of science Jon Agar agrees that Heseltine “probably 

was indeed offering a wrecking bid.”160 Heseltine, like Foreign Secretary Geof-

frey Howe, had significant reservations about SDI. He was also unhappy with 

the prime minister’s bilateral approach to SDI, which he believed was detri-

mental to the UK relationship with continental European powers. Regardless 

of Heseltine’s intentions, Thatcher decided to push for a substantial portion 

of SDI’s foreign research and development budget. The prime minister told 

Weinberger that Britain’s “record as an ally, the history of our scientific and 

technical excellence entitled us to special consideration.” Weinberger tried 

to explain yet again that the Reagan administration could not just set aside a 

specific percentage of the SDI budget due to US contracting laws. The prime 

minister was not, however, interested in these legal and procedural obstacles. 

Thatcher scoffed at Weinberger’s offer of £10–£15 million in contracts as an 

“act of good faith,” saying she was not keen on a “salami approach.” It was 

incumbent on the White House to get Congress to see that “Britain was in a 

different category to other countries” and appropriate funds accordingly.161 

Later that same day, she reiterated to Vice President Bush that Britain “wanted 

to be full and worthy partners, not just small component makers.”162

To make more substantive progress on securing concrete terms for Brit-

ain’s integration into SDI research, the US and the UK established an Anglo-

American working group devoted to this topic.163 The MoD identified 
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eighteen technical areas in which the UK was well placed to contribute to 

SDI, including optical computing, software security, lasers, signal processing, 

and materials science.164 The MoD concluded that “absorption of additional 

sums for SDI work should not present industry with insurmountable diffi-

culties.”165 The Department of Trade and Industry was, however, pessimistic 

about the ability of UK industry to exploit SDI technology. There was also the 

fundamental question of whether Britain had adequate resources to devote 

to SDI.166

Questions about such a large-scale British contribution to SDI were 

quickly overshadowed by more fundamental issues in the negotiations that 

the MoD described as “tough but cordial.” The latter description was really 

an understatement. The MoD noted that the American participants in the 

Anglo-American working group were “clearly under instructions to define 

the smallest acceptable British contribution covering technologies of great-

est interest to the US, on terms favorable to the US and with no commitment 

beyond the next year or so.” The US did not want to make firm guarantees, 

in large part because Washington needed London’s political support, while 

British technological contributions were primarily of peripheral concern.167 

US officials wanted to get the UK onboard as quickly as possible and worry 

about the technical arrangements at a later time, leaning on “existing bilat-

eral agreements.”168 The key stumbling blocks for the MoD related to intel-

lectual property rights, US technology transfer controls, and timely access 

to contract data.169 The information exchange was particularly important 

so that Thatcher and her advisors had access to detailed and up-to-date 

information on where the US was heading with its SDI concept.

In the midst of these Anglo-American SDI negotiations, the French 

approached the British about collaboration on military space projects, sat-

ellite communications in particular. The French proposed that British Aero-

space and Matra work together to develop a satellite based on Skynet 4. 

London was not, however, receptive. British officials concluded that the 

French strategy might be to develop a new satellite system “on the back of 

British technology,” putting the UK at a disadvantage in the global satellite 

market. Most importantly, British defense leaders believed that closer col-

laboration with France might jeopardize “the Anglo–US space relationship, 

particularly at this sensitive stage of SDI discussions.”170

The American–Soviet summit at Geneva scheduled for late Novem-

ber 1985 added urgency to the Anglo-American SDI negotiations. British 
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officials noted that the US wanted to “conclude an agreement quickly . . . ​

probably because they want our visible endorsement of SDI research before 

the United States–Soviet Summit on 19–20 November.”171 UK negotiators 

viewed Washington’s desire to conclude an agreement quickly as leverage 

for securing favorable technology transfer arrangements, allowing Britain to 

use technologies generated through its involvement for other applications.

As the negotiations progressed, Thatcher and her advisors needed to 

define the priorities for UK involvement more specifically. The prime min-

ister had to determine if she wanted to extract benefits primarily for British 

defense, for commercial interests, or for a mixture of both. Nicholas Owen, 

one of her policy advisors, advocated a complete focus on defense interests. 

He argued that “SDI is not important for civil work” and that “sending a 

man to the moon was a round-about way of designing a non-stick frying 

pan.”172 Owen was furthermore concerned about whether British industry 

could really deliver on $1.5 billion worth of SDI-related work over the fol-

lowing five years. If the UK could not meet its commitment, then delays 

in SDI research and development due to British firms might undermine 

American confidence in UK technical expertise.

As the negotiations entered their terminus, there were concerns on the 

part of British industrial leaders that they would not receive their fair share of 

SDI contracts. During the deliberations over the Trident submarine-launched 

ballistic system, UK trade union officials and defense contractors had come 

to believe that the government had not been forceful enough in protecting 

British interests, and they did not want to see the same mistake made again 

regarding SDI. Thatcher’s government had to balance the desire to secure 

favorable terms with the need to conclude a memorandum of understanding 

(MOU) with Washington as quickly as possible because the MoD was asking 

British firms not to seek SDI contracts until a government-to-government 

agreement was finalized. The prime minister and her advisors believed that 

this was the only way to ensure British companies received “the best possible 

terms.”173 There were also sensitive arms control issues at play; the FCO and 

MoD continued to worry about the crucial distinctions between research and 

development and feared that any move toward the latter could undermine 

the ABM Treaty.174

In late October 1985, Heseltine informed the prime minister that the US 

had met the outstanding demands of the UK that stood in the way of mov-

ing forward with participation.175 Weinberger had agreed to conditions that 
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made it possible for British firms to compete for contracts effectively and 

to strengthen provisions for technology transfer. The US requested that the 

MOU be classified secret, which Heseltine believed reflected the degree to 

which the “American side feel they have moved to meet our concerns.”176 

In reality, the security classification served the more practical purpose of 

allowing the Reagan administration to conceal from other potential SDI 

participants what kind of an agreement the UK was able to obtain. London 

and Washington modeled the SDI information exchange on the 1958 US–

UK Mutual Defense Agreement.177 Powell observed that the agreement was 

not “watertight . . . ​[but] is generally satisfactory.”178 Thatcher recognized 

that the agreement had few guarantees and acknowledged that “the scale 

of UK participation in practice is bound to remain uncertain under what is 

essentially a permissive arrangement.”179 Despite concerns about intellec-

tual property rights and technology transfer, Thatcher pressed ahead with 

the MOU.

On December 6, 1985, the US and the UK signed the MOU.180 For the 

US, the MOU was a political symbol rather than a substantive agreement 

for technological cooperation. While officially the UK supported only SDI 

research, not deployment of strategic defenses, Labour politicians alleged 

that Thatcher was endorsing “the principle and strategy behind Star Wars,” 

which they identified as a quest for nuclear superiority.181 The Soviet Union 

issued a demarche protesting the Anglo-American MOU, saying that it 

represented Britain “helping the US achieve military superiority” and that 

research would lead to development and testing.182

The Anglo-American MOU served as an added impetus for Bonn to 

establish a similar arrangement with the US regarding West German par-

ticipation in SDI research. Official negotiations between Washington and 

Bonn only began around the time of the signing of the Anglo-American 

agreement. West German leaders wanted to obtain technological benefits 

from collaboration with the US on SDI but continued to worry about highly 

restrictive US policies on technology transfer.183 Kohl also recognized that 

becoming involved in SDI research and development was politically sensi-

tive in terms of both the German electorate and relations with the Soviet 

Union and other European states, especially France.184 Even support for SDI 

research, but not deployment, created challenges for Bonn’s Ostpolitik. The 

SPD criticized Kohl for “putting the relationship with France at risk over 

SDI” and presented Kohl as having an excessively Atlanticist orientation.185
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The American–German negotiations had become difficult because Bonn 

wanted guarantees that the US would refrain from adopting a protectionist 

attitude toward SDI technologies. Despite concerns about technology being 

withheld by the US, West German Economics Minister Martin Bangemann 

and Weinberger signed the MOU in late March 1986.186 The signing of the 

MOU resolved an interdepartmental scuffle between the German Ministries 

of Defense and Foreign Affairs; the former was supportive, and the latter 

was opposed. According to Wörner, “in the contest between the Foreign 

and Defense Ministries, [Foreign Minister] Genscher was the ‘loser.’ ”187

Even after signing the MOU, West German officials remained skeptical 

about obtaining technological benefits. Wörner observed in a meeting with 

the French foreign and defense ministers that “the United States will surely 

reserve for itself the lion’s share” of the SDI contracts.188 Andreoni observes 

that having Bangemann, rather than Defense Minister Wörner, sign the 

MOU was “another sign that Bonn regarded its involvement in SDI research 

as a purely industrial and legal matter.”189 It would be more accurate to say 

that West German officials wanted it to appear that they were handling SDI 

as a primarily economic matter. In September 1986, Wörner informed Hes-

eltine that Bonn was “encouraging firms to develop their technological links 

with the US in the SDI area, with a view not only to commercial objectives 

but to developing technologies which could be used for the improvement 

of conventional defense.”190 Wörner was especially interested in using SDI 

technologies for European air defense, harkening back to concepts associated 

with EDI.

The British were keen to know the terms of Bonn’s MOU with the US. 

Although the terms of the American–German agreement were not public, a 

copy of the MOU was leaked to the press a month after it was signed. The 

West German federal prosecutor launched an investigation, but no one was 

formally charged.191 This leak was fortuitous for Britain because it allowed a 

comparison of the two MOUs. UK officials “noted that in several important 

respects regarding ownership, use, disclosure and licensing of foreground 

rights the UK had secured more advantageous arrangements with the United 

States than those achieved by West Germany.”192 In reality, there was little 

guarantee in the British MOU that UK firms would indeed be able to use 

information derived from involvement in SDI projects.193 Most significantly, 

a comparison of the two MOUs underlines the fact that although Britain did 

have unique intelligence and nuclear cooperative arrangements with the US, 
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it had a limited ability to extract special benefits with regard to technology 

transfer in other areas. Even with the MOU, British industrial firms suspected 

that “a ring fence might be erected around SDI work, thus preventing possi

ble exploitation of SDI technology through [other programs].”194

While negotiations were underway on West German SDI contracts, a ter-

rorist attack reminded officials in Bonn of the political sensitivities attached 

to participation in the program. In early July 1986, a bomb detonated on 

the side of a road in Munich and demolished a limousine ferrying West 

German industrialist Karl Heinz Beckurt, a high-ranking executive with Sie-

mens. The blast blew the car more than twenty feet from the road, killing 

both Beckurt and his chauffeur. Not long after this incident, the Red Army 

Faction, a West German terrorist organization, claimed responsibility and 

explained in a letter that Beckurt was targeted because Siemens was secur-

ing contracts with SDIO. The terrorists who orchestrated this attack hoped 

it would garner the support of the militant wing of the anti-nuclear move-

ment in West Germany.195 Although this incident did not affect Bonn’s SDI 

policy, West German firms that secured SDI research contracts subsequently 

tried to keep a lower public profile regarding their partnership with SDIO.196

Discussions among West German, French, and British officials concern-

ing involvement in SDI became increasingly superficial as they competed 

with each other for contracts, although Mitterrand still refused to nego-

tiate a formal MOU with the US.197 In early 1986, Mitterrand’s approach 

to SDI became a significant issue in French domestic politics. March 1986 

witnessed the coming to power of a coalition, including the Gaullist Ras-

semblement pour la République (RPR) and the center-right Union pour la 

Démocratie Française (UDF). This led to the appointment of Jacques Chirac, 

the head of the RPR, as prime minister. Chirac had been very critical of Mit-

terrand’s outright rejection of participation in SDI, saying that such a course 

of action was not in the French national interest.198 He pledged to cor-

rect this situation, explaining to a group of journalists that “France cannot 

refuse to associate herself to this great research called SDI . . . ​I will not let 

France remain on the margins of this great, unavoidable movement, which 

is irreversible and justified.”199 French firms competed for SDI contracts, but 

Paris still rejected an MOU with the US formalizing French involvement in 

the program. While Chirac was enthusiastic about potential technological 

benefits from participation, he was concerned about Reagan’s anti-nuclear 

rhetoric, especially at the Reykjavik Summit in the fall of 1986.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



“Europe Must Not Leave Space to the Americans”	 129

Mitterrand’s admonition that Europe must have autonomy in space took 

on even greater significance in 1986 after the space shuttle Challenger blew 

up shortly after launch, killing everyone onboard. This tragedy naturally 

affected the scheduled launchings of foreign payloads on the shuttle. With 

constrained American launch systems, European officials could not ignore 

the great demands that SDI components would place on the shuttle pro-

gram, further marginalizing the space needs of Europe. In light of this new 

situation, Britain shifted its Skynet 4B satellite to Ariane, becoming the first 

shuttle customer to change over to its European competitor.200

The prospect of obtaining advanced technologies continued to attract for-

eign participation in SDI. In 1986, Israel and Italy became formally involved, 

followed by Japan in 1987.201 MOUs served as political symbols more than 

anything else because they did not guarantee contracts or transfer of tech-

nology. A Department of Defense report to Congress on SDI stated that “an 

MOU is helpful, [but] it is not mandatory for participation. Companies in 

countries that have not signed an MOU have successfully competed for con-

tracts.”202 Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, and the Netherlands, all non-

MOU countries, secured SDIO contracts of varying amounts:203

To the disappointment of Western European states, SDI did not mate-

rialize into the much hyped “technological Marshall Plan.”204 By the end 

of the 1980s, Britain had not obtained anything close to the original $1.5 

billion that Michael Heseltine had requested in 1985. And British officials 

were not alone in their disappointment concerning SDI contracts. In gen-

eral, European firms learned that SDI contracts would not be nearly as lucra-

tive as they had originally hoped. Even though US officials had pledged that 

SDI-related technologies would have significant civil applications, many of 

the foreign contracts were in areas that could not be easily transferred to the 

commercial sector. Teltschik maintains that “West Germany did not really 

benefit industrially from participating [in SDI].”205 By October 1989, Bonn 

had won approximately $70 million in SDI contracts—just $3 million less 

than Britain.206 This situation once again underlines the fact that Britain’s 

unique access to American defense and intelligence resources did not guar-

antee special status with regard to technology transfer. At nearly $185 mil-

lion, Israel secured the largest number of contracts (in terms of monetary 

value), primarily due to its development of the Arrow missile defense system 

with American assistance.207
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CONCLUSIONS

American military space activities in the 1980s, SDI especially, forced West-

ern European politicians to directly confront the highly controversial subject 

of space militarization. When the motivations for Western European involve-

ment in SDI are uncovered, we find that it was not so easy to disentangle the 

economic and military elements in Western European space policy. European 

debates over space militarization encompassed a broad range of economic, 

military, and political factors inextricably linked to European integration 

and transatlantic alliance dynamics. Rather than producing a wholly new 

problem in transatlantic affairs, SDI became quickly entangled in preexisting 

European discussions about autonomy in space and advanced technologies 

more broadly.

Perhaps most remarkable is that even with many prior difficult technol-

ogy transfer experiences on joint projects with the US, Western European 

officials still held out hope that cooperation on SDI would somehow be 

different. They believed that Washington’s political motivation to secure 

broader international support for SDI might indeed result in less restrictive 

policies on technology sharing. This situation created competition among 

European states for SDI contracts, further eroding the possibility of a com-

mon European position. On a practical level, Western European politicians 

and industrialists underestimated the difficulties of competing for SDI con-

tracts alongside American firms that had long-established relationships with 

the Pentagon.

Most fundamentally, Western Europe’s involvement in SDI forces us to 

reconsider its role in space militarization in the late Cold War. Tilmann 

Siebeneichner writes that through joint American–European projects that 

involved the shuttle, a dual-use system, Western Europeans contributed to 

“covert militarization” of the heavens.208 In fact, Western European states 

overtly participated in space militarization. In the late 1970s and through 

the 1980s, France and Britain pursued military space projects dedicated to 

reconnaissance and communications. Notably, some of the same French offi-

cials who were advocates of space arms control later openly entertained a 

European space-based missile defense. The fear of being left behind techno-

logically was clearly far more powerful than anxieties about a space arms race. 

Even though many European leaders distinguished between participating in 
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SDI research and supporting the deployment of space-based missile defenses, 

their countries’ involvement in projects that could have been used to place 

weapons in space makes this distinction insignificant in a practical sense. 

To the disappointment of American officials, nothing close to a consensus 

in favor of space-based missile defense emerged among Western European 

allies, and SDI would remain a source of controversy in transatlantic relations 

well into the early 1990s.
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On the morning of September 5, 1986, a rocket roared off its pad at Cape 

Canaveral, Florida, carrying an SDI experiment into space. This project, called 

“Delta 180,” successfully simulated the interception of a ballistic missile out-

side of the Earth’s atmosphere. The Delta 180 test only reinforced Reagan’s 

belief that SDI was indeed making significant progress. Delta 180’s timing 

was critical; it took place only weeks before the 1986 superpower summit in 

Reykjavik, Iceland, where Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev discussed 

eliminating all US and Soviet nuclear weapons. At Reykjavik, Reagan and 

Gorbachev found themselves at an impasse due to the Soviet demand that 

SDI be confined to the laboratory, which would have prohibited the testing 

of missile defense components in space. Reagan rejected Moscow’s condition 

that SDI be kept in the laboratory, saying that this was tantamount to throw-

ing it onto “the trash heap.”1

Reagan and Gorbachev both wanted a nuclear-free world, but disagree-

ment over SDI was a critical obstacle in their way. According to former US 

ambassador to the Soviet Union Jack Matlock, restriction of SDI to the labora-

tory “became in Reagan’s mind nothing more than a backdoor way to destroy 

his dream.”2 But Reagan’s intransigence concerning SDI during arms control 

negotiations was driven by more than his pursuit of an elusive dream; it was 

also shaped by the specific technological requirements of strategic defense 

system builders. In particular, Reagan wanted to keep open the option to 

deploy a strategic defense system in the near term using less-exotic technolo-

gies, such as kinetic interceptors on land and in space. In time, laser weapons 

could be added if the relevant technologies matured. Consequently, Reagan 

5 � OUT OF THE LABORATORY AND 
INTO SPACE
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would not entertain any limits on technologies that might be relevant for 

strategic defenses. Even if a strategic defense system was a distant prospect, 

SDIO would need to integrate complex strategic defense technologies and 

test them in space in the near term. But even testing SDI technologies in 

space posed problems for the 1972 ABM Treaty, and preserving this treaty 

was an article of faith for both the Soviet Union and US allies in Europe. 

Fundamentally, the advancement of SDI required freedom of action in space.

Officials in Moscow believed that allowing the testing of missile defense 

components in space was tantamount to opening a Pandora’s box of offensive 

military space capabilities. SDI’s advanced software, sensors, and command 

and control systems could give the US military an even greater qualitative 

lead as well. Due to these considerations, Gorbachev concluded that he had 

to forestall a new phase in space militarization. Space arms control would 

prevent or retard, at the very least, Washington’s ability to test and deploy 

military space systems with both ASAT and missile defense applications. For 

the Soviets, new military space technologies were the greatest threats to arms 

control, but for Reagan, they were the keys to a more peaceful future. Just as 

the Reagan administration used the prospect of high-technology cooperation 

to reduce European hostility to SDI, the president hoped that promising to 

“share the benefits” of SDI with Moscow would cause Gorbachev to acqui-

esce on strategic defense.3

“A SYSTEM OF SYSTEMS”

In mid to late 1984, the White House still did not know what specific form a 

strategic defense system might take, and work was proceeding on all relevant 

technologies.4 While Abrahamson did not want to establish specific effective-

ness criteria for a system, he maintained that “the technical approach being 

taken was structured by the President’s objective of total effectiveness against 

BMs [ballistic missiles].” Such an expansive goal required a “system of sys-

tems”: that is, multiple interlinked capabilities (e.g., space-, terrestrial-, and 

sea-based interceptors that were connected to tracking sensors on the ground 

and in space).5 SDIO adopted a building-blocks approach in which a strategic 

defense system would be deployed in phases, with more exotic technologies, 

such as laser weapons, being added to much later iterations.

Developing the sensors necessary to track and target ballistic missiles was 

the costliest part of the SDI program, comprising about 35  percent of the 
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overall budget.6 SDIO also devoted significant attention to “space logistics”: 

that is, new space launch vehicles that would lower the cost of placing sys-

tems into orbit. Abrahamson and his staff needed a heavy-lift vehicle for 

launching space-based platforms of up to 100 metric tons (220,000 pounds), 

along with a capability to service them in space.7 Because of the energy 

requirements for all these space systems, new space-based power sources 

would be required too. SDIO only had a dedicated staff of about 100 military 

and civilian personnel. So, it depended on the US national laboratories, the 

military services, and partnerships with NASA for space logistics and on the 

Department of Energy for space power.8 Although small in size, SDIO was 

primed to become a resource intensive space institution.

“SDI–ASAT ENTANGLEMENT”

As the Reagan administration prepared for the new round of arms control 

negotiations set to begin in March 1985, protecting SDI was at the forefront 

of the White House’s objectives. While the “SDI Bible” that guided the US 

government’s public diplomacy on strategic defense maintained that “SDI is 

not based on any single or preconceived notion of what an effective defense 

system would look like,” administration officials recognized that space-based 

interceptors would indeed be essential for destroying ballistic missiles in their 

boost phase. Problematically for the White House, these same interceptors 

used for missile defense could also be used as ASATs.

Secretary of State George Shultz believed that the US “needed something 

to trade” to get the arms control negotiations moving and that ASATs were 

a good place to start. Kenneth Adelman, the head of the ACDA, proposed 

that the US and the Soviet Union, at the very least, establish “rules of behav

ior” in space, which could involve limits on ASAT testing.9 The Pentagon 

carefully considered how any arms control measures could affect its military 

space plans. Because of the technological linkage between ASATs and SDI, 

Undersecretary of Defense for Policy Fred Iklé warned Caspar Weinberger in 

1984 that “ASAT–SDI entanglement” was going to be a significant problem 

in the arms control negotiations.10 Weinberger stressed to Robert McFarlane 

that “we have attempted to separate ASAT and SDI in public and Congres-

sional fora, [but] it is clear that they are linked, both technically and from the 

perspective of arms control options . . . ​the distinctions between ASAT and 

SDI will not be capable of being maintained.”11 The Soviet Union, Western 
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European allies, and many SDI skeptics in Congress grasped the ASAT–SDI 

relationship and therefore sought to use ASAT arms control as a “stalking 

horse” to kill SDI.12

On the subject of US ASATs, Western European allies ranged from luke-

warm to openly hostile.13 McFarlane worried that Mitterrand’s and Thatch-

er’s public opposition to an arms race in space would generate even greater 

opposition to US military space plans.14 In general, European allies supported 

“strict limits on dedicated ASAT systems” because of NATO’s dependence 

on satellites for communications and reconnaissance. France, the UK, West 

Germany, and Italy favored a preemptive ban on high-altitude ASATs and 

believed that a space “rules of the road” agreement would indeed be useful.15

A ban on high-altitude ASATs seemed sensible, since they threatened 

satellites that were used for nuclear command and control, but Weinberger 

pointed out to McFarlane that SDIO was developing interceptors that would 

“have the inherent capability to attack high-altitude satellites.” The secre-

tary of defense also envisioned having ASATs to defend high-altitude satel-

lites used for missile tracking and intelligence gathering.16 In 1988, Moscow 

did indeed initiate research into a more advanced ASAT system designed 

to attack higher-altitude targets.17 Since the Soviets were working on high-

altitude intelligence satellites that could support military operations, having 

the ability to attack them in wartime would be useful from the Pentagon’s 

perspective as well.18

In light of potential SDI system requirements and the Pentagon’s military 

space agenda, Iklé and Weinberger conspired to “slow down the train speed-

ing up toward extensive SDI limitations.”19 Weinberger turned his energies 

toward defeating Shultz’s space arms control strategy by getting McFarlane, 

Casey, and the president on his side. The secretary of defense concluded 

that laying out for Reagan how space arms control would prevent SDI from 

advancing would convince the president to reject Shultz’s proposal to nego-

tiate with the Soviet Union on limiting ASATs. The SDI–ASAT linkage aside, 

Weinberger knew that Reagan harbored fears that the Soviets were “ahead 

of us in that dept. [military space capabilities]” and “want to freeze us into 

inferiority.”20

Even though SDIO had not yet settled on what specific form a strategic 

defense system might take, there was clearly an understanding that futuristic 

technologies such as laser weapons might not mature quickly enough for 

near-term missile defense options. ASAT-related technologies (e.g., hit-to-kill 
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interceptors) held the greatest promise for deploying a strategic defense sys-

tem by the mid-1990s. Weinberger warned that limits on kinetic energy 

weapons would “eliminate our ability to develop the technology for near-

term boost phase” defense systems (emphasis added).21 In the public sphere, 

exotic missile defense technologies received the most attention because they 

conjured up images associated with works of science fiction. But existing 

capabilities offered the best hope for pursuing strategic defense in the next 

five to ten years. Even though Reagan had pledged that SDI would be a long-

term research program, Weinberger clearly wanted to develop and demon-

strate the technologies for a strategic defense system that could be deployed 

in the near future.

Reagan was initially receptive to the idea of ASAT arms control because 

he did not fully grasp its consequences for SDI. During a September 1984 

meeting at the White House, Weinberger implored Reagan not to accept any 

ASAT constraints because of their implications for strategic defense research 

and development. Confused, Reagan said, “Concerning the ASAT thing, all 

theirs are ground-based. Ours are on a plane [in reference to the MHV jet-

launched ASAT]. I don’t know how limits on either ground-based or airborne 

ASAT systems interferes with SDI.”22 McFarlane then explained how key 

SDI technologies and ASATs were fundamentally one and the same. Limits 

on ASATs would hamper the development of SDI. Reagan did not like this 

answer because it undermined his view of SDI as a peace shield.

Brushing these technical details aside, the president said that it was imper-

ative to show the Soviets that SDI was not threatening—that it was purely 

defensive. Admiral James Watkins, the chief of naval operations, cautioned 

that SDI should not be directly linked in the public eye with offensive space 

capabilities. He warned that “we must make certain that SDI is not made 

analogous to ASAT . . . ​there is a solid case for SDI, but we will always have 

problems in dealing with public opinion on space and ASAT. We must link 

research on SDI to making nuclear weapons obsolete.” In response to Wat-

kins’ comments on ASATs, Reagan suggested that “we should first talk about 

getting rid of these offensive arms like this F-15 [air-launched] ASAT. We must 

make it clear that we are not seeking advantage, only defense.”23 Reagan 

characterized ASATs as “offensive weapons,” whereas SDI was only a “non-

nuclear defensive system.”24 Watkins explained to the president once again 

that there was an intimate technological connection between ASATs and SDI. 

Watkins conceded that the US ASAT program had serious limitations and 
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could therefore “be given up, from a military point of view,” but stressed the 

connections with SDI.25

Kenneth Adelman similarly told the president that “any SDI deployment 

would be an ASAT [sic]” and that it was therefore impossible to separate 

ASATs from SDI.26 Despite these explanations about the SDI–ASAT linkage, 

Reagan asked if there was still some way to distinguish between offensive 

and defensive space systems. Ed Meese, an advisor to the president, stated 

bluntly that “the technology is the same; a treaty on ASAT testing could kill 

both ASAT and SDI.”27 Reagan nevertheless refused to abandon this distinc-

tion and would continue to say publicly, and during exchanges with the 

Soviet Union, that SDI was only a defensive system that could in no way 

threaten Soviet interests.

While Shultz believed that the US could, and should, at least discuss 

limits on the so-called space-strike arms (e.g., SDI and ASATs), Weinberger 

and Casey remained vehemently opposed. When reflecting on SDI years 

after his tenure as defense secretary, Weinberger said that he had feared 

that the Soviets, or the State Department, might have been able to persuade 

the president to go along with “some sort of chimerical arms control agree-

ment.”28 But there was no chance of Reagan trading away SDI because he 

believed that it was the ultimate insurance policy in case an arms control 

agreement failed. It was the president’s vision of SDI as a means of deliver-

ing the world from the threat of nuclear annihilation that made the preser-

vation of the program a primary objective of his arms control strategy. And 

he did not want to place any limits on SDI-related technologies that could 

make the job of SDI system designers more difficult in the future.

The Pentagon’s success in convincing Reagan that ASAT limits would be 

detrimental to SDI was reflected in the president’s instructions for the first 

round of the Nuclear and Space Talks set to begin in Geneva on March 12, 

1985. Reagan directed that “we will protect the promise offered by the US 

ASAT and SDI research program to . . . ​provide a basis for a more stable deter-

rent at some future time.”29 Notably, this set of instructions explicitly identi-

fied the ASAT–SDI relationship, saying the “promise offered by the US ASAT 

and SDI” (emphasis added).30 For Reagan, preserving ASATs was important 

not primarily because of their deterrent potential and military utility, as 

stated publicly, but rather due to their relationship with missile defense.

In early January 1985, Shultz and Gromyko had met in Geneva to develop 

a new framework for strategic arms negotiations.31 At that time, Gromyko 
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emphatically stated that the superpowers needed to “prevent the militari-

zation of space” through banning space attack weapons of all kinds.32 The 

notion that space militarization could be prevented was nonsensical, since 

space had long been used for military purposes. Rather than demilitariza-

tion, the US officially sought to reach an agreement concerning restrictions 

on those systems and military activities in space that “could diminish sta-

bility.”33 There was, however, much interpretive flexibility associated with 

the term “stability.”34 In reality, the White House would not accept any 

proposal that limited its freedom of action in space.

Gromyko and Shultz were able to agree on three arms negotiations forums: 

strategic nuclear weapons (START), intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF), 

and space and defensive arms, collectively known as the Nuclear and Space 

Talks.35 McFarlane praised Shultz to Reagan, saying that an agreement had 

been reached because he had an “iron-ass Secretary of State.”36 The president 

was pleased and hopeful, but this was cautious optimism. American officials 

noted that “the stalemate between the two countries on space weaponry” 

would continue to pose a problem.37 A Soviet spokesman similarly cautioned 

that the resumption of talks did not signal a new détente but was rather a 

“small crack in the East–West ice.”38 Even if it was a small opening, this was 

a ray of light after an especially tense period in superpower relations.

CONTINUITY AND CHANGE UNDER GORBACHEV

Konstantin Chernenko’s death on the day before the Nuclear and Space Talks 

were set to begin (March 12, 1985) added a whole new level of complex-

ity to the arms control dialogue. US officials could only speculate whether 

Mikhail Gorbachev, Chernenko’s successor, would be a more cooperative 

partner for Reagan. Despite the Soviet Union having a new leader with fresh 

ideas, many US officials were hesitant to see Gorbachev as inaugurating a 

new era in American–Soviet relations. John Lenczowski of the NSC staff 

described Gorbachev as “a quintessential Communist Party man.”39 Even if 

he sought reform, members of the Reagan administration believed that Gor-

bachev would be constrained by more conservative elements in the Soviet 

bureaucracy. A CIA report entitled “Gorbachev, the New Broom” observed 

that he had been “the most activist Soviet leader since Khrushchev.” Analysts 

believed, however, that his objective was not radical reform but rather an 

“attack on corruption and inefficiency.”40 Significantly, Gorbachev did shake 
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up the Kremlin by bringing in people loyal to him; in July 1985, he replaced 

Gromyko with Eduard Shevardnadze, who would breathe new life into Soviet 

diplomacy.

Even though Gorbachev wanted fresh ideas brought into the Soviet 

bureaucracy, he still had to contend with hardliners, especially in the Minis-

try of Defense. One area in which there was marked continuity, at least ini-

tially, was SDI. When Gorbachev met with Vice President George H. W. Bush 

in Moscow after Chernenko’s funeral, he stressed the need to prevent the 

arms race from moving into space.41 SDI remained a source of confusion and 

concern in the Soviet Union due in no small part to the fact that the specific 

goals of the program were still unclear.

There were Soviet officials who most certainly believed that SDI was 

intended to give the US a decisive nuclear first-strike capability and to con-

trol space, but these views were based on speculation and perhaps mirror 

imaging in some cases. KGB documents from 1985 reveal that Soviet intel-

ligence sought to understand better not only the technical aspects of SDI 

research and development but also the political objectives underpinning 

the program. The Center in Moscow wanted its rezidenturi (intelligence 

stations) to gather information to determine if the Reagan administration 

planned to “use SDI to place military-political pressure on the USSR” and 

to secure concessions from the Soviet Union on “heavy ICBMs.”42 Soviet 

intelligence officials also sought information about how different groups 

within the Pentagon and State Department viewed SDI and the prospects 

for the US observing the 1972 ABM Treaty.43 Soviet intelligence officers rec-

ognized that there were divergent views on SDI within the US national 

security apparatus, just as there were different perspectives on the program 

within the defense and foreign policy communities in the Soviet Union. 

Even though Moscow placed a premium on information concerning SDI, 

the KGB was limited in its ability to penetrate the program and based much 

of its intelligence on US press reports and public statements.44

Evaluating the technological feasibility of American space-based missile 

defense was not a straightforward task either. Andropov had commissioned 

a technical study on space-based missile defense shortly after Reagan made 

his March 1983 speech. After several months, the group in charge of the 

investigation concluded that the American effort would fail to produce a 

leak-proof defense system over the next fifteen to twenty years, but Soviet 

officials were still troubled by the “thrust of the program.” Additionally, SDI 
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could lead to “a whole line of new technologies in the United States that 

were not completely devoted to defending against a strike from the Soviet 

Union.”45 In other words, SDI could give the US an advantage in advanced 

technologies with many defense applications.

By the early 1980s, Soviet defense planners were devoting more attention 

to what they termed razvedyvatelʹno-udarnye kompleksy (“reconnaissance 

strike complexes”).46 This concept involved using advanced technologies 

for automated command, control, communications, and intelligence sys-

tems to enable precision strikes against targets deep behind enemy lines.47 

Key technologies associated with SDI research and development (e.g., com-

mand and control systems and advanced sensors) were critical for a recon-

naissance strike complex. On an even broader scale, Soviet leaders worried 

about a widening technology gap between East and West due to predomi-

nantly American and Japanese advances in computing and electronics that 

would have far-reaching political and economic consequences.48 In 1983, 

Soviet General Nikolai Ogarkov, chief of the Soviet General Staff, told Leslie 

Gelb of the New York Times that modern military power was based not on 

sheer numbers but rather on computers. He said that “computers are every-

where in America. Here, we don’t even have computers in every office of 

the Defense Ministry.”49 Even if SDI did not produce a functioning missile 

defense system, Soviet officials realized that it could indeed lead to advances 

in software and hardware that would expand America’s qualitative military 

edge, in addition to economic competitiveness, over the Soviet Union.50

There were certainly Soviet scientists and officials, especially in the Minis-

try of Foreign Affairs, who were skeptical that SDI would produce revolution-

ary technologies that would upset the strategic balance. According to Simon 

Miles, “while most in the MID [Ministry of Foreign Affairs] saw SDI as a fool’s 

errand, the military took it deadly seriously.”51 Pavel Podvig observes that there 

were officials in the Soviet military-industrial complex who wanted to use SDI 

as a means of securing more funding for large-scale missile defense and space 

projects that had been underway since the 1970s.52 Jonathan Haslam points 

out that, at least in early 1985, Gorbachev was swayed more by the Ministry 

of Defense’s alarmist view of SDI, strengthening Moscow’s push for space arms 

control.53 Regardless of conflicting assessments on SDI, curbing the arms race 

was essential for the economic reforms that Gorbachev had in mind.

In evaluating Gorbachev’s policy on SDI, the psychological dimensions 

of the program should not be dismissed as insignificant. For the two years 
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prior to Gorbachev becoming general secretary, Soviet officials had charac-

terized space-based missile defense as a grave threat to Moscow’s security. It 

is likely that the Soviet Union was concerned about the psychological conse-

quences of US space-based missile defense system, regardless of its effective-

ness. In 1977, Zbigniew Brzezinski had warned Jimmy Carter that a Soviet 

laser weapon in space, even if it did not alter the military balance, could 

have a greater psychological impact on Americans than Sputnik.54 The CIA 

similarly observed in 1983 that “the psychological effect of the first test of a 

space-based laser in a weapon-related mode would be greater than the actual 

military significance of such a weapon in its initial applications.”55 These 

anxieties about public perceptions of space weapons were not unique to the 

American context. Vladimir Shcherbitsky, a member of the Politburo, said to 

Reagan during a March 1985 meeting at the White House, “The prospect of 

space weapons is particularly frightening. People would feel that destruction 

is poised above their heads. To have weapons on earth and under the water 

is one thing, but something which is poised in space above your head all the 

time is enough to drive people crazy.”56 Many American and Soviet leaders 

remembered the psychological impact of Sputnik in 1957. One could only 

imagine the public reaction to an orbital weapon system. Such a situation 

could not be ignored by Soviet officials; there would be substantial pressure, 

especially from the defense establishment, for a military response.

“OTHER PHYSICAL PRINCIPLES”: SDI AND THE ABM TREATY

Whether the US would ultimately deploy a space-based missile defense sys-

tem, and when that decision might take place, were distant issues. Reagan 

acknowledged that it would be left up to a future president and Congress 

to make the decision to deploy strategic defenses.57 The pressing matter was 

the testing of missile defense technologies, especially in space. US officials 

offered conflicting assessments of when the Pentagon would need to move 

forward with a testing schedule that required modifications to the ABM 

Treaty. Abrahamson saw 1994 “as the ABM Treaty critical year” in which a 

decision would have to be made about moving beyond the confines of the 

treaty.58 Paul Nitze, by contrast, predicted that it would be “many, many 

years, perhaps well into the next century” before SDI testing would begin.59

The ABM Treaty permitted the testing of missile defense systems and com-

ponents only if they were fixed on land and at specific sites.60 For example, 
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the HOE in 1984 that involved using a kinetic interceptor to destroy a missile 

in flight was permitted by the treaty. As far as the US and the Soviet Union 

were concerned, missile defense components referred to missiles, launchers, 

and radars.61 Despite the definitions agreed upon by the US and the Soviet 

Union at the time of the ABM Treaty’s signing, there was still disagreement 

regarding what constituted a missile defense component and where the 

boundary between the laboratory and field testing was located.

Testing SDI technologies was important not only to make progress toward 

developing a strategic defense system, but also for building momentum in 

favor of the program. SDIO, with the backing of the White House, planned a 

series of experiments called Significant Technical Achievements in Research 

(STAR).62 The tests were intended to “provide visible and convincing vali-

dation of technology levels needed to proceed to deployment of effective 

defenses.”63 SDIO planned to begin STAR demonstrations in 1989 that were 

compliant with the ABM Treaty.64

Soviet and Western European concerns over the ABM Treaty were exacer-

bated by Abrahamson’s announcement in February 1985 that testing in space 

of tracking and targeting systems had been brought forward to 1987 and that 

the US could use active ballistic missile targets during experiments.65 The 

Pentagon specified that it had ten tests planned that were allowable under 

the ABM Treaty. The US government had deemed that laboratory testing, 

field tests of non-ABM components, and field tests of fixed land-based ABM 

components were all permissible.66 European allies were, however, uncom-

fortable with any tests that could even be perceived as a violation of the 

ABM Treaty. British diplomats, in particular, worried about an expedited SDI 

testing schedule. UK officials were not wholly convinced by American assur-

ances that upcoming SDI-related demonstrations would not be problematic 

for the ABM Treaty. The UK FCO warned the prime minister that “piecemeal 

activities relevant to the grey areas of the Treaty could risk undoing its central 

provisions much sooner than otherwise be expected.”67

For the Reagan administration, the ABM Treaty was not a source of stabil-

ity but rather a means of preventing the US from obtaining a technology-

based advantage. Reagan believed that the US had “compromised [its] clear 

technological lead in the anti-ballistic missile system, the ABM, for the sake 

of a deal” with the Soviet Union.68 Richard Perle, a senior official in the 

Department of Defense, said publicly that the treaty “was a mistake in 1972 

and the sooner we face up to the implications of recognizing that mistake the 
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better.”69 Caspar Weinberger had already expressed a willingness to amend 

the treaty to move forward with SDI.70 These administration views were well 

known by the European allies, and they feared that the White House might 

unilaterally abrogate the treaty with little notice.

Transatlantic tensions over the ABM Treaty heightened when the White 

House started publicly highlighting alleged Soviet violations of the treaty. At 

a meeting of the NATO NPG on March 26 and 27, 1985, Weinberger tried to 

convince his counterparts to issue a condemnatory statement about alleged 

Soviet violations of the ABM Treaty, particularly the Krasnoyarsk radar. The 

Soviets maintained that that the radar was only used for tracking space objects, 

but senior administration officials were adamant that it was also designed for 

missile defense battle management. A 1984 NIE observed that “the Soviets 

continue construction of large phased-array radars that, to varying degrees, 

could provide . . . ​[missile defense] battle management support. A sixth such 

radar was detected under construction in 1983 near Krasnoyarsk.”71 Multiple 

media outlets reported in March 1985 that an intelligence estimate entitled 

“Implications of a New Soviet Phased-Array Radar” had concluded that the 

radar was “not well designed” to be used in support of an anti-ballistic missile 

mission.72 This intelligence report is still not declassified, but a 1987 memo-

randum from the ACDA concluded that “there are uncertainties and differ-

ences of view about their [radars] suitability to support a widespread [missile 

defense system] deployment.”73

Despite the unknowns about the Krasnoyarsk radar, Weinberger wanted 

NATO to issue a communique saying that the alliance “deplored the new 

phased array radar under construction at Krasnoyarsk in violation of the 

ABM Treaty.” In a memorandum to the prime minister, Michael Heseltine 

pushed back on Weinberger’s certainty about the Krasnoyarsk radar, writing 

that “our expert advice is that it is not possible on the current evidence to 

determine whether or not the radar contravenes the ABM Treaty.” Heseltine 

also worried that characterizing the Krasnoyarsk radar as a treaty violation 

could put the US and the UK in a difficult position if the Soviet Union 

alleged, in retaliation, that the construction of a new early warning radar 

at RAF Fylingdales in the UK constituted a breach of the ABM Treaty.74 In 

reality, Fylingdales and Krasnoyarsk were not at all similar. The ABM Treaty 

specifically dictated that missile warning radars be located in border areas; 

the Krasnoyarsk radar was located nearly two thousand miles from a border.
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Heseltine became convinced that Weinberger’s insistence on an alliance-

wide condemnatory statement regarding the Krasnoyarsk radar indicated that 

the Reagan administration might be laying the groundwork for pulling out 

of the ABM Treaty. He wrote to the prime minister that “the ground is being 

prepared . . . ​for the argument to be used at the appropriate point that the 

regime stabilized by the Treaty has effectively broken down because of Soviet 

behavior and that there is therefore no reason for the US Administration to 

feel any obligation on its own part to uphold its provisions.”75 Charles Pow-

ell, Thatcher’s most trusted advisor, warned her that “Weinberger is now, like 

Shultz, canvassing the possibility of US withdrawal from the ABM Treaty.”76 

To the chagrin of Weinberger, the March 1985 NATO NPG communique said 

only that “we noted with concern the extensive and long-standing efforts 

in the strategic defense field by the Soviet Union which already deploys the 

world’s only ABM and anti-satellite systems.”77 The Krasnoyarsk radar was 

not mentioned at all. Notably, in 1989, Soviet officials would say that the 

radar was indeed a violation of the ABM Treaty and take measures to be in 

full compliance.78

Eyes around the world turned to the heavens in June 1985 when SDIO 

conducted its first laser experiment in space using the space shuttle Discov­

ery. This activity was designed to comply fully with the ABM Treaty and 

served as an opportunity to show the world that SDI was more than a con-

cept on paper. The mission involved a mirror reflecting a laser beam aimed 

from an Air Force facility in Maui, Hawaii. Engineers hoped to validate their 

ability to keep the laser pointed at the orbiting mirror.79 Precise tracking and 

pointing of the laser beam would be necessary for destroying a ballistic mis-

sile in flight. The experiment became politicized when it failed on the first 

attempt. Ground controllers sent their commands for the shuttle’s position 

in nautical miles instead of feet, which caused the spacecraft to be in the 

wrong orientation for the execution of the experiment. SDI skeptics imme-

diately seized on this failure. John Pike of the Federation of American Sci-

entists asked, “If they can’t do a simple experiment like this, what are they 

going to do in combat?”80 Abrahamson was clearly frustrated by such com-

ments and said that SDI detractors were “seizing on ridiculous things to try 

to criticize the program” and that this was only a “small procedural error.”81

The experiment’s second attempt was successful. While a tape recorder 

played Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture in the shuttle’s cockpit, a laser beam 
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“painted” a blue-green light on the nose of Discovery for least two and a half 

minutes.82 Being able to point a laser beam accurately was important, but cre-

ating a laser with enough power that could actually destroy ballistic missiles 

would be an even bigger challenge. Regardless, this first SDI shuttle experi-

ment suggested that future such efforts would be heavily politicized in Con-

gress and in the media. It created a significant public relations challenge for 

SDIO because highly complex experiments representing a small portion of 

SDI research could be seen as representative of the program’s overall poten-

tial for success or failure.

As the Reagan administration planned future SDI tests, it created signifi-

cant controversy by announcing a new interpretation of the ABM Treaty in 

the fall of 1985. McFarlane presented a “broad” interpretation of the ABM 

Treaty that would allow the testing of new futuristic technologies. In the 

treaty, the US and the Soviet Union had included a provision called “Agreed 

Statement D” that specified if missile defense components “based on other 

physical principles” were created in the future, “specific limitations on such 

systems and their components would be subject to discussion.”83 Proponents 

of the broad definition argued that because SDI included exotic technolo-

gies (e.g., laser weapons) that were not yet operational when the treaty was 

signed, SDI entailed capabilities based on other physical principles and could 

be exempt from the treaty’s testing restrictions. Many legal scholars contested 

this new interpretation.84 To calm anxieties in the wake of McFarlane’s state-

ment, Reagan signed NSDD-192 that directed the Department of Defense to 

continue using a more restrictive treaty interpretation, but maintained that 

the broader interpretation was indeed correct and could be used if deemed 

necessary in the future.85 Competing interpretations of the ABM Treaty 

would remain a controversial issue for the remainder of Reagan’s presidency.

MUSCLE FLEXING IN SPACE

To address the fundamental disagreements over space weapons and nuclear 

arms in the American–Soviet strategic arms dialogue, in May 1985, both 

countries agreed to a superpower summit in Geneva scheduled for Novem-

ber of that same year. This would be the first time that an American presi-

dent had met with his Soviet counterpart in six years. Neither the US nor 

the Soviet Union anticipated a substantial breakthrough in relations to take 

place. According to Simon Miles, Reagan saw Geneva as the beginning of “a 
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lengthy process of negotiation from which he expected to emerge as victor. 

The summit was not meant to yield tangible results.”86 Gorbachev’s objec-

tive was to lay the groundwork for improving American–Soviet relations, 

but SDI was the key obstacle in his way.87

As summit preparations got underway, the Soviet Union considered various 

options for militarily responding to SDI. In July 1985, the Central Commit-

tee and the Council of Ministers approved two umbrella programs of ground- 

and space-based systems.88 The first program, called “D-20,” involved research 

and development related to ground-based missile defenses. The second effort, 

called “SK-1000,” focused on space-based missile defenses and ASATs (both 

ground and space-based).89 Key aspects of these various efforts had started in 

the 1970s. ASAT concepts included space mines, a ground-based ASAT, and 

weapons based on “other physical principles,” for example lasers.90 The Soviet 

Ministry of Defense would ultimately settle on countermeasures, including 

ASATs, designed to negate critical elements of the SDI space-based infrastruc-

ture.91 The vulnerability of SDI components would therefore become a key 

political, as well as a technical, issue. The Reagan administration would need 

to convince lawmakers that a strategic defense system would be resilient to 

attack.

A little more than a week after the US and the Soviet Union agreed to a 

summit, the Senate approved the first destructive test of the US MHV ASAT 

against an object in space. Congress had earlier placed restrictions on ASAT 

testing with the hope that they would help kick-start negotiations with the 

Soviet Union on strategic weapons. In May 1985, Senator John Kerry (D-MA) 

had proposed a new testing ban as a “signal of our good faith and willingness 

to restrain the arms race and keep it out of space.”92 Senator John Warner (R-

VA) opposed Kerry and introduced a bill that would allow a three-stage test, 

with the final one being against a US target in space. He said that a limit on US 

ASAT testing would erode the American negotiating position at the upcoming 

Geneva Summit.93 John Steinbrunner, director of foreign policy studies at the 

Brookings Institution, called the test a “gun to the head approach” that would 

drive the superpowers into a military space race that would “leave both sides 

worse off.” He maintained that “the whole strategic relationship of the US and 

Soviet Union depends on getting some kind of anti-satellite agreement.” To 

the Soviets, the US ASAT test appeared to be muscle flexing ahead of Geneva.

On September 13, 1985, an F-15 fighter jet took off from Vandenberg Air 

Force Base in California and fired off an ASM-135 missile that successfully 
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destroyed an American satellite in low Earth orbit. The administration 

wanted to complete the test before October because it anticipated that Con-

gress would impose a new ASAT testing ban. The thirty-pound MHV inter-

ceptor collided with its target, a US satellite, at a closing velocity of 15,000 

miles per hour. The collision produced debris that would remain in orbit for 

many years to come, and it was increasingly apparent that debris from ASAT 

tests posed a long-term threat to spacecraft operations.94 In a win for pro-

space arms control advocates, shortly after the MHV test Congress imposed 

a moratorium on testing ASATs against objects in space.95 Consequently, this 

September test would be the only destructive demonstration of the MHV 

interceptor.

Unsurprisingly, Moscow reacted very negatively to the ASAT test; it came 

shortly after the Soviet Union proposed a United Nations–sponsored inter-

national conference intended to “prevent the military use of outer space.”96 

Alexander Druzhinin, a political observer in Moscow, reported that this test 

represented the practical implementation of the “so-called ‘Star Wars’ pro-

gram.” He said that “hitherto, representatives of Reagan’s administration 

patently attempted to mislead the public, [and] have presented the matter 

as if this program is restricted to harmless and completely safe scientific 

research developmental work.”97 Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevard-

nadze resolutely condemned the test.98 Notably, the Soviets had already con-

ducted more than twenty ASAT tests in space. And it must be remembered 

that Andropov removed the Soviet ASAT from active service in August 1983, 

hoping to make progress on space arms control.99 Presumably due to this US 

ASAT test in September 1985, the Soviets reactivated their own ASAT pro-

gram that same year.100

The US ASAT program, and this test specifically, served multiple purposes. 

Ahead of talks with the Soviets, the ASAT demonstration showed the Soviets 

that the US possessed a sophisticated weapon for attacking satellites. During 

the ASAT negotiations in the late 1970s, the Soviets had little incentive to 

accept limits on their own ASAT program, since the US did not yet have an 

operational capability.101 For hardliners such as Weinberger and Perle, the 

ASAT test signaled US resolve not to abandon its offensive space capabilities. 

The successful collision of MHV with a satellite was also connected to SDI 

research and development. According to Richard Matlock, a former senior 

official at the MDA, “the Air Force’s air-launched anti-satellite demonstration 

in September 1985 . . . ​bolstered our confidence and convinced the Soviets 
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that we could apply the kinetic intercept technology in a layered missile 

defense architecture.”102 In other words, ASAT technologies could be used for 

missile defense and vice versa.

A “SPLENDIDLY NAÏVE NOTION”: SHARING SDI WITH  

THE SOVIET UNION

After Gorbachev’s black limousine pulled up to the Fleur d’Eau in Geneva on 

November 19, 1985, the Soviet leader stepped out bundled up in a topcoat, 

scarf, and hat. Despite the frigid temperature, Reagan greeted his Soviet 

counterpart in an elegant suit with no overcoat. The president looked ener-

getic when standing next to Gorbachev, who appeared like a caricature of a 

Bolshevik. The summit theatrics had officially begun. This meeting, which 

was the first time Reagan and Gorbachev had been in the same room, pro-

vided the two leaders an opportunity to get to know one another. Neither 

Reagan nor Gorbachev anticipated a significant breakthrough in American–

Soviet relations to occur over the two-day summit, but they were both 

enthusiastic about making progress in the strategic arms dialogue.

It did not take long for the subject of space weapons to arise. Gorbachev 

warned that SDI would lead to an arms race in space. The Soviet leader 

claimed that “any shield can be pierced, so SDI cannot save us.” He further 

pledged that the Soviet Union would “build up in order to smash your 

[space] shield.”103 While no plans had been solidified, the general secretary 

clearly had been briefed by the Ministry of Defense and scientific advisors 

on the various countermeasures that Moscow could pursue should the US 

move forward with deployment of strategic defenses.

Gorbachev went on to condemn US military space activities, disingenu-

ously saying that “Soviet [space] research is for peaceful purposes.”104 He and 

Reagan both knew that the vast majority of Soviet expenditures on its space 

program were for military aims.105 The Soviet Union was investing in recon-

naissance satellites, early warning satellites, manned military space missions, 

and ASATs (among others).106 Gorbachev’s objections to the “militarization 

of space” overlooked the fact that American and Soviet space activities had 

been militarized since the beginning of the Space Age. Nevertheless, oppos-

ing the “militarization of space” held sway in public diplomacy because so 

few people knew the extent of secretive superpower military and intelligence 

space programs.
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Reagan tried to convince Gorbachev that SDI was only defensive in 

nature.107 The president emphatically claimed that “SDI was not a weapon 

system or a plan for conducting a war in space.” Gorbachev expressed his 

concern that the US could use SDI technologies to destroy satellites, bal-

listic missiles, and targets on land. In response, Reagan once again empha-

sized that SDI was only defensive and thus not part of an arms race. The 

president focused on his grand vision for SDI and ignored its technical con-

nections to ASATs that had offensive applications.

Reagan was clearly caught off guard by Gorbachev’s assertion that SDI 

technologies would be used to strike targets on the ground from space. Peter 

Westwick has described how the potential for space strikes against terrestrial 

objects was a key source of Soviet anxiety about SDI.108 Such a proposition was 

not, however, realistic in the near term. The power output levels for directed-

energy weapons prevented them from being used to destroy objects on Earth 

from space. The general secretary’s point about SDI having the potential to 

be used offensively was, nevertheless, a legitimate concern. This exchange 

between Gorbachev and Reagan on the offensive and defensive attributes 

of SDI underlines Colin Gray’s observation that “political perspective deter-

mines judgment on the offensive or defensive character of weaponry and 

military posture.”109 Reagan was sincere when he pledged that SDI would 

not be used offensively, but Gorbachev was correct in his assertion that SDI 

technologies had the potential to be used offensively. Even if the president 

was uninterested in the offensive applications of SDI technologies, the Soviet 

Union could not be certain about future American administrations.

Reagan attempted to alleviate Gorbachev’s concerns about the US using 

SDI to achieve a strategic advantage by promising to share its strategic defense 

research with the Soviet Union. Additionally, the president wanted both coun-

tries to open their laboratories where defense research was taking place as a 

trust-building measure.110 This was not a new idea for Reagan; within a few 

days of his March 23, 1983, speech that would lead to SDI, he said that if stra-

tegic defenses could be developed, they would be internationalized.111 Fran-

ces FitzGerald describes how the president’s advisors were generally opposed 

to the idea of sharing.112 Kenneth Adelman characterized the president’s 

desire to share SDI as a “splendidly naïve notion [that] only Reagan could 

have believed, much less conceived.”113 It was certainly an unexpected pro-

posal from a president who was trying to crack down on technology transfer 

to the Eastern Bloc. Nevertheless, not all of Reagan’s advisors believed it was 
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a ridiculous idea. In November 1985, Casey sent a letter to Weinberger that 

outlined options for cooperating with the Soviets on SDI. He identified “open 

labs” and “joint control of deployed [strategic defense] systems” as potential 

frameworks for cooperating with the Soviet Union. NSC staffers presented 

the 1975 American–Soviet Apollo–Soyuz space mission as a replicable model 

for SDI.114 Both countries could cooperate, according to these officials, with-

out compromising sensitive technologies. But SDI involved technologies of 

much greater sensitivity than the Apollo–Soyuz Test Project.

Some US officials involved in studies about sharing SDI with the Soviet 

Union believed it was possible to have joint US–Soviet control of a strate-

gic defense system without providing the Soviets direct access to sensitive 

technologies.115 However, few details were provided concerning how this 

cooperative framework would be established. The very idea of sharing SDI 

research with the Soviets confounded US allies. Casey acknowledged that 

“we will have to deal with the apparent disconnect between SDI technology 

sharing [with the Soviets] and [strict] COCOM controls, which could cre-

ate problems with the allies.”116 American allies, especially in Europe, had 

long since viewed US technology transfer policies as highly restrictive and 

would therefore be upset by a US willingness even to consider providing 

Moscow access to SDI.117 At Geneva, Gorbachev outrightly dismissed Rea-

gan’s pledge to share, saying that “the US did not share its most advanced 

technology even with its allies.”118

As the Geneva Summit was ending, it was apparent to all participants that 

the space part of the Nuclear and Space Talks was the primary impediment 

to progress on arms control. Simon Miles observes that Reagan would not 

relent on SDI because he saw it as a catalyst for the eventual elimination of 

nuclear weapons and as a means of exerting pressure on the Soviet Union.119 

While the latter was certainly a key consideration for Reagan’s advisors (and 

Thatcher), the president’s nuclear abolitionism was the primary motivation 

for not compromising on SDI. Gorbachev conceded that on a human level, 

he could understand that the “idea of strategic defense had captivated the 

President’s imagination,” but as a political leader, “he could not possibly 

agree with the President with regard to this concept.” On a practical level, 

divergent interpretations of the ABM Treaty were clearly going to be criti-

cal obstacles to making progress. Gorbachev believed that the treaty needed 

to be strengthened, whereas Reagan saw it as a threat to SDI. In the near 

term, Paul Nitze stressed that the parties needed an agreement on what was 
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permitted and prohibited with regard to research, development, and testing, 

which would be easier said than done.120

After the summit, the two leaders exchanged letters, in which the military 

uses of space loomed large. The president assured Gorbachev that there was 

“no development underway to create space-based offensive weapons.”121 The 

general secretary was not convinced and provided a very technical descrip-

tion of how space weapons could be used to destroy reconnaissance, navi-

gation, and communications satellites and thus “blind” the Soviet Union 

before an attack. Gorbachev pointed out that space weapons could be used 

“defensively and offensively,” and that even if Reagan did not intend to use 

SDI offensively, the future was uncertain, and it was not at all clear what 

another president might do.122 Both Reagan and Gorbachev wanted the same 

end: the elimination of nuclear weapons. The problem was that they had dia-

metrically opposed views on the means for achieving their goal.

WHERE IS THE LABORATORY BOUNDARY?

In late January 1986, a space disaster struck that had significant implications 

for SDI. As the world watched on live television, the shuttle Challenger disin-

tegrated seventy-three seconds after launch, killing all crewmembers (includ-

ing a schoolteacher). Less than two months later, a Titan-D rocket carrying a 

US reconnaissance satellite blew up shortly after launch. These events called 

into question the reliability of US launch systems—a point that Thatcher 

would raise in a meeting with Abrahamson in the summer of 1986.123 An 

Air Force spokesman had said that SDI deployment could require “about 600 

space launches during a three-year period, more than one rocket liftoff every 

two days.”124 SDIO reported to Congress that the success of the entire pro-

gram was heavily dependent on major advances in space transportation and 

logistics.125 The halting of shuttle launches would have an immediate impact 

on SDI experiments, delaying one by a year and another by two years.126 The 

Challenger tragedy took with it all hopes that the shuttle would provide ready 

and cost-effective access to space and once again highlighted the fact that 

space logistics posed a significant challenge for both the testing and deploy-

ment of space-based missile defense technologies.

Controversy over limits on SDI development and testing became a 

major issue in Congress in the summer of 1986. The Reagan administra-

tion fought for an SDIO budget of $4.8 billion for FY87, which would have 
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been an increase of $2 billion from the previous year; in the end, Congress 

appropriated $3.2 billion.127 SDIO planned a major demonstration of hit-

to-kill technologies that would simulate a missile intercept in space for Sep-

tember 1986; this was called the “Delta 180” vector sum experiment.128 The 

primary goal of Delta 180 was to intercept a target vehicle in powered flight 

in space safely. The Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory 

(APL) led the effort for SDIO. To move swiftly, APL used off-the-shelf capa-

bilities; the Delta 180 experiment went from the drawing board to launch 

in less than eighteen months (for comparison, the NRO built a satellite in 

this same time period that took five years from initial approval to launch). 

Delta 180 planning began in 1985; the decision to use expendable launch 

vehicles, rather than the shuttle, proved especially prudent after the Chal­

lenger disaster. The experiment had to be compliant with the ABM Treaty, 

which ruled out the use of ICBM components. On September 5, 1986, a 

Delta rocket carrying the experiment payloads launched from Cape Canav-

eral. The second and third rocket stages (the former was the target and the 

latter served as the seeker) separated, maneuvered, and then the third-stage 

payload module successfully intercepted its target.129

From the standpoint of the Reagan administration, the experiment was 

both a technological and political success. SDIO demonstrated that it could 

rapidly develop and launch space capabilities. Creating a functioning stra-

tegic defense system was, however, an even greater task that would require 

much more than an intercept in a curated test environment. The timing 

of the Delta 180 experiment was very important as well. It occurred only 

weeks before the next superpower summit scheduled for early October in 

Reykjavik, Iceland. General Abrahamson said that his goal was to place 

“gun camera film on the table at Reykjavik.”130 While the success of the 

Delta 180 experiment in no way guaranteed that a strategic defense system 

would be feasible in the near term, it gave Reagan confidence going into the 

summit that SDI was indeed making progress and strengthened his belief in 

the program’s potential to lead to a nuclear-free world.

Just as in the lead-up to Geneva, US officials anticipated that SDI would 

be the primary obstacle to progress on nuclear arms control in Reykjavik. 

An NIE from September 1986 reinforced the belief of administration officials 

that SDI was a form of leverage in negotiations. Intelligence analysts main-

tained that “the main Soviet motive for considering and negotiating about 

large nuclear force reductions at present is to undermine the US Strategic 
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Defense Initiative.”131 To this end, Moscow sought to strengthen the ABM 

Treaty. Shevardnadze told Shultz that “outer space and the ABM Treaty is 

the cornerstone [of an agreement], and we need it first.”132 The Soviet Union 

specifically wanted a US pledge not to withdraw from the treaty for at least 

fifteen years and to have research “confined to laboratories.”133 But Soviet 

officials did not really define what “laboratory” meant.

Technological (and political) uncertainty were key factors in the Soviet 

approach to arms negotiations. Even if a highly sophisticated strategic 

defense was not possible in the near term, Soviet officials worried about 

reducing nuclear forces, while the US continued to research, develop, and 

test advanced missile defense and space technologies. For the Soviets, SDI was 

a Pandora’s box that would catalyze the American lead in high-technology 

arenas. Cutting off SDI development before any breakthroughs was a criti-

cal task for Moscow.134 More specifically, Soviet officials built their strategy 

around the central goal of preventing SDI from moving into a space-based 

testing phase.

Reagan and Gorbachev met at Hofdi House near downtown Reykjavik on 

October 11, 1986. In their opening exchange, Gorbachev proposed reduc-

ing strategic arms by 50 percent and eliminating all American and Soviet 

medium-range nuclear weapons in Europe. Gorbachev excluded British and 

French nuclear forces, which had been a point of contention with Lon-

don and Paris. Regarding the ABM Treaty, there needed to be a guaranteed 

period of non-withdrawal; he suggested ten years as a compromise followed 

by three to five years of negotiations on how to proceed from that point. As 

an addendum, Gorbachev wanted a prohibition on ASATs because allowing 

them would “open a channel for development of ABM weapons.”135 Shultz 

told Reagan that Gorbachev “was laying gifts at our feet.”136

The ideological difference between the two leaders on the ABM Treaty 

was the key problem. Reagan aimed to create new provisions in the ABM 

Treaty that would allow tests in space. He promised that Soviet representa-

tives would be permitted to observe experiments and that an eventual sys-

tem would be shared. The president argued that in the future there could be 

a Hitler-like madman who sought nuclear weapons, but “if both countries 

had such a defense system, we would not need to be concerned about what 

others might do and we could rid the world of strategic nuclear arms.”137 (In 

reality, a space-based missile defense capability could not defend against all 

nuclear delivery systems). Gorbachev did not find the president’s arguments 
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compelling and echoed Shevardnadze’s earlier comments that the uncer-

tainty about where SDI technologies might lead made them destabilizing.

In their afternoon meeting on October 11, the two leaders became locked 

in familiar arguments about SDI. Gorbachev was adamant that SDI could 

be used offensively to launch a nuclear first strike. He further stressed that 

if they eliminated all ballistic missiles, then there would be no need for SDI 

in the first place. Reagan once again pledged that SDI would be shared with 

the Soviet Union and identified it as the “greatest opportunity for peace 

of the 20th  century.” To illustrate his point that SDI was a security blan-

ket for the world, he asked Gorbachev to consider Qaddafi. According to 

Reagan, “if [Qaddafi] had [nuclear weapons] he would certainly have used 

them,” and SDI would be the ultimate protection against such a scenario.138 

Regarding the ABM Treaty, Reagan stressed that it would not be eliminated. 

Rather, he wanted to allow both countries to continue developing strategic 

defenses and to share the benefits if these measures prove feasible.139 But if 

both countries possessed strategic defenses on the scale that Reagan envi-

sioned, then the ABM Treaty would have no purpose.

Gorbachev warned Reagan that if the US moved forward with strategic 

defense deployment, Moscow would be forced to respond, but that it would 

do so asymmetrically. Even though Gorbachev did not go into detail, he 

was clearly referencing ASATs, faster burn ICBMs, and decoys that could 

be used to defeat missile defenses. Reagan returned to the idea that “both 

sides should go ahead [with strategic defense] and if the Soviets do better, 

they can give us theirs.” The general secretary once again emphasized that 

the Soviet Union would not build a space-based missile defense system but 

would instead focus on cheaper countermeasures to American space-based 

missile defenses. He moreover challenged Reagan’s sincerity about sharing 

the benefits of SDI research, famously saying that the US refused to share 

milk factory technologies with the Soviet Union.140

In their final evening of meetings together on October 12, all agreement 

concerning nuclear weapons was contingent on Reagan and Gorbachev 

finding common ground on the limits of SDI-related laboratory research. 

On nuclear weapons, they made the most substantial breakthroughs in the 

history of the Cold War. They agreed that all ballistic missiles should be 

eliminated by 1996. Reagan then said it would be “fine with him if we elimi-

nated all nuclear weapons” and Gorbachev replied, “We can do that. We can 

eliminate them.”141 The leaders of the two superpowers had just declared 
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that they could get rid of their entire nuclear arsenals. Then, this all fell apart 

over one word: laboratory. The general secretary could not return to Moscow 

without a prohibition on weapons testing in space, which Reagan refused. 

Consequently, there was no deal to be had. Both leaders rose, shook hands, 

and departed.

Even though they walked away without an arms control agreement, Reyk-

javik was not a complete failure. Elizabeth Charles observes that “Reagan and 

Gorbachev broke the ice that had been forming in the American and Soviet 

relationship since Geneva almost a year earlier. The two leaders made great 

strides toward arms reductions and the elimination of nuclear weapons.”142 

According to polls taken after the summit, a majority of people (68 percent) 

believed that Reagan was right not to accept limits on SDI.143 Even if he had 

agreed to the constraints demanded by Gorbachev, it is highly unlikely that 

the US Senate would have ever ratified a treaty eliminating all American 

nuclear weapons; many Republicans were very critical of Reagan for even 

considering it. Thatcher was appalled at the proposal to get rid of all nuclear 

weapons. She told Reagan over the phone that this would be “tantamount to 

surrender” and that Britain “has no intention of giving up its independent 

nuclear deterrent.”144 National Security Advisor Admiral John Poindexter 

strongly urged Reagan to “step back from any discussion of eliminating all 

nuclear weapons in 10 years” and that he should make no further public 

comment endorsing the idea of the total elimination of all nuclear weap-

ons.145 But the elimination of nuclear weapons through space-based missile 

defense had become an article of faith for the president. There was no turn-

ing back now.

A FIRST-PHASE STRATEGIC DEFENSE SYSTEM

Never before had the meaning of “laboratory” become such a critical issue in 

superpower politics. Importantly, however, the Soviets had not specifically 

articulated at Reykjavik what confining SDI to the laboratory entailed.146 To 

clarify the Soviet position on laboratory testing, Shevardnadze called upon 

Roald Sagdeev, a prominent Soviet scientist and advisor to Gorbachev, to 

explain “what is a laboratory in this context? Is it a small room in the 

basement tinkering with something, or what is it?” Sagdeev pointed out 

that it would be difficult to hold the US to only testing on Earth, since the 

Soviet Union had conducted experiments on its orbital space laboratory.147 
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Marshall Sergey Akhromeyev would admit to Henry Kissinger in early 1987 

that it was difficult to delineate space experiments used for military and 

purely scientific purposes but that “we need to seek such distinctions.”148 

Shortly after the meeting with Shevardnadze, Sagdeev traveled to New York 

and gave a press conference. The Washington Post reported that “Soviet sci-

entist says ‘modest’ SDI testing is compatible with ABM pact.”149 It appeared 

that cracks in the Soviet position on laboratory testing might be forming, 

but there was no substantive change in reality.

Gromyko reminded his colleagues in the Politburo that SDI was about 

much more than missile defense. Satellites were becoming increasingly 

important for modern warfare through functions such as near real-time 

intelligence gathering, precision targeting, and command and control; all 

of these areas significantly overlapped with the SDI research agenda. SDI 

would serve as a catalyst for digital systems that would later be associated 

with the so-called revolution in military affairs.150 Satellites in space would 

become critical information nodes for warfighting on Earth, and the Soviet 

Union could not keep pace with American developments in this arena. Gro-

myko identified limits on space-based testing of SDI technologies as the 

only way forward. He asked, “If we abolish nuclear weapons, then what? . . . ​

Where are the guarantees that [the Americans] would not overtake us in the 

space race?”151 Gorbachev believed that time was still on the Soviet Union’s 

side, since deployment of a space-based missile defense system was a distant 

prospect.152

As pressure on the Pentagon to make progress intensified, SDIO sketched 

out a concept for an initial phase of an SDI system that might be ready for a 

deployment decision in the early 1990s. In late December 1986, Weinberger 

briefed Reagan on a new plan for a strategic defense system that would 

involve a constellation of orbiting kinetic interceptors designed to destroy 

ICBMs in their boost phase of flight.153 Notably, more exotic technologies 

such as laser weapons were not included because they would not be mature 

enough for deployment anytime in the near future. In September  1987, 

Weinberger would approve this concept called “Strategic Defense System 

(SDS) Phase I.”154

Just as the Soviets anticipated, SDS would also have offensive space appli-

cations. A classified report to Congress on the SDS Phase I detailed how “in 

the event of conflict, the SDS would contribute to the support of all military 

operations through protection of space-based assets while denying freedom 
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of action to the enemy”: that is, destroying adversary satellites.155 Kenneth 

Adelman later observed that “this [space control role] is just what Gorbachev 

said was the real reason for SDI, which Regan ferociously denied. [It’s] good 

this wasn’t leaked.”156 In reality, this classified report only acknowledged 

what experts had been saying publicly for some time: space-based missile 

defenses would be used offensively in wartime to attack space systems. Fun-

damentally, space offense and defense were inseparable.

The archival record in the former Soviet Union reveals that immediately 

after Reykjavik, senior officials in Moscow took a keen interest in work being 

done to counter the space-based elements of a deployed SDI system. On Octo-

ber 14, the Politburo asked the Ministry of Defense to present proposals for 

“hastening work on countermeasures for a deployed American multi-echelon 

missile defense, especially its space components.”157 These countermeasures 

were exactly what Gorbachev was referring to when he earlier told Reagan 

that the Soviet Union would pursue an asymmetric (and cost-effective) 

response to any deployed space-based missile defense capability. Even before 

this, the CIA reported that the Soviet Union would invest in improved ASAT 

systems, in addition to other measures, to respond to a US strategic defense 

system.158 But blocking testing of US space weapons remained Gorbachev’s 

primary goal.

SDIO was now concentrating on developing a system that, according 

to Abrahamson, would evolve over time in response to the Soviet threat 

environment. The first iteration would focus on kinetic interceptors, but he 

explained that later stages could add directed-energy capabilities as those 

technologies matured.159 On March 15, 1987, he personally presented the 

SDS Phase I in detail to Thatcher.160 Abrahamson described how intercep-

tors would be housed in space “garages,” initially three hundred would be 

needed, although he confirmed that this number might later rise to more 

than a thousand.161 But the general admitted that the US did not “currently 

have any adequate launch capability.” The logistical requirements for get-

ting so many SDI components into space were clearly going to be a huge 

problem. Abrahamson was nevertheless adamant that phased deployment 

would be feasible beginning in the mid-1990s—a position that senior offi-

cials at the UK MoD rejected. To the irritation of MoD scientists, Thatcher 

took Abrahamson’s word over theirs.162 Problematically for US defense 

planners, the space components of SDS Phase I were vulnerable to attack 

from Soviet ASATs. The garages housing interceptors would be sitting ducks 
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in space for Soviet ASATs.163 SDS Phase I, despite its shortcomings, signaled 

that the White House wanted to deploy strategic defenses as soon as pos

sible, with the idea that the system’s problems would be worked out later.

By late January 1987, conflicting messages were coming out of the Reagan 

administration regarding the deployment timeline for a strategic defense sys-

tem. Weinberger told a gathering of the National Space Foundation in Colo-

rado Springs that “we are now seeing opportunities for earlier deployment of 

the first phase of strategic defense than we previously thought possible.”164 

The defense secretary explained that while the first phase would not be able 

to destroy all incoming Soviet missiles, it would upset Moscow’s strategic 

calculus because Soviet defense planners would not know how many of their 

missiles would make it through US strategic defenses. In contrast to Wein-

berger, Admiral William Crowe, the chairman of the joint chiefs, reported to 

the Senate Armed Services Committee that “it will be quite some time before 

a [deployment] decision can be made.”165

Despite Crowe’s statement, some European allies were concerned that the 

US was indeed expediting SDI deployment and that it could further upset 

the strategic arms dialogue with Moscow; Italian Prime Minister Bettino 

Craxi shared these very concerns with Thatcher in February 1987. The Brit-

ish prime minister conceded that there had been “a lot of careless talk, [but] 

there was no question of a deployment of an SDI system for many years.” 

Thatcher added the caveat that “she did not share the worries of some people 

about the SDI. It was vital that the West should always be in the forefront 

of new defense technology.”166 Her views on SDI and the ABM Treaty were 

evolving. She told Nitze and Perle on February 25 that “if the [SDI] study 

now being undertaken by the United State Department of Defense demon-

strated that feasibility could only be established on the basis of the broader 

interpretation of the ABM Treaty, she would wish to see the program go 

ahead on that basis.”167 She nevertheless cautioned against any move to the 

broader interpretation of the ABM Treaty until it was absolutely necessary.168

After Reykjavik, Moscow was still holding to its unilateral moratorium 

on ASAT testing against targets in space. In February 1987, Soviet officials 

went a step further and ordered that “everything that could resemble tests 

of space-based weapon systems” be cancelled.169 Despite this position, in 

May 1987, the Politburo approved the launch of the Skif-DM laser weapons 

system, but it failed to reach orbit.170 After this, the MoD lost all remain-

ing political support for space-based weapons. Pavel Podvig observes that 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



160	 CHAPTER 5

“a successful ‘Skif-DM’ mission would have complicated the efforts to limit 

development of space-based weapons systems” and that by “1987 the Soviet 

political leadership considered this program an impediment to . . . ​an arms 

control agreement.”171

Around the same time that the Soviet Union cancelled testing of its space-

based weapons, Reagan signed a national security directive pressing “for the 

elimination of the [ASAT] testing moratorium at the earliest opportunity” in 

support of his goal to deploy an ASAT as soon as practicable.172 In a section 

of the document that was previously secret, and remains partially redacted, 

a restructured ASAT program is mentioned that would be “jointly funded by 

the Air Force and the Strategic Defense Initiative Organization.”173 Develop-

ing ASATs jointly between the Air Force and SDIO made sense from a fund-

ing and program management standpoint, but overtly connecting missile 

defense and ASATs was still politically sensitive. Although it was not publicly 

acknowledged, SDIO managers believed that ASATs would be necessary to 

carry out space control operations to defend the space-based components of 

a strategic defense system.

THE SPACE ROADBLOCK BEGINS TO CRUMBLE

In American–Soviet exchanges after Reykjavik, there was still substantial dis-

agreement about what the ABM Treaty did and did not permit with regard to 

testing in space. Both Reagan and Gorbachev wanted to secure agreements 

on INF and START, but divergent views on space were causing progress to 

grind to a halt. A decisive turning point in the arms control dialogue was a 

February 1987 Politburo meeting in which Gorbachev decided to de-link SDI 

from negotiations on INF. Gorbachev made this decision not because of pres-

sure from SDI, but rather because he recognized that doing so was the only 

path toward an INF Treaty. Moreover, curbing the arms race was vital for his 

economic agenda.174 In addition to the political benefits of de-linkage, tech-

nical factors were also clearly important for Gorbachev’s decision. Because of 

advice from Yevgeny Velikhov, and other members of Gorbachev’s scientific 

advisory team, the general secretary “felt more secure knowing that with 

countermeasures the Soviet Union could render SDI useless.”175

Moscow and Washington were making substantial progress in curbing the 

arms race, but the military uses of space would remain a serious stumbling 

block in the START negotiations. If Gorbachev had confidence in Soviet 

countermeasures to SDI, then why did he insist on maintaining linkage 
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between SDI and START? The answer to this question lies in the fact that 

even a partially functioning space-based missile defense system could have 

had a negative impact on Soviet strategic forces.176 Building SDI countermea

sures (e.g., more ASATs and increased numbers of ICBMs) would also have 

been costly, and Gorbachev wanted to reduce defense spending across the 

board. Additionally, officials in Moscow were still concerned about SDI lead-

ing to more advanced technologies that would give the US an even greater 

qualitative lead over the Soviet Union. Shevardnadze was therefore insistent 

that both sides agree to a comprehensive ban on space weapons technolo-

gies.177 Reagan was not, however, giving any ground on SDI, even though he 

truly wanted a START agreement.

Frank Carlucci, who became the president’s national security advisor in 

December 1986, implored Reagan to consider making at least some con-

cessions on the ABM Treaty, such as a guaranteed non-withdrawal period. 

Pushing back on Abrahamson’s optimistic assessments, Carlucci said that he 

“would bet every penny . . . ​that SDI would not be deployed until 1996 or 

1997 at the earliest.” Reagan would not, however, entertain any concessions 

on SDI and maintained that the Soviets wanted to “kill SDI so that they can 

build their own systems.”178 As in earlier periods, US intelligence did not 

provide a definitive assessment regarding the status of Soviet research into 

strategic defense. A July 1987 NIE asserted that there was “strong evidence 

of Soviet efforts to develop high-energy lasers for air defense, antisatellite 

(ASAT) and ballistic missile defense (BMD) applications.” It further stated 

that “the Soviets also appear to be considering space-based lasers for BMD.” 

Even though analysts disagreed about the feasibility for deployment before 

the year 2000, these kinds of intelligence reports only reinforced Reagan’s 

belief that SDI remained a necessary program. For Reagan, SDI was at times 

a cooperative tool of peace, while at others, it served as a guarantee that 

Moscow would not secure an advantage with a “red shield” in space.179

One of the key problems in the START negotiations toward the end of Rea-

gan’s second term was determining whether field testing of weapons in space 

would be permitted. As the Soviet Union once again pushed for a complete 

ban on “space-strike arms,” Reagan claimed that “the space threat posed by 

the Soviet Union is growing more serious as time goes on” and that a US ASAT 

would “help preserve the security of the nation and our men and women 

in uniform.”180 Even some lawmakers in the Democratic Party believed that 

the US should move forward with an ASAT effort. Representative George 

Darden (D-GA) said during a heated debate on the House floor that “there is 
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no reason to eliminate the entire ASAT program” and that the “prospective 

SDI system may have promising ASAT capabilities.”181 This (public) advocacy 

of more fully integrating SDI with the US ASAT effort further undermined 

Reagan’s prior statements that SDI was only a defensive capability and a tool 

of peace. Reagan called on Congress to remove its restrictions on testing the 

US ASAT against objects in space. The Air Force was planning three ASAT tests 

in space for 1988. Congressional leaders, however, preserved the moratorium 

on ASAT testing, which led to the cancellation of the MHV ASAT program in 

1988.182

To resolve American–Soviet differences over missile defense testing in 

space, the White House proposed that the US and the Soviet Union agree 

to a Defense and Space Treaty, separate from START, which would allow 

specific kinds of missile defense tests in space.183 Most importantly, Reagan 

wanted to convince Moscow to drop its linkage of START with an agreement 

on the ABM Treaty. In the immediate term, Adelman proposed that Reagan 

agree to prohibit space-based tests against targets on Earth as an act of good 

faith. Even though the Pentagon had no space-to-Earth tests planned, Wein-

berger fought against Adelman’s position, saying that the need might arise 

and that “we ought not to give up any flexibility now.”184 Reagan sided with 

Weinberger and continued to reject any limits on military activities in space, 

which only played into Soviet fears.

In an attempt to allay Moscow’s concerns, US negotiators developed a 

“predictability package” that would include Soviet observations of Ameri-

can space-based tests, US and Soviet personnel visiting each other’s defense 

laboratories, and exchanges of data on missile defense research.185 Washing-

ton and Moscow could not, however, resolve outstanding issues in START 

negotiations, including missile defense testing in space, before Reagan left 

the White House. Freedom of action in space remained at the forefront of 

the US arms control negotiating strategy.

CONCLUSIONS

After Mikhail Gorbachev replaced Konstantin Chernenko, he breathed new 

life into the Soviet bureaucracy. Ronald Reagan finally had a Soviet counter-

part who shared his desire to make progress on arms control. Even though 

the president and the general secretary had a common goal of a nuclear-free 

world, their views on the means of securing it could not have been more 

different. Reagan viewed space-based missile defense as the insurance policy 
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against nuclear threats and the foundation of prospective arms control trea-

ties. In stark contrast, Gorbachev maintained that nuclear reductions were 

only possible after first curbing the further militarization of space.

Even though the Reagan administration recognized that a comprehensive 

strategic defense system would not come to fruition for many years, prob

ably not until the next century, SDIO needed to be able to test critical mis-

sile defense components in space long before a deployment decision was 

reached. The ABM Treaty was the key obstacle in the way of more expansive 

testing, and it was a symbol, for Reagan and many of his advisors, of a weight 

holding down US technological competitiveness. In the arms control nego-

tiations, Reagan had to carefully balance his desire to achieve deep cuts in 

nuclear weapons with his need to secure Soviet acquiescence to ABM Treaty 

modifications.

American, Soviet, and British declassified documents provide new insights 

into how SDI system design considerations shaped arms control develop-

ments in the second half of the 1980s. Notably, the research and develop-

ment requirements for a strategic defense capability was an especially critical 

factor in the US decision to eschew any form of space arms control. In the 

end, Gorbachev’s pragmatic decision to de-link SDI from INF negotiations 

paved the way for the first landmark arms control agreement of the Cold 

War’s final days. The general secretary’s confidence in making this decision 

was partly based on reports by the Soviet Ministry of Defense that the Soviet 

Union would indeed be able to exploit vulnerabilities of a space-based missile 

defense capability if the US ever deployed one. Fundamentally, specific tech-

nological considerations, rather than abstract ideas about SDI alone, shaped 

key American and Soviet decisions with regard to arms control.

As Reagan approached the end of his presidency, he had an arms control 

agreement (the INF Treaty) that eliminated an entire class of nuclear weap-

ons. Concurrently, the Pentagon solidified a first-phase concept for stra-

tegic defense. Even though the Department of Defense had demonstrated 

hit-to-kill interceptor technologies, integrating all of the components nec-

essary for an effective space-based missile defense system was still a distant 

prospect. SDI’s future was not only uncertain from a technological stand-

point. As the US and the Soviet Union improved their relationship, SDI 

system designers would have to create new justifications for space-based 

missile defense in a rapidly changing security environment.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



More than ever before, space is the “High Ground” that we must occupy.

—National Military Strategy of the United States (1992)

On August 2, 1990, at 2:00am local time, Iraqi military forces crossed over 

the border with their oil-rich neighbor Kuwait and quickly seized control of 

the country. Approximately a week later, the US began deploying military 

units in Saudi Arabia as part of Operation Desert Shield. On November 29, 

1990, the United Nations Security Council authorized the use of force 

against Iraq if Saddam Hussein did not remove his three hundred thou-

sand troops from Kuwait. As expected, Saddam refused, and on January 16, 

1991, the US and its coalition partners from thirty-two nations commenced 

Operation Desert Storm to liberate Kuwait. After nearly six weeks of aerial 

bombardment of Iraqi targets, the US led a multinational ground offensive 

that resulted in the majority of Iraq’s armed forces in Kuwait either retreat-

ing or surrendering. This short conflict witnessed the introduction of some 

of the most technologically advanced military hardware in the US arsenal, 

including so-called smart weapons guided by GPS satellites. The chief of 

staff of the US Air Force, General Merrill McPeak, said that space capabilities 

had been so effectively integrated into combat operations that Operation 

Desert Storm constituted “the first space war.”1

Saddam’s decision to invade Kuwait would have significant consequences 

for the future of SDI. Prior to Operation Desert Storm, many members of 

Congress were questioning the need for a large-scale strategic defense effort 

6  SDI AND THE NEW WORLD ORDER
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in light of improving relations with the Soviet Union. Shortly after Desert 

Storm began, Iraqi forces fired multiple Scud missiles at Saudi Arabia and 

Israel. The media depicted US Patriot tactical missile defense units as having 

successfully intercepted the majority of Iraqi Scuds.2 Consequently, there was 

a surge in congressional support, on each side of the political aisle, for missile 

defense. Concerns over the proliferation of ballistic missiles to states such as 

Libya and Iran, coupled with the alleged successes of Patriot, served to vali-

date at least some US investment in missile defense. However, deployment 

of missile defense in space remained a significant point of divergence among 

lawmakers and defense officials.

Early in his presidency, George H. W. Bush spoke of a rapidly changing 

global geopolitical situation and a “new world order” that could emerge; “a 

new era—freer from the threat of terror, stronger in the pursuit of justice and 

more secure in the quest for peace.”3 Missile defense advocates promoted SDI 

as a key element of security in this new world order. It would provide protec-

tion against the proliferation of missile technologies across the Middle East, 

in North Africa, and other areas. At the same time, US national security and 

defense strategy documents identified space as an even more critical arena 

for the US.4 SDI technologies deployed in space could be valuable tools for 

establishing American hegemony in the cosmos.

The fate of SDI was not primarily a technological question. Rather, law-

makers had to decide whether it was in the US interest to deploy space 

weapons as the Soviet threat diminished and budgets were increasingly con-

strained. Technological problems with SDI research and development in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s complicated the efforts of the program’s advo-

cates to push forward with the deployment of strategic defenses in space. 

But considerations related to delicate American–Soviet (and later American–

Russian) relations, arms control, and the changing geopolitical landscape 

were as important as questions surrounding the technological feasibility of a 

deployed strategic defense system.

AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE: SPACE, STRATEGIC DEFENSE,  

AND THE REAGAN–BUSH TRANSITION

In the final two years of Reagan’s presidency, some national security experts 

were concerned that the US was not keeping pace with the Soviet Union’s 

military space program.5 Senior administration officials suspected that 
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American leadership in space was “being perceived by the domestic and 

foreign public as less than fully credible.”6 Weinberger believed that it was 

time to address “the perception that exists in some quarters that the Soviet 

Union has surpassed the United States in space capabilities” by formulating 

an updated national space policy.7 Weinberger alleged that this anxiety about 

Moscow having gained an advantage in space was driven by “recent Soviet 

[space] successes.” The secretary of defense was alluding to Moscow’s devel-

opment of the SL-16 medium-lift and the SL-17 heavy-lift rockets that could 

carry large payloads into higher orbits.8 A 1987 intelligence report predicted 

that the SL-17 would provide options for orbiting large components for space 

weapons.9 The Washington Times reported in May 1987 that due to the Soviet 

Union’s “new rocket,” the Soviet Union could secure a “commanding lead in 

‘star wars’ space-based military systems.”10

In addition to Soviet space developments, SDI was also a key factor in 

the push to revise the US national space policy. Since SDI had reached a 

stage where more testing in space was being planned, it would soon make 

greater demands on US space infrastructure.11 To deploy SDI components, 

the US needed a new launch capability with heavier payload capacity, which 

would be an expensive undertaking. Initial concepts for what became known 

as the “Advanced Launch System” (ALS) were estimated to cost somewhere 

between $8 and $14 billion.12 ALS highlighted, once again, that SDI’s great-

est cost were associated with infrastructure for launching and servicing space 

components. Political controversy over weapons in space overshadowed the 

reality that a deployed strategic defense system would be one of the largest 

space programs ever conceived.

Before SDI could get off the ground, it would have to survive at least one 

new presidency and multiple budget cycles. In the final year of Reagan’s ten-

ure as president, the fight over SDI became especially contentious between 

the executive and legislative branches. In early August 1988, Reagan, against 

the advice of Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci and National Security 

Advisor Colin Powell, vetoed the FY1989 National Defense Authorization 

Act (NDAA), in large part, due to its constraints on SDI. It included a nearly 

20 percent cut in SDI funding, in addition to restrictions on funding for a 

space interceptor.13 The president said that “the way this bill restricts our 

proposed space-based interceptors would cripple the very concept of a space 

shield against nuclear attack. And I will not abide this, particularly in view 

of the technical progress that SDI is making. They say this bill would take 
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the ‘stars’ out of Star Wars. With my veto today, I’m putting back the ‘I’—

initiative—in SDI.”14 Ultimately, Congress dropped the funding constraints 

for a space interceptor, but kept the SDI budget at approximately $3.7 bil-

lion. This was the first time since the establishment of SDI that the program’s 

budget remained nearly identical to the prior year.

To build momentum for SDI, advocates of the program looked for ways 

in which strategic defense technologies could be immediately applied and 

demonstrated. ASATs were one such area for using SDI technologies, which 

caught the media’s attention. The New York Times reported in the fall of 

1988 that “exotic weapons being developed by the Pentagon to shoot down 

enemy missiles are now being promoted for a new role that is less taxing and 

more controversial: the destruction of enemy satellites in space.”15 Lasers and 

the Exoatmospheric Reentry-Vehicle Interceptor Subsystem (ERIS), a ground-

based kinetic interceptor for the Strategic Defense System, were both poten-

tial candidates for ASATs.16 British diplomats remarked in a cable back to 

London that there had “been a resurgence of interest in anti-satellite weap-

ons in the dog days of the Reagan administration.”17 For nearly a year, the 

FCO had been following efforts to repurpose SDI’s Mid-Infrared Advanced 

Chemical Laser (MIRACL) for an offensive ASAT role.18

Reagan approved an updated national space policy in February 1988 that 

identified space control—that is, being able to deny an adversary the use of 

space through military force—as an official Department of Defense mission.19 

Carlucci emphasized the urgent need for an operational ASAT system, claim-

ing that the absence of a US ASAT capability was the “single most vulner-

able point” in the nation’s defenses.20 To remedy this situation, the Reagan 

administration’s final defense authorization included a request for funds to 

develop ASATs further.21 In an effort to garner the support of all the mili-

tary services, the Department of Defense established an ASAT Joint Program 

Office, rather than having one service lead the entire effort as had been done 

with the air-launched MHV.22

The resurgence in ASAT interest was due to multiple factors. Key officials 

in the administration certainly viewed the lack of an operational ASAT as a 

military deficiency. Also important was the fact that using SDI technologies 

for ASATs served as another avenue for furthering strategic defense research. 

Charles Monfort, the Washington director of the Union of Concerned Sci-

entists, wrote in a 1988 Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists article that the “Pen-

tagon is reviving antisatellite weapons as a cheaper, less controversial way 
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than the Strategic Defense Initiative to work on defensive technologies.”23 

He pointed out that “the line between antisatellite weapons and strategic 

defense weapons has become so blurred that it may be impossible to distin-

guish between the two . . . ​as defense budgets tighten, it will be difficult for 

the Pentagon to find the tens of billions of dollars that would be needed for 

full-scale deployment of strategic defenses.” In reality, there had never been 

a clear boundary between missile defense and ASATs; the earliest US ASATs 

were modified missile defense capabilities. But Monfort was correct that 

attempting to garner greater support for ASATs was another way to keep up 

the momentum for research into strategic defenses. Notably, openly dis-

cussing the use of missile defense technologies for ASATs was a break with 

the past practice of distancing SDI from offensive space weapons. Neverthe-

less, it would be up to the Bush administration to decide how to proceed on 

both SDI and ASATs, and his military space agenda was anything but clear.

Vice President George H. W. Bush accepted the Republican nomination for 

the presidency on August 18, 1988. In his speech, he pledged to “modernize 

and preserve our technological edge, and that includes strategic defense.”24 

Bush was, however, circumspect regarding deployment of a missile defense 

system. In August 1988, he had said that “a ‘full deployment’ of the system 

would be ‘very expensive,’ ” and that any decisions about it would depend 

on further research.”25 In response to Bush’s comments on SDI, the conser-

vative political commentator William F. Buckley Jr. wrote an op-ed for the 

Washington Post questioning Bush’s commitment to the program. He said 

that the vice president had been “stepfatherly in his treatment of SDI” during 

his party nomination acceptance speech.26 Bush was surprised by the Buck-

ley piece, and he subsequently sought to reassure conservatives that he sup-

ported missile defense. Yet, he remained cautious in discussing deployment 

and would not fully commit to it at this stage.27 The announcement that 

veteran national security expert Brent Scowcroft, an SDI skeptic and ardent 

supporter of the ABM Treaty, would be Bush’s national security advisor only 

fueled speculation that the incoming president would let SDI wither away.28 

In stark contrast with Reagan, neither Bush nor his running mate Dan Quayle 

(who wanted a near-term space-based missile defense deployment) expressed 

the idea that strategic defenses could lead to a nuclear-free world. The nuclear 

abolitionism that was one of the driving forces behind SDI was now gone.

British officials in the FCO and the MoD saw Bush’s election as an oppor-

tunity to intervene early and convince the new president not to move forward 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



170	 CHAPTER 6

with the deployment of a strategic defense capability. On November 11, 1988 

(right after the election), the FCO and MoD advised Thatcher to tell Bush that 

the UK government was “opposed to either cooperative or unilateral deploy-

ment of an SDI system” and wanted to “shift our own policy to one of active 

discouragement of SDI.” Next to these recommendations, Thatcher wrote 

“NO” in large letters and double underlined it.29 Thatcher shared the view of 

Charles Powell, her trusted advisor, that SDI could “complicate the calcula-

tions of an attack[er] and therefore add to deterrence.” It could also serve as 

a guard against nuclear proliferation from “some maverick power such as 

Libya or North Korea.” Powell, like Thatcher, maintained that technological 

progress was unstoppable; he argued that it was not prudent to “stop SDI: 

the march of technology will simply engulf us.”30 Amid the renewed debates 

in the MoD and FCO concerning SDI, Thatcher informed her cabinet that 

“there were good arguments for eventual deployment of strategic defenses” 

especially because such defenses could upset the Soviet strategic calculus, 

thereby enhancing deterrence.31 She not only refused to try to prevent SDI 

from moving forward, but also actively encouraged Bush to “remain commit-

ted to SDI” during their first meeting in June 1989.32

Within weeks of the inauguration, Bush outlined his administration’s pri-

orities and pledged to “vigorously pursue the Strategic Defense Initiative.”33 

Just as during the campaign, the president was cautious regarding deploy-

ment. Approximately five months after entering the White House, Vice 

President Quayle said that the administration was indeed committed to the 

development and deployment of a strategic defense system and decried the 

“MAD mullahs” opposed to it.34 It was, however, going to take a lot more 

than vocal support from the vice president to overcome the technological 

and political obstacles to deploying a space-based missile defense system.

FROM SMART ROCKS TO BRILLIANT PEBBLES:  

STRATEGIC DEFENSE TAKES SHAPE

In 1987, it was becoming increasingly clear to the Department of Defense that 

the space-based interceptor for the SDS Phase I was going to be a problem. 

A “garage” in space housing multiple interceptors would be vulnerable to 

Soviet ASATs, and its size would render launching it into space cost prohibi-

tive. Even with the miniaturization efforts of SDIO, the “garage” concept was 

still too costly given the fiscal environment. Due to these problems, Lowell 
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Wood of Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory had come to believe that 

small autonomous interceptors could solve the vulnerability and cost prob

lems associated with a space-based interceptor system.35 Most beneficially 

for SDIO, these autonomous interceptors could be built using off-the-shelf 

technologies and would therefore potentially allow a deployment decision in 

the early 1990s. Wood coined the name “Brilliant Pebbles,” which was based 

on Daniel Graham’s “smart rocks” idea that involved highly capable sensors 

guiding small missiles (i.e., the rocks) in space to destroy incoming ballistic 

missiles.36 Wood briefed Abrahamson on the concept in early 1987, and the 

general was immediately enthusiastic.

In the winter of 1986, SDI had formally entered into the defense acqui-

sition process, under the purview of the Defense Acquisition Board (DAB), 

which meant that the program would be subject to more scrutiny regarding 

key system decisions.37 While Brilliant Pebbles made the most sense to Abra-

hamson, it would be up to the DAB to make formal recommendations to the 

secretary of defense on how to proceed. A major DAB review of SDS Phase I 

led to DAB Milestone 1 approval of work directed toward “development and 

deployment coupled with endorsement of program efforts directed to subse-

quent SDS phases.” DAB Milestone 1 approval meant only that the program 

was moving into the demonstration and validation stage of work. Notably, 

the feasibility of critical subsystems had not yet been established. Defense 

experts anticipated that it could take at least another four to five years to 

gather enough data to make an informed decision about the full-scale engi-

neering development of a strategic defense system and its requisite subsys-

tems. The Department of Defense awarded Martin Marietta a contract (worth 

approximately $500 million) to establish a US National Test Bed—that is, 

a gigantic simulation facility—to be based in Colorado Springs. This com-

puting facility would carry out the complex simulations for the modeling 

and design of the SDS Phase I. But the accuracy of the computer simulations 

would become a politically contentious issue, as lawmakers had to decide in 

the coming years how to proceed with SDI funding.

At this stage, the joint chiefs of staff issued their effectiveness criteria for 

the first phase of a strategic defense system. They required that it “be capable 

of destroying 50% of the first wave of SS-18s [strategic Soviet ICBMs] and 

30% of [all] other systems.”38 The strategy being pursued was to “enhance 

deterrence by ensuring that the structure of a full-scale attack could be dis-

rupted.”39 In other words, defense planners in Moscow would not know 
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how many of their nuclear delivery vehicles would survive, and they would 

thereby be deterred from launching a strike. Thatcher had been convinced 

that this was indeed a sound deterrent strategy, although the FCO and MoD 

did not share her view.40

Although the joint chiefs of staff had settled on effectiveness criteria for 

a strategic defense system, there were still more questions than answers con-

cerning technological feasibility. In SDI’s early years, Reagan had said that 

the program would be a long-term effort, and it was becoming increasingly 

clear that it might take thirty years or more to develop the technologies to 

deploy a comprehensive defense. British officials observed that integrating 

all of the components, even just for a phase 1 system, would constitute “the 

largest and most complex undertaking of its kind ever attempted.”41 Addi-

tionally, insufficient space launch infrastructure was once again identified as 

a key logistical problem. In the public sphere, the debate over SDI was often-

times framed as a scientific problem, when in reality the challenges associ-

ated with systems engineering and maintaining such a large infrastructure 

in space were the most significant issues faced by the program’s leadership. 

Louis Marquet, who served as the deputy director for technology within 

SDIO, said that “interceptors to destroy the warheads are not the problem. 

We know we can build those. The key [problem] is sensors” to track ballistic 

missile components in various phases of flight.42 British technical experts in 

the MoD warned that these “problems are likely to take longer to solve than 

the US are willing to admit.”43

The Defense Science Board (DSB) published a report on the status of SDI in 

May 1988. It recommended a phased deployment plan “rather than a single 

major action” to meet the joint chiefs’ requirements.44 The DSB placed great 

emphasis on the further development of effective sensors and command and 

control capabilities. The report stated: “We believe it would be better to think 

about ballistic missile defenses as first of all a surveillance system together 

with its associate processing and communications, whose purpose is to deter-

mine the actual characteristics of an attack, to find the boosters against the 

background and to find the RVs amid the decoys, chaff, nuclear effects, and 

other countermeasures and to determine where they are and where they are 

going.”45 Robert Everett, who led the DSB review of SDI, explained in Senate 

testimony that “instead of thinking of it [SDI Phase I] as a collection of weap-

ons,” program managers should “think of it as a central sensor processing 

system into which you then add those reaction devices, weapons . . . ​as they 
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make sense.”46 The New York Times said that Everett’s group emphasized “the 

brains, rather than the brawn, behind the Star Wars system.”47 Again, space 

infrastructure was the key issue.

Also in May 1988, the OTA published its own report entitled “SDI: Tech-

nology, Survivability, and Software.” Its findings can best be described as 

a mixture of qualified optimism and significant uncertainty. The report’s 

authors concluded that “after 30 years of BMD research, including the first 

few years of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), defense scientists and 

engineers have produced impressive technical achievements, but questions 

remain about the feasibility of meeting the goals of the SDI.”48 OTA pointed 

out that a key SDIO deficiency had been devoting “little analysis of any kind 

of space-based threats to BMD system survivability” and that “SDIO analyses 

assume that US BMD technologies will remain superior to Soviet technolo-

gies.”49 To negate the space components of SDI, OTA assessed that the Soviet 

Union could indeed produce more effective ASATs. To counter this threat, the 

US would have to secure “control of certain sectors of space.” In other words, 

protecting a strategic defense system required more robust preparation for 

combat operations in space. OTA also identified software dependability as 

a significant challenge and a point of vulnerability for a deployed system.50

Deployment was a long-term issue, but SDIO soon needed to confront 

the legal complexities concerning the expansion of missile defense testing 

in space. There was still disagreement within the Department of Defense 

about how long SDIO could go on without moving beyond the more restric-

tive interpretation of the ABM Treaty. Abrahamson informed Thatcher in 

January 1989 that there had been much progress with the Brilliant Pebbles 

concept and that it would greatly reduce the cost of the overall system and 

the strain on launch capacity. He predicted that testing would begin in two 

years’ time.51 This meeting with Thatcher was Abrahamson’s last as head of 

the SDI program. (Even though Reagan had nominated him for a fourth star, 

which would have added even more political clout to SDIO, Congress would 

not approve it.) At this January 1989 meeting, Abrahamson introduced the 

prime minister to his successor, Lieutenant General George Monahan, who 

lacked Abrahamson’s charm, charisma, and zeal for SDI. Thatcher told Mona-

han that she hoped he would continue Abrahamson’s practice of traveling to 

London to provide SDI updates. Few people recognized just how significant 

the relationship between Thatcher and Abrahamson was for UK policy on 

SDI. It was largely because of their interactions that the prime minister came 
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to believe in SDI technologies and even supported the deployment of strate-

gic defenses against the advice of her government ministers.52

In his end of tour report right before retiring, Abrahamson strongly 

endorsed Brilliant Pebbles. According to Baucom, Abrahamson was con-

vinced that Brilliant Pebbles “could be operational in five years at a cost of 

less than $25 billion”; this was a huge saving when compared to earlier esti-

mates for a first-phase system that far exceeded $100 billion.53 As a point of 

comparison, a Nimitz class nuclear-powered aircraft carrier commissioned 

in the late 1980s cost approximately $2.5 billion (1988 dollars). Even with 

the potential cost savings, the Pentagon’s adoption of Brilliant Pebbles was 

not guaranteed.

Early in Bush’s presidency, Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney signaled 

that he would be a firm advocate of space weapons. In April 1989, Cheney 

said that developing a “satellite-killing weapon [was] ‘most important,’ argu-

ing that the Soviets have an edge in the technology and could knock out 

US surveillance and communication satellites in a war.”54 Pushing back on 

Cheney’s space agenda, in July 1989, Senator John Kerry (D-MA) introduced 

a bill entitled the “Satellite Security Act” that was intended to restrict funding 

for ASAT development and testing. He argued that the US was more depen-

dent on space systems than the Soviet Union and therefore had more to lose 

from an ASAT competition. Kerry pointed out that the Soviet Union had 

opened its laser test facility at Sary Shagan to US scientists, journalists, and 

Congressmen in the summer of 1989, revealing that Soviet research into laser 

weapons was not as far along as previously believed.55 Most fundamentally, 

the senator argued that “this new information raises the question of whether 

past assessments of the Soviet laser program have significantly overestimated 

or exaggerated the military capability of the lasers themselves and of the 

program overall.”56 If the intelligence was wrong, it would “undermine the 

very foundation of the rationale for the billions we have spent on the Stra-

tegic Defense Initiative and the current crash [ASAT] program.” Only a year 

prior, Representative George Brown Jr. (D-CA) had introduced a bill to ban 

the testing of ASATs indefinitely. Neither Brown nor Kerry was successful in 

their efforts.57

Clearly, there was reluctance among many lawmakers to push forward 

with the testing of ASATs. Nevertheless, some opponents to ASAT testing 

maintained that it was necessary to keep an ASAT research and development 

program to be able to deploy them quickly should they become necessary. 
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Brown said that his bill was defeated, at least in part, because there was a 

“high and rapidly increasing priority being given to the development of a 

warfighting capability in space.”58 Around this same time, Pentagon represen-

tatives were publicly discussing the vital role of ASATs in US defense strategy. 

In 1989, General Crosbie Saint, the commander-in-chief of US Army Europe, 

said that he saw “an effective ASAT system as the key to the control of space 

and also conceivably as the key to victory.”59 While Crosbie overstated the 

value of ASATs, having the ability to destroy Soviet ocean surveillance satel-

lites certainly made sense from the standpoint of defense planners who were 

worried about keeping sea lines of communication open in wartime. These 

views were very much in line with the ASAT arguments made by the Buchs-

baum panel in the mid-1970s.60

For the FY1990 defense budget, the Department of Defense requested an 

increase in funding for ASATs. The Army established the Kinetic Energy ASAT 

(KE ASAT) program in 1989, which was designed to use a ground-launched 

missile to destroy satellites in low Earth orbit. British diplomats observed that 

Cheney “is beginning to think and talk like a conservative in his growing 

affection for defense-related space projects (at a time when he is talking of 

slashing the defense budget as a whole).”61 Cheney said that the US needed 

an “ASAT capability both to counter the Soviet targeting satellites and to 

deter the use of the existing Soviet ASAT system.”62 He further opposed 

restrictions on ASAT testing because of the negative impact they would have 

on moving to an operational stage and due to their potential consequences 

for SDI testing in space.63 It is important to note that Cheney was Ford’s 

chief of staff when the president decided in January 1977 to establish a new 

ASAT program. Cheney was therefore intimately aware of the military argu-

ments in favor of having an ASAT capability. Scowcroft, who was Ford’s dep-

uty national security advisor (1973–1975), had publicly criticized ASATs as 

destabilizing before Bush appointed him as his national security advisor.64 

Disagreements between Scowcroft and Cheney on military space programs 

would extend to SDI as well.

One of Cheney’s early tasks was advising the president on how the admin-

istration should plan SDI’s future. Even though Bush had said in Febru-

ary 1989 that he intended to proceed with SDI, it did not appear to be a top 

priority. Quayle, on the other hand, regularly shared his enthusiasm for mov-

ing forward with deployment of a strategic defense system. In a speech to the 

Navy League’s Sea-Air-Space Exposition in March 1989 he said that “one area 
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where events are moving especially swiftly, and which I’d like to discuss with 

you this morning, is space. Nowhere else are our scientific, technical, com-

mercial, defense, and foreign policy goals more closely intertwined . . . ​space 

is vital to our international competitiveness, to our continued economic 

growth, and, indeed, to our very survival as a nation.”65 He saw strategic 

defense in space as a necessary step toward significantly reducing nuclear 

threats to the US. Quayle’s comments also echoed High Frontier’s message 

about the need to protect US interests in space through military power, 

which would lead to even greater economic prosperity as the US developed 

its commercial space resources.

Cheney realized that a decision was going to have to be made in the near 

future regarding the space-based infrastructure of a strategic defense system, 

especially the interceptor. In April 1989, the secretary of defense indicated 

that he saw Brilliant Pebbles as the most cost-effective option. Cheney had 

already announced that he would be cutting defense spending, including for 

the SDI budget, and expressed hope that Brilliant Pebbles could “save a lot of 

money.” Earlier in the year, he was signaling that SDI would move forward 

but in a reduced form. Cheney said that Reagan had “oversold” the program 

and that its focus would be on enhancing deterrence through partial deploy-

ment. The Department of Defense moreover presented SDI as a safeguard 

against the proliferation of missile technologies and nuclear weapons.66

In the late 1980s, US and allied national security officials were growing 

even more concerned about the proliferation of ballistic missiles and nuclear 

fissile materials to rogue regimes. Even Senator Sam Nunn (D-GA), who was a 

vocal critic of SDI, had expressed support for a more limited defense system—

that is, a smaller land-based capability—that could provide protection against 

small-scale ballistic missile attacks.67 Space-based interceptors were, however, 

vital for destroying missiles in their boost phase. SDI supporters did not want 

to see the space layer reduced in any way, while critics viewed it as still hav-

ing the potential to start a new arms race.

Bush wanted to find a way to fit SDI into a more constrained budgetary 

environment without upsetting key elements within the GOP. It would have 

been politically problematic to abandon SDI altogether because there was 

bipartisan consensus that having a research program, as a hedge against a 

Soviet breakout in missile defense was indeed important, and SDI had become 

an article of faith for many vocal conservatives. Additionally, there were 

people, such as Cheney and Thatcher, who believed that a limited space-based 
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missile defense system could upset the Soviet calculus just enough to enhance 

deterrence. Cheney also saw a partial strategic defense system as a means of 

protecting US ICBM silos against more accurate Soviet ballistic missiles, in 

addition to guarding against missile proliferation to “rogue” states.68

Quayle described Reagan’s belief that SDI could lead to a nuclear-free 

world as “political jargon.”69 Marlin Fitzwater, the White House press sec-

retary, tried to walk back from the vice president’s remarks, but even ardent 

supporters of SDI, such as Daniel Graham, came to Quayle’s defense. Graham 

said that SDI’s goal was never a perfect defense. Richard Perle, a former senior 

defense official in the Reagan administration, described Quayle’s comments 

as “long overdue,” and predicted that they might help garner greater support 

for SDI because he was offering a less ideological portrayal of it.70

The vice president explained that that the emphasis would now be on 

developing a realistic military strategy for strategic defense.71 In other words, 

Reagan’s vision for SDI was not all or nothing; there were variations of his 

dream for eliminating the threat of nuclear annihilation through advanced 

space technologies. Even some firm believers in the necessity of nuclear 

deterrence had concluded that a partial missile shield could reduce the vul-

nerability of the US and its allies. A Newsweek article said in 1988 that “if the 

previous question was whether SDI was feasible, Americans must now ask if 

it is desirable.”72 Answering this question required going beyond the realm 

of purely technological considerations and evaluating US defense needs in 

a changing geopolitical environment. Cheney had come to believe that 

Brilliant Pebbles offered the best hope for moving the program forward in 

a cost-effective manner that could enhance US security interests. Neverthe-

less, there were still fundamental systems engineering and political issues 

that had to be addressed. Congress was unlikely to continue to fund SDI, 

especially space interceptors, unless there was sufficient indication that a 

deployed system was indeed feasible and there were guarantees that the 

program would not derail arms control negotiations.

With all of the technical and political uncertainty concerning SDI, Bush 

decided to proceed cautiously. In June 1989, the president signed NSD-14, 

entitled “ICBM Modernization and the Strategic Defense Initiative,” which 

established that the goals of the SDI program remained “sound” and that 

research and development of advanced technologies necessary for “stra-

tegic defenses” should continue to be a major US response to the “Soviet 

challenge.” In this R&D effort, “particular emphasis” was to be placed on 
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promising concepts for effective boost-phase defenses, for example “Brilliant 

Pebbles.”73 The NSD also directed Cheney to have an independent review of 

the SDI program. The secretary of defense selected Ambassador Henry Coo-

per, who had served as a negotiator for the Nuclear and Space Talks, was a 

known SDI enthusiast, and would succeed Monahan as the head of SDIO. His 

examination of the SDI program would be completed in early March 1990 

and end with a strong endorsement of Brilliant Pebbles.74

In the summer of 1989, the Department of Defense had two outside bod-

ies, the JASONs and the DSB, conduct additional technical feasibility studies 

of various strategic defense concepts, including Brilliant Pebbles. The JASONs 

are a group of America’s leading scientists who work under the aegis of the 

MITRE Corporation and advise the Department of Defense and the intel-

ligence community on complex issues.75 The JASON study focused on the 

feasibility of Brilliant Pebbles’ component technologies and the battle man-

agement command and control system that would be used along with it.76 

The study participants also examined other interceptor concepts as points of 

comparison. Dr. John Cornwall, a physicist from Cornell University and the 

leader of the JASON Brilliant Pebbles review, presented his findings to Mona-

han in August 1989. Cornwall noted that Brilliant Pebbles was largely based 

on existing technologies, and the bottom line was that there were no techno-

logical “showstoppers.”77 Monahan also invited the UK MoD to conduct its 

own independent review of Brilliant Pebbles, and that study concluded that 

“there are no ‘showstoppers’ to making Brilliant Pebbles work but there are 

a number of technical risks which lead us to believe they will cost more and 

take longer to get into service.” The MoD was especially concerned about the 

US being able to create effective software to make the entire system function, 

especially the autonomous interceptors.78 Notably, the head of the JASON 

study was a physicist, and Slayton has pointed out that physicists oftentimes 

overlooked the software and information technologies requirements for a 

strategic defense system.79

Having Brilliant Pebbles operate as autonomous, or semi-autonomous, 

interceptors with an on-board suite of target-tracking sensors would greatly 

reduce the cost of the overall program because other space-based tracking 

systems could be eliminated. At least for a first-phase system, the smaller 

constellation size would significantly lower the strain on US launch sys-

tems. The report was not, however, completely laudatory; the JASONs 

noted that “there are several problems which must be addressed,” including 
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“serious countermeasures threats” such as ASATs.80 Technical experts and 

seasoned intelligence analysts agreed that the Soviet Union could develop 

countermeasures, but there was disagreement on how effective they would 

be, and there was no consensus regarding Moscow’s willingness to spend 

the money required to develop and deploy them.81

At the same time that the JASONs were completing their study, the DSB 

examined Brilliant Pebbles and submitted its report to the Department of 

Defense in January 1989. According to Baucom, “the DSB concluded that BP 

[Brilliant Pebbles] faced some technical problems that would have to be over-

come, but found no fundamental flaws with the concept.” Because Baucom 

was the official Department of Defense historian of SDI, he had full access 

to the two studies, but they have not been declassified and thus cannot be 

scrutinized. British MoD documents suggest that the reports were shared, 

either in part or in whole, with UK representatives. One MoD official noted 

in January 1990 that “it was equally obvious from the Defense Science Board 

and JASONS reports on Brilliant Pebbles that Lowell Wood’s claims as to the 

maturity of the [Brilliant Pebbles] project were somewhat exaggerated.”82 

This UK analysis was, however, vague and does not provide specific details 

about the feasibility of Brilliant Pebbles beyond the aforementioned UK 

review that said there were no “showstoppers.” It is noteworthy that the UK 

report used the same phrase, “[no] showstoppers”; it is not clear if the Brit-

ish officials were influenced in any way by the American evaluations taking 

place. At the very least, UK officials were highly skeptical of the early 1990s 

deployment timeline as presented by their American counterparts.83 Tests of 

Brilliant Pebbles hardware would raise more questions about the feasibility of 

a near-term deployment of an effective space interceptor.

Even though there was widespread support for Brilliant Pebbles among 

SDI promoters, it was not the only space-based interceptor being considered. 

A UK MoD memorandum noted that the DSB had recommended in Septem-

ber 1989 that “the [space-based interceptor] concepts should be allowed to 

compete for the next two years.” The Air Force was promoting a “gun rack” 

interceptor, a modified version of the missiles housed in a space “garage,” 

which was included in an SDIO space infrastructure study at the behest of the 

Air Force and in the face of opposition from both the Department of Defense 

and SDIO.84 The competing interceptor concepts, driven in part by interde-

partmental rivalry, provide an important reminder of Donald Mackenzie’s 

observation that weapon systems are not the product of a natural trajectory 
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of technological development. Rather, bureaucratic forces, like parochial mil-

itary service interests, can be overwhelmingly influential.85 Organizational 

interests aside, it was still not clear in the fall of 1989 how significant a prior-

ity military space programs, SDI in particular, were for Bush.86

To coordinate space policy more effectively across the civil, commercial, 

and national security sectors, Bush established a National Space Council 

chaired by the vice president. Quayle directed a “fast-paced” review of exist-

ing US space policy, acknowledging that it was “not expected to result in 

basic modifications to existing policies.”87 With a rapidly changing geopoliti

cal environment, it was too soon to make any serious changes to the Ameri-

can space agenda. In November 1989, Bush approved his first national space 

policy, which was nearly identical to Reagan’s final space policy. Within the 

document’s national security section, the White House directed the Pentagon 

to “ensure [US] freedom of action in space,” which required “an integrated 

combination of antisatellite, survivability, and surveillance capabilities.” The 

president pledged that an ASAT would be developed and deployed “with ini-

tial operations capability at the earliest possible date.” Regarding SDI, the 

Department of Defense planned to incorporate the requirements of space-

based missile defense into its national security space program.88

For FY1990, the administration requested $4.6 billion for SDI, which 

was only marginally more than the previous year’s amount.89 Cheney was 

concerned that Congress might substantially reduce the program’s funding, 

which would have pushed the deployment timeline out even more. Conse-

quently, the secretary of defense tried to drum up support for SDI, predicting 

that it “could be the single most important military bequest this generation 

could make to the future.”90 He threatened to recommend that the presi-

dent veto the FY1990 NDAA if Congress did not provide sufficient funding 

for SDI. Ultimately, Congress appropriated $4 billion for FY1990, and Bush 

signed the NDAA into law on November 29, 1989.91 Research could move 

forward, but the financial belt would tighten even more.

Financial and technological considerations were not the only factors 

shaping SDI’s future. In late September 1989, Secretary of State James Baker 

and Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze met to discuss the ongoing 

arms control negotiations.92 At this meeting, the Soviet Union announced 

that it would drop its requirement that an agreement be reached on the 

ABM Treaty before signing onto START.93 This shift did not mean that all 

of the Kremlin’s concerns about SDI had evaporated; senior Soviet officials 

still preferred formal limits on kosmos-zemlya (“space-to-Earth”) weapons and 
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ASATs.94 There was also concern about the US moving ahead with advanced 

strategic defense technologies while strategic nuclear weapons stockpiles 

were reduced.95 The KGB predicted that “the United States would not be able 

to deploy a highly effective strategic defense system in the near term.”96 But 

just as in the US, there were divergent Soviet ideas about system “effective-

ness.” In any case, since Washington and Moscow could not agree to specific 

terms regarding missile defense testing and deployment, the Kremlin side-

stepped these complexities by moving forward with START, but added the 

caveat that any violation of the ABM Treaty could result in the abrogation 

of START.97 Opponents of SDI would point toward progress on START as evi-

dence that there was no compelling justification for continuing to invest in 

strategic defense.98

Monahan convinced Cheney in the first half of January 1990 to include 

Brilliant Pebbles in a phase 1 strategic defense system.99 Shortly thereaf-

ter, on February 7 Bush visited Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory 

where much of the Brilliant Pebbles work was being done; General Mona-

han accompanied him. During that visit, the president expressed enthu-

siasm for Brilliant Pebbles, saying that “if the technology I’ve seen today 

proves feasible—and I’m told it looks very promising—no war planner 

could be confident of the consequences of a ballistic missile attack.”100 

He stressed that strategic defenses were more important than ever. Within 

a matter of days, Lowell Wood and Monahan presented the Brilliant 

Pebbles development plan at a press briefing. They explained that the 

first phase would include 4,614 Brilliant Pebbles in orbit at a cost of $1.1 

to $1.4 million per “singlet”: that is, per interceptor. The price tag for 

launching these systems into space would be between $2 and $3 billion. 

In an effort to lower costs, the interceptors would have a more limited 

number of tracking satellites to assist them in detecting and targeting 

ballistic missiles. Therefore, the total price tag of a phase 1 plan was esti-

mated to be $55 billion.101

Wood explained that each Brilliant Pebble would be housed in a “life 

jacket,” which “serves a variety of functions from survivability to in-space 

functionality.”102 In peacetime, the Brilliant Pebbles would function as highly 

sophisticated sensor platforms that could detect and track a variety of missile 

threats. What made them “brilliant” were the data processing capabilities 

that could be housed on such a small satellite, which resulted from great 

strides in miniaturization over the previous decade. During crisis and con-

flict, US Space Command, the designated operator of a strategic defense 
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system, would then “convert some or all of them into weapons platforms, 

understood to be in the interdiction mode.”103 Importantly, combining sen-

sors and weapons on the same satellite would have eliminated the boundary 

between “passive” and armed space systems. One of the most innovative 

features of Brilliant Pebbles was their propulsion systems that had a very high 

thrust-to-weight ratio. Wood said that this new propulsion capability was the 

key to Brilliant Pebbles’ agility, and that it if were commanded to do so, it 

“could fly a minimum energy trajectory to the planet Mars.” Notably, rocket 

engineers would later propose using propulsion (and sensor) technologies 

derived from Brilliant Pebbles for planetary science missions.104

Among the key arguments in favor of Brilliant Pebbles was its cost effi-

ciency and survivability as compared to other space-based interceptor con-

cepts. However, there were a range of countermeasures the Soviets could 

choose from: creating faster-burn ICBMs, building more ICBMs, and field-

ing a larger number of ASATs. Monahan and Wood assured the public that 

Brilliant Pebbles would be hardened against ASATs.105 Wood’s confidence in 

the survivability of Brilliant Pebbles was undeterred by a March 1990 Law-

rence Livermore report claiming that Brilliant Pebbles would indeed be vul-

nerable to Soviet ASATs. Because the new phase 1 concept would have fewer 

space-based sensors that could track both ballistic missiles and potential 

threats (e.g., ASATs) to the strategic defense system, Brilliant Pebbles sensors 

would have greater difficulty in detecting and responding to ASATs.106 The 

author of the Lawrence Livermore study concluded that “although the BP is 

small and relatively inexpensive compared to other space-based concepts, it 

does not appear feasible to meet this [cost-effective] requirement when the 

[Soviet] ASAT carries a small non-nuclear homing device.”107 Brilliant Peb-

bles would therefore “not be economically competitive” unless some rela-

tively inexpensive countermeasures to defeat the ASATs could be found.108 

To address the vulnerability of Brilliant Pebbles to ASAT attacks, the Depart-

ment of Defense would have to be ready to launch replenishment inter-

ceptors into orbit, have more effective countermeasures (e.g., maneuvering 

satellites) and/or have ASATs to defend the space-based interceptors.

GETTING WITH THE TIMES: SDI IN A CHANGING  

GEOPOLITICAL ENVIRONMENT

The beginning of the 1990s was a time of some of the most significant geopo

litical changes during the Cold War. Shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
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in 1989, West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl declared that his goal was 

the “unity of our nation.”109 German unification quickly took center stage 

in European security. Tim Sayle observes that in 1989, “all eyes were on Ger-

many, both the great prize in the Cold War and the potential battleground in 

a hot war.”110 In August, Scowcroft warned the president that “managing our 

relations with Germany is likely to be the most serious geopolitical challenge 

our country faces over the next decade.”111 The integration of a unified Ger-

many into NATO would be an especially difficult task. After the Soviet Union 

announced its de-linkage of START and SDI in September 1989, it appeared 

that the superpowers could indeed make serious progress toward signing a 

treaty to limit strategic nuclear arms. SDI’s future in this changing political 

environment was uncertain to say the least.

Cheney told the House Armed Services Committee in February 1990 that 

he wanted to move forward with strategic defense deployment.112 SDI offi-

cials and supporters used the “no showstoppers” from the JASON report as 

evidence that there was, according to Monahan, consensus among Ameri-

can scientists “that says indeed, [strategic defense] can be done.” William 

Happer, a Princeton physicist who chaired the JASON steering group, cast 

doubt on the wholly positive characterization of the JASON report, saying 

that “I think that’s overstating the case by quite a bit. I don’t remember 

anywhere where we expressed confidence the problems [with Brilliant Peb-

bles] could be overcome. Maybe they can and maybe they can’t.”113

SDIO had to develop a strategy quickly for building greater momentum 

for strategic defense when it appeared that Congressional and public interest 

were waning. In March 1990, Ambassador Cooper completed his independent 

review of SDI and submitted it to Cheney.114 He called for greater funding for 

Brilliant Pebbles, a strengthened commitment to the high-endoatmospheric 

defense interceptor (HEDI) for ground-launched mid-course interception, 

and a reduction in the number of tracking satellites. Cooper also sought to 

create a “national debate” on missile defense deployment that would make 

it a prominent issue in the next presidential election. Nevertheless, even the 

staunchest SDI supporters, like Cooper, recognized that the program would 

need to modify its approach to strategic defense to prevent further funding 

cuts and continue working toward a mid-1990s deployment goal.

With cost cutting in mind, in May 1990, the OSD began a six-month 

study of a concept called Global Protection Against Limited Strikes (GPALS), a 

scaled-down strategic defense system with land- and space-based interceptors. 

Approximately two years earlier, Senator Sam Nunn (D-GA) had introduced 
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the idea of an Accidental Launch Protection System (ALPS). He envisioned 

a missile defense capability that would provide some protection against acci-

dental launches rather than full protection from a large-scale nuclear attack. 

Congressman Les Aspin (D-WI) agreed that “there is great longing ‘out 

there’ for protecting against incoming missiles and that ALPS may be the 

answer.”115 A limited terrestrial-based defense served as a political middle 

ground to appease missile defense supporters while still preserving the ABM 

Treaty. But SDI boosters would not give up space weapons because they were 

the essential element for going after missiles in their initial phase of flight 

and would contribute to the Pentagon’s space control capabilities.116

Cooper believed that GPALS would be more easily sold to space-based mis-

sile defense skeptics who saw some value in protection from limited missile 

threats and accidental launches. He shared with Thatcher that “he thought 

the best way to make progress with the overall program was to change the 

focus from concentration on a massive Soviet missile attack . . . ​to the risk of 

missile attack in any part of the world [especially rogue states].”117 Cooper 

was echoing comments from Cheney, who had already started using “emerg-

ing third world threats” as a justification for continuing to fund strategic 

defense. During a March 1990 speech to the American Preparedness Associa-

tion in Washington, DC, the secretary of defense had warned that by the year 

2000, fifteen “developing countries will produce or own their own ballistic 

missiles.”118 Cheney believed that these emerging missile threats should not 

be dismissed as insignificant and provided a compelling reason to continue 

supporting Brilliant Pebbles.

To the relief of SDIO, in early June 1990, the DAB approved moving for-

ward with Brilliant Pebbles.119 Within a few weeks of this, Monahan retired 

and was succeeded by Henry Cooper. In choosing Cooper to replace Mona-

han, Cheney had “turned the clock back to the Abrahamson era, with a 

known champion of SDI as Director.”120 SDI boosters, like the Heritage Foun-

dation, emphatically supported Cooper taking the SDIO helm.

Now, SDIO turned its attention to demonstrating the feasibility of space-

based interceptors. In August 1990, SDIO conducted its first test of Brilliant 

Pebbles in space. Its objectives were to (1) demonstrate the ability to acquire 

stars, navigate, and stabilize the interceptor using the attitude control sys-

tem; (2) demonstrate the ability of the interceptor to detect, acquire, and 

track an accelerating target’s rocket plume; (3) gather data with infrared and 

ultraviolet sensors; and (4) demonstrate basic hardware performance versus 
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design requirements in a realistic environment.121 This preliminary flight test 

of Brilliant Pebbles was largely a failure because a bolt released prematurely 

eighty-one seconds after launch, which prevented transmission and record-

ing of performance information from the interceptor. This test failure did 

not indicate a fundamental flaw with the Brilliant Pebbles system, but it did 

not help Cooper secure more funding for FY1991. The second test would not 

take place until the following year. For FY1991, SDIO only received $2.9 bil-

lion out of the more than $4 billion the president had requested. Without a 

significant change, SDI’s future looked grim.

STRATEGIC DEFENSE IN THE NEW WORLD ORDER

In his 1991 State of the Union speech, Bush declared that the “end of the 

Cold War has been a victory for all humanity.”122 Germany was united, and 

the Soviet Union had voted for the UN resolution that empowered states to 

use “all necessary means” to remove Iraq from Kuwait. This was a very dif

ferent world from the one he had known as Reagan’s vice president for eight 

years. These significant changes in the international system were the inspira-

tion for Bush’s idea that states should embrace a “new world order, where 

brutality will go unrewarded and aggression will meet collective resistance.”123 

Multilateralism was a key element in this emerging political system. But 

where did this leave strategic defense? The president announced that the US 

would officially reorient its strategic defense effort toward “providing protec-

tion from limited ballistic missile strikes, whatever their source” through the 

GPALS concept.124

GPALS was designed to provide a defense against a limited number of 

ballistic missiles from any place on Earth. It included two space-based sys-

tems: Brilliant Pebbles interceptors and Brilliant Eyes surveillance satellites. 

Additionally, there would be ground- and/or sea-based defenses for targeting 

ballistic missiles in their mid-course and terminal phases of flight. GPALS 

required a significant reduction in interceptors, bringing the total number 

down to between five hundred and a thousand.125 The space-based infra-

structure for tracking ballistic missiles would receive bipartisan support, but 

Brilliant Pebbles remained a source of political controversy.

The first Gulf War created a new wave of support for missile defense and 

provided SDIO with what it saw as living proof of the need for a global missile 

defense capability albeit on a reduced scale. British diplomats observed that 
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the Gulf War had been instrumental in “creating a favorable political climate 

[for missile defense].” London believed that the US regarded GPALS as “more 

readily ‘saleable’ to allies, the Congress, and perhaps even the Russians.”126 

Cooper and other SDI boosters certainly hoped that a reorientation toward 

GPALS would build momentum in favor of including Brilliant Pebbles in a 

first-phase strategic defense deployment.

To the chagrin of Cooper, due to tighter budgets and warming relations 

with the Soviet Union, even some Republican senators, such as John War-

ner (R-VA), William Cohen (R-ME), and Richard Lugar (R-IN), suggested 

that the US should focus on land-based interceptors for the first iteration of 

a strategic defense capability.127 Predictably, this proposal was vehemently 

rejected by SDI boosters. The space interceptors were not only essential for 

attacking ballistic missiles in their boost phase of flight but they also served 

as “the symbol of Star Wars legitimacy.”128 Sociologist Graham Spinardi has 

compellingly argued that there was a battle among missile defense sup-

porters for “epistemic authority” based on competing knowledge claims 

about ground- and space-based missile defense. He writes that for space-

based missile defense advocates, ground-focused missile defense technolo-

gies were the “wrong approach in principle” (emphasis in original) because 

a space-based system is the only way to perform boost phase interception. 

Mid-course defenses are susceptible to simple countermeasures.

Spinardi does not, however, go far enough in explaining why space inter-

ceptors were so important for SDI boosters. Space offered more than an ideal 

vantage point for going after ballistic missiles in their boost phase. As already 

noted, for many missile defense promoters, space-based interceptors were 

just one part of a broader agenda to expand American military and economic 

power in space.129 Daniel Graham’s organization dedicated to promoting 

missile defense was called “High Frontier” because of the founder’s belief 

that conquering space could provide the US unprecedented defense and eco-

nomic advantages.130 Westwick details the connections between space colo-

nization groups, such as the L5 Society, and the embrace of missile defense in 

the 1970s.131 Reagan often invoked the idea of space as a frontier that could 

be conquered. During a 1988 speech at Johnson Space Center, Reagan had 

said that it is “mankind’s manifest destiny to bring our humanity into space; 

to colonize this galaxy; and as a nation, we have the power to determine if 

America will lead or follow. I say that America must lead.”132
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For SDI purists, there could be no compromise on any fundamental aspect 

of the space infrastructure for strategic defense. Thomas Rona, a defense offi-

cial in the Reagan administration, had warned that “interim options focused 

or aimed exclusively at ground [defenses] . . . ​are unnecessary and possibly 

detrimental to the long-term SDI goals.” But in the 1990s, space-based mis-

sile defense visionaries had to face geopolitical and fiscal conditions that 

were increasingly hostile to any expansive military space program, especially 

one whose deployment could upend progress in arms control. A GAO report 

stressed that SDIO had to contend with the changing Soviet threat.133 This 

factor, even more so than any technical challenges, was driving the scaling 

down of US strategic defense concepts.

The first Gulf War not only highlighted the potential value of a more 

limited missile defense, but also shined a spotlight on the importance of mili-

tary satellites for tactical combat operations. In many ways, Operation Desert 

Storm was the coming to fruition of the 1976 Buchsbaum panel’s predic-

tion that “this trend toward effective integration of space assets into military 

combat operations will continue and that real-time space capabilities will 

become increasingly important—even essential to the effective use of mili-

tary forces.”134 Combat operations in Kuwait also appeared to validate Secre-

tary of the Air Force Edward Aldridge’s claim in 1988 that “spacepower will be 

as decisive in future combat as airpower is today.”135 (This statement begs the 

question of how decisive airpower had been in reality.) In this environment, 

space control was more important than ever according to military space pro-

moters. General Thomas Moorman, who would go on to become the Air 

Force Vice Chief of Staff in 1994, said: “The ability of the US to maintain the 

initiative and to sustain surprise by masking its military actions would have 

been much more difficult if Saddam Hussein—or a future adversary—had his 

own space reconnaissance assets. This prospect argues for an ASAT system to 

assure that, just as US forces achieved control of the air and the battlefield, we 

can control space as well (i.e., achieve space superiority).”136

Even before the US-led coalition began to remove Iraqi forces from 

Kuwait, more US national security leaders drew connections between space-

power and maintaining military preeminence in all domains of operation. 

In May 1990, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Strategic Defense, 

Space and Verification Policy Douglas Graham said that “space control has 

become as important to the USA as sea control capabilities are to the exercise 
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of maritime strategy and air power is to land and air warfare.” He further 

declared that “our global responsibilities remain vital to US national secu-

rity, and space will be an increasingly critical link to our forces and friends 

overseas.”137 In 1990, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Colin Powell justified a 

new US ASAT program during Congressional testimony by asserting that it 

was needed to deter the Soviet Union from using its ASATs in wartime.138 

The Soviet Union, moreover, was no longer the only spacefaring nation to 

consider. More players, including China, Israel, Pakistan, and India, had 

entered the space arena.139 This reality now had to factor into US military 

space strategy.

As the next presidential election approached, Cooper wanted to do every

thing in his power to shore up support for Brilliant Pebbles. In April 1991, 

SDIO conducted its second flight test of Brilliant Pebbles. This test occurred 

around the time that the White House requested an increase in funding for 

Brilliant Pebbles, with 2001 as the new target year for deployment. After 

the test, SDIO officials, including Henry Cooper, said that the test had been 

“90% successful.”140 The following year, however, GAO published a report 

claiming that SDIO had significantly mischaracterized the results of the 

experiment. Several of the test’s goals were not achieved. Most importantly, 

the interceptor failed to demonstrate that it could acquire and track its 

target.141 Cooper stood by his statement that the test was a success and said 

that the claim of “90 percent success is a generic kind of a statement. I don’t 

believe anybody was thinking about a quantitative assessment when they 

said 90 percent . . . ​It probably shouldn’t have been given out.”142 Spinardi 

points out that there is significant disagreement over whether tests are 

an accurate reflection of how a system will perform in an operational set-

ting. Consequently, test results are easily politicized and endlessly debated. 

While Brilliant Pebbles’ testing problems most certainly helped the case of 

SDI critics, technological problems were secondary to the political consid-

erations of America’s new security realities with the Cold War now over.

As lawmakers in the House and Senate were mulling over the FY1992 

NDAA, there was clearly bipartisan support for theater and tactical mis-

sile defense systems. Brilliant Pebbles, on the other hand, was still a sig-

nificant point of contention. The House proposed eliminating all funding 

for it, while the Senate wanted $625 million. Congressman Les Aspin said 

that Congress should not fund Brilliant Pebbles because “we don’t have the 

money to explore every system, particularly ones we are doubtful of.”143 
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Ultimately, Congress appropriated $4.2 billion for SDIO for FY1992, which 

was a $1.2 billion increase from the previous year.144 Additionally, Congress 

passed the Missile Defense Act of 1991, which provided funding for Bril-

liant Pebbles but removed it from a phase 1 national missile defense plan.145

The Missile Defense Act served as a compromise that allowed research on 

space-based interceptors to move ahead but mandated a treaty-compliant 

missile defense deployment at only one site.146 Eliminating Brilliant Pebbles 

funding completely could have resulted in a presidential veto. While Con-

gress was clearly unsupportive of space-based interceptors, it did mandate 

that a missile defense deployment would utilize space-based sensors. Even 

if space weapons were under threat, moving forward with “passive” space 

infrastructure for missile defense had received bipartisan support. The Mis-

sile Defense Act went into effect on December 5, 1991; three days later, the 

Soviet Union officially ceased to exist.

TAKING THE STARS OUT OF STAR WARS: ELIMINATING  

SPACE WEAPONS FROM SDI

The March 1992 National Military Strategy, the first one published after 

the Soviet Union collapsed, revealed how significantly public US govern-

ment descriptions of space had changed since the late 1950s. This strategy 

document identified space as “the ‘High Ground’ that we must occupy,” 

which seemed to signal a US commitment to securing space supremacy.147 

The 1992 National Security Strategy was more reserved, describing ASATs as 

necessary for “active defense” but not suggesting that military dominance 

in space was the end goal. With the Cold War over, the US was returning 

to a more restrained approach to space, despite policy language that sug-

gested otherwise. This shift would have important implications for Brilliant 

Pebbles.

With the Soviet Union gone, it appeared that there was no longer a sub-

stantial threat to the US military and intelligence satellites that were key 

components of America’s system for strategic warning and for warfighting. 

Even though the language used about space in US policy documents had 

become increasingly militarized, especially since the mid-1970s, there was 

clearly nothing close to a consensus that space weapons were necessary for 

furthering US interests. Even amid ever-growing American concerns about 

Soviet military space and missile defense capabilities in the late 1970s and 
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throughout the 1980s, Congress remained uneasy about funding the devel-

opment of space weapons and permitting their testing. In addition to domes-

tic political factors, transatlantic allies were still generally opposed to space 

weapons. James C. Moltz has pointed out that there was also more awareness 

about the damaging effects of weapons testing on the space environment. 

ASAT tests could create debris that could stay in orbit for weeks, months, or 

years and threaten the safe operation of satellites.148

The budget deliberations and their results for FY1992 reveal that even 

though national security officials agreed that the US needed to protect its 

interests in space, military leaders and lawmakers did not see maintaining 

ASATs as a high priority. Despite the statements from senior uniformed offi-

cers about maintaining freedom of action in space and conducting combat 

operations reaching into the cosmos, more traditional platforms such as 

bombers, missiles, ships, and tanks prevailed over ASATs. The US Army pro-

posed eliminating the KE ASAT program and was only stopped by White 

House intervention. Despite the fact that the number of spacefaring nations 

was predicted to grow, the threat to American military and intelligence satel-

lites appeared to be a ghost of the past.

Even with the Cold War over, the preservation of the ABM Treaty remained 

a hot political issue in the US, among the transatlantic allies, and in post-

Soviet Russia. In January 1992, Russian President Boris Yeltsin announced, 

“Today in our military doctrine we no longer consider the US as being our 

potential opponent. And we want to be allies. And if a global system of pro-

tection from outer space is thus set up, and the joint exploitation [sic], there 

would be no need for nuclear weapons in submarines, based on land, and so 

on.”149 In this new political atmosphere, Bush announced that it was worth 

discussing cooperation on missile defense with Russia. But just as coopera-

tion with the Soviet Union on missile defense had been a sensitive subject 

among US allies, so too would cooperating with the Russian Federation.

SDI advocates lost a key ally when Conservative John Major replaced Mar-

garet Thatcher in November 1990 after she had been pushed out of office by 

her party colleagues. To the relief of the FCO and MoD, Major was no SDI 

enthusiast. Shortly after taking office, Major informed his staff that he “did 

not want to follow the practice of his predecessor [of meeting with the direc-

tor of SDIO].”150 The British were concerned about reports that Washington 

might decide to share missile defense–related information with Russia. Even 

more importantly, Major’s advisors were uncomfortable with the prospect of 
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significant modifications to the ABM Treaty because of their implications for 

the UK nuclear deterrent. London did, however, ultimately “support limited 

amendments to the ABM Treaty and the sharing of early warning data with 

Russia” largely to appease the Bush administration.151

In early 1992, administration officials informed European allies that the 

US was committed to a GPALS system.152 Stephen Wall, a senior British diplo-

mat who served as private secretary to Major on foreign policy matters, com-

plained to the prime minister that the US had not consulted the UK ahead 

of time about working with Russia on missile defense. He said that because 

the US was the world’s only superpower now, Britain would likely “see more 

of the American tendency to think up policies which suit them and launch 

them without notice.”153

Even though Britain did not want to allow differences on missile defense 

to become a source of tension with the US, Major did voice concerns over 

GPALS in a letter to Bush. The prime minister wrote that he did not oppose 

“some extension of ballistic missile defense,” but cautioned that there was no 

consensus in the alliance on space-based weapons and cooperation with Rus

sia in strategic defense technologies. Despite the fact that the Soviet Union 

was gone, Major warned that Russia could decide to invest more in missile 

defense in the future to the detriment of alliance interests and that “a future 

Russian government may not be as comfortable a partner for the West.”154 

The British were not unique in their views on GPALS deployment; an FCO 

report observed that “France is strongly opposed to space-based deployments, 

and Germany [is] decidedly cool. Japan, interestingly, has also submitted a 

long and skeptical questionnaire.”155 The French hyperbolically warned that 

“US policy on GPALS casts doubt on the future of [NATO].”156

It became apparent to British officials during a May 1992 lunch with Secre-

tary of Defense Dick Cheney, Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger, 

and National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft that there were significant dif-

ferences of opinion in the Bush administration regarding how the US should 

proceed with its strategic defense program. Cheney acknowledged that there 

was “little support in Congress for space-based systems. But the Pentagon 

will pursue their ambitions to try to get the ABM Treaty modified.”157 In a 

cable to FCO headquarters, British Ambassador to the US Robin Renwick 

wrote in a section marked “please protect,” indicating its sensitivity, that 

Eagleburger had confided in him that “he felt that the American ideas on this 

subject [GPALS] had been as ill-thought through as the German ideas on the 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



192	 CHAPTER 6

Franco-German Corps.” Eagleburger encouraged the UK to continue “vigor-

ously” expressing its concerns about GPALS and the ABM Treaty. Scowcroft 

conceded that “the initial US approach [to cooperating with Yeltsin on mis-

sile defense] had been ill-conceived. He had tried to help get this genie back 

into the bottle.”158 Scowcroft and Eagleburger did not hide their aspiration to 

rein in Cheney’s missile defense and space ambitions. Eagleburger had earlier 

told Renwick that the British “were absolutely right to have made a major 

fuss about the president’s message” regarding missile defense cooperation 

with Russia, and that “they [Americans] had not worked that [cooperation] 

out themselves.”159 The deputy secretary of state was clandestinely trying to 

use British opposition to missile defense deployment and cooperation with 

Russia as a means of undermining Cheney’s objectives for GPALS and ABM 

Treaty modification.

The differences between Cheney and his colleagues in the administra-

tion over strategic defense could easily conceal the fact that they represented 

a much larger divergence of opinion over the future of American national 

security. In March 1992, a Pentagon policy document outlining a post–Cold 

War vision of US defense was leaked to the press.160 Paul Wolfowitz, the 

Undersecretary of Defense for Policy, was its primary author; it subsequently 

became known as the “Wolfowitz Doctrine.” A core idea of this new Defense 

Planning Guidance was that “a collective response will not always be timely 

and, in the absence of US leadership, may not gel . . . ​[we cannot] allow our 

critical interests to depend solely on international mechanisms that can be 

blocked by countries whose interests may be very different from our own.”161 

The US, therefore, had to retain the capabilities to “act independently, as nec-

essary, to protect our critical interests.”162 Missile defense had to be developed 

with the “right combination of nuclear deterrent forces” to address threats 

wherever they might arise. (By contrast, the British maintained that it was 

“[not] clear how offensive and defensive strategic systems can co-exist in a 

stable balance.”163) Wolfowitz also proposed using missile defense to provide 

“extended protection,” such as extended nuclear deterrence, to allies. His 

emphasis on being able to act unilaterally was at odds with the multilateral-

ism and collective action envisioned by Bush’s “new world order.”

The political environment of the early 1990s prompted the embrace of 

a more limited strategic defense, with Brilliant Pebbles excised from a first-

phase deployment. Politics, more so than technological considerations, were 

driving the GPALS system design. Despite Brilliant Pebbles being restricted 
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from involvement in a first-phase deployment, Henry Cooper continued to 

pursue it vigorously. Baucom writes that Cooper’s commitment to Brilliant 

Pebbles would place “his agency on a collision course with congressional 

Democrats, many of whom were committed to arms control and staunch 

opponents of SDI.”164 Senator Nunn accused Cooper of pursuing Brilliant 

Pebbles as his top priority, even though it would not contribute to a 1996 

deployment of a limited defense system. In response to this congressional 

scrutiny of his development plan, Cooper cut $2 billion from the funding 

profile of the space interceptor effort, which resulted in a slippage of thirty 

months in the Brilliant Pebbles program.165

Key figures in Congress were signaling to the Department of Defense that 

SDIO was going to be facing more budget cuts for the FY1993 NDAA. Senator 

Carl Levin (D-MI), who served on the Senate Armed Services Committee, said 

that “space-based sensors are something we should be continuing research 

on but space-based interceptors like Brilliant Pebbles should be explored for 

a follow-up system, not funded as the crash course program.”166 Once again, 

Congress was drawing a line between “passive” space-based infrastructure 

for missile warning and tracking and space-based weapons. The former was 

acceptable, but the latter was too politically sensitive and carried with it too 

many technological risks and uncertainties.

SDIO’s efforts to save Brilliant Pebbles were not helped by the failure of 

a third, and final, flight test on October 22, 1992. This test was supposed to 

demonstrate the ability of a Brilliant Pebbles interceptor to come to within 

ten meters of its target. Fifty-five seconds into the launch, however, range 

safety personnel had to destroy the carrier rocket because of a booster prob

lem. Once again, Brilliant Pebbles failed a test due to problems with the 

launch system. The nuances of this Brilliant Pebbles failure would be lost 

on both lawmakers and the general public. In terms of publicity, it didn’t 

look good for a program that had not proven itself technologically, was fac-

ing growing opposition in Congress, and had no support from key allies.167

The FY1993 NDAA included a modification to the 1991 Missile Defense 

Act that made it explicitly clear that a deployed missile defense system would 

comply with the ABM Treaty. Furthermore, it cut funding for space-based 

interceptors to no more than $300 million and characterized them as being 

part of a research program only. With this new legislation, SDIO’s aspira-

tions for a near-term deployment of missile defense interceptors in space 

quickly evaporated. During the 1992 presidential campaign, Bush remained 
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committed to strategic defense and criticized then-Governor Bill Clinton for 

threatening to cut SDI funding.168 After Clinton misspoke about Patriot mis-

sile defense operations during the first Gulf War, Bush said at a rally that 

the Arkansas governor “might be a Rhodes scholar, but he’s no rocket sci-

entist.”169 But Clinton would have the last word on SDI. In November 1992, 

Clinton won the election, which rang the death knell for Brilliant Pebbles. 

Shortly after winning, he nominated Aspin, one of the most vocal critics of 

SDI, as secretary of defense.

The new administration renamed SDIO the “Ballistic Missile Defense 

Organization” to dissociate it from Reagan and his space-based missile defense 

agenda. In April 1993, Clinton signed Presidential Review Directive/NSC-31 

on the future of American ballistic missile defense and the ABM Treaty.170 

While Aspin directed that FY1994 funding for missile defense be maintained 

at the FY1993 nominal level, he instructed the Pentagon to focus on theater 

missile defense, with national missile defense—that is, strategic defense—as 

a secondary priority. Brilliant Pebbles funding was to “be reduced to sup-

port a technology base program. Brilliant Eyes [tracking satellites] develop-

ment should be slowed” until a thorough review of its role in a reduced-scale 

national missile defense architecture could take place.171 Even this more 

limited missile defense was pushed out to the twenty-first century. Notably, 

the 1995 National Military Strategy stripped out all language from the 1992 

version that referred to the cosmos as the “high ground” that had to be occu-

pied.172 Ground- and sea-based missile defense development would continue, 

but national security space infrastructure would be reoriented toward sup-

port functions alone.

CONCLUSIONS

The transition to a post–Cold War world raised many questions about the 

future of US military space programs. Anxieties about the Soviet Union were 

quickly eclipsed by fears about rogue regimes in the Middle East, North 

Africa, and Asia. The geopolitical transformations taking place provided both 

opportunities and challenges for SDI advocates. On the one hand, the first 

Gulf War seemed to offer living proof that missile defense was necessary, but 

on the other, it did not change the minds of opponents regarding space-

based missile defense. Nothing close to a majority of lawmakers supported 

space weapons, both to control access to the cosmos and to carry out missile 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2369358/book_9780262377386.pdf by guest on 26 September 2024



SDI and the New World Order	 195

defense operations. Transatlantic allies also wanted to see a return to the sta-

tus quo of nuclear deterrence and the preservation of the ABM Treaty.

Even though SDIO had not demonstrated that Brilliant Pebbles was 

indeed ready for deployment, technological difficulties were not the primary 

reason why the program did not move forward. When we open the “black 

box” of the strategic defense systems envisaged by the Bush administration, 

we discover that it was the domestic and international political forces of the 

period that were the most powerful influences on missile defense system 

design. Cooper, like Abrahamson, was trying to sell a revised version of SDI 

to meet a threat that was feared by congressmen on both sides of the aisle 

and European allies alike. Systems engineers had to remake the infrastruc-

ture to fit a changing security framework while still trying to maintain the 

goal of SDI purists to have interceptors in space.

It is impossible to know whether Brilliant Pebbles would have advanced 

had the Soviet Union not dissolved in 1991. If legislators had continued to 

fund space-based interceptors, the Department of Defense could have indeed 

deployed them, but how effective they would have been is an open question. 

Divergent views on strategic defense system effectiveness plagued SDIO from 

the beginning. Support for SDI in Congress was waning even before the Cold 

War officially ended, but the collapse of the Soviet Union fundamentally 

called into question the need for such an expansive investment into space-

based defense. Scud missiles in the Persian Gulf and fears about Iran, Libya, 

and North Korea could not save SDI from the budgetary knife. Consequently, 

space would be free of orbital weapons, at least for the time being.
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When the dust of the Soviet Union’s collapse had settled, space-based mis-

sile defense quickly faded. The closest that Brilliant Pebbles ever came to 

deployment was the 1994 joint NASA–Ballistic Missile Defense Organization 

(SDIO’s successor) Clementine probe that used missile defense technologies 

for a planetary science mission.1 Strategic defense advocates saw Clementine 

as irrefutable proof that Brilliant Pebbles was more technologically mature 

than critics had alleged. Nevertheless, whether the Department of Defense 

could have integrated all of the components required to have an effective 

space-based missile defense capability remains an open question.

Much of the historical inquiry concerning SDI has focused on Reagan’s 

nuclear abolitionism and whether the pursuit of space-based missile defense 

played a role in the demise of the Soviet Union.2 And the fact that Reagan’s 

strategic defense dream never came to fruition makes it easy to dismiss SDI as 

only a science-fiction fantasy. Due to this situation, scholars have neglected 

to explain the rationale for particular missile defense technological choices, 

along with their political consequences. Moving SDI technologies to center 

stage reveals that this controversial program cannot be understood as a Rea-

gan phenomenon alone and that it continues to shape the space security 

environment at the present time.

Certainly, SDI would not have emerged without Ronald Reagan and his 

conviction that technology could provide a solution to the nuclear dilemma. 

But shifting the frame of reference to SDI’s technologies underscores that 

the program grew out of what Peter Westwick terms the “remilitarization 

of space” in the second half of the 1970s when both the US and the Soviet 

SDI RECONSIDERED
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Union intensified development of ASATs.3 Even though American ASATs and 

space-based missile defense would not be operationally deployed, Reagan’s 

commitment to SDI left an indelible mark on the arms control framework 

that emerged out of the Nuclear and Space Talks in the 1980s and early 1990s. 

Scholars have argued that Reagan’s intransigence on SDI was an impediment 

to the signing of INF and START, but have tended to overlook its consequences 

for the space component of the Nuclear and Space Talks.4 In the space forum, 

Reagan’s unwillingness to accept any constraints on technologies that could 

be used for missile defense and ASATs eliminated the possibility for a space 

arms control agreement. Missile defense aside, key advisors to the president 

recognized that the US had an overwhelming advantage in space technolo-

gies and therefore viewed any constraints on military space activities as det-

rimental to US defense interests. Consequently, unprecedented reductions 

in the US and Russian nuclear arsenals would not be accompanied by a new 

treaty limiting military activities in the cosmos.

A NEW PHASE IN SPACE MILITARIZATION

Reagan would take space policy to new heights, and he leaned into a more 

competitive view of the cosmos that had begun to circulate in key corners of 

the US national security establishment in the decade prior to his presidency. 

In the 1970s, technological factors, coupled with the erosion of détente, were 

driving American officials to reconsider US space policy. The advent of sat-

ellites that could rapidly transmit data to military forces meant that space 

could be exploited for both tactical and strategic advantages in wartime. Pub-

licly, reconnaissance satellites were presented as tools for monitoring arms 

control agreements and creating transparency. Secretly, these systems were 

increasingly multiuse platforms that enabled functions such as precision 

targeting of enemy forces. Even though these satellites were only “passive” 

sensors in space, publicly acknowledging their emerging warfighting role 

would have created difficulties for American public diplomacy that stressed 

US commitment to the peaceful use of outer space. In reality, however, there 

had long been significant interpretative flexibility concerning what indeed 

constituted “peaceful” activities in space. Since satellites were fast becoming 

critical information nodes in both American and Soviet warfighting strate-

gies, US officials concluded that having the ability to destroy Soviet military 

support satellites was vital.
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The same advances in electronics and sensor technologies that enabled a 

“tactical shift” in the use of satellites also created the opportunity for non-

nuclear ASATs that could more precisely attack enemy satellites. In particu

lar, the 1970s witnessed marked strides in hit-to-kill capabilities that could 

more efficiently destroy targets in low Earth orbit. These same technologies 

would have missile defense applications as well. It must be reemphasized 

that missile defense and space warfare technologies are inseparable. Efforts 

to divorce the former from the latter have been driven primarily by political 

considerations not technical realities.

Since the Soviet Union was developing nonnuclear ASATs even before 

the US, it could easily be concluded that the more militarized US space 

policy emerging in the late mid to late 1970s was largely a response to 

Soviet actions. US ASAT development, in particular, appears from afar to be 

part of an action–reaction phenomenon. The declassified record, however, 

provides a much different picture. Advisors to Gerald Ford acknowledged 

that the US ASAT program would in no way deter the Soviet Union from 

using its own ASATs in wartime. Having the ability to destroy Soviet mili-

tary support satellites, rather than matching Soviet ASAT capabilities, was 

the primary rationale for Ford’s ASAT decision. Most fundamentally, well 

before Reagan came into office, US restraint in space was eroding.

Reagan established SDI at a time when the US was preparing for the trans-

formation of space into a potential battlefield, but the president did not view 

SDI solely as a means of militarily dominating space. The Reagan administra-

tion’s attempt to distinguish SDI from its larger military space agenda created 

a significant public diplomacy challenge. We find that consistently, going 

back to 1983, advisors to the president cautioned that many Americans and 

European allies would be uncomfortable with the prospect of placing weap-

ons in space. Space weapons were vital for being able to destroy ballistic mis-

siles in their boost phase of flight, but the widespread hostility toward them 

created a political liability for Reagan’s SDI vision. Consequently, the White 

House tried to deflect attention away from the technological realities of stra-

tegic defense and focus instead on the president’s aim to use the program to 

reduce the threat of nuclear annihilation.

Since SDI signaled, for both advocates and critics of space-based mis-

sile defense, that the heavens could become a battlefield, it captivated the 

popular imagination. Astroculture—the ways in which people make mean-

ing of outer space—had a decisive impact on the politics of strategic defense 
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technologies.5 For better or worse, many people looked to popular culture 

to make sense of the highly technical and arcane terminology of military 

space technologies. Technical details aside, the Reagan administration’s 

presentation of SDI as both a peaceful endeavor and a response to highly 

destabilizing Soviet strategic defense and military space buildup created 

confusion about the nature of the program. As the Cold War was ending, 

however, SDI program managers more openly acknowledged, and even 

advocated, the offensive applications of SDI technologies. But SDI never 

fully escaped the tension between its public framing as a peace initiative 

and the reality that it involved the development of space weapons that 

could be used offensively.

The fact that the US government had generally eschewed any substan-

tive public discussion of its military space efforts prior to the 1980s created 

an even more fundamental challenge for the Reagan administration’s public 

diplomacy concerning SDI. The White House had to find a way to talk about 

this closed-off arena of American statecraft without compromising sensitive 

national security space programs. In general, Reagan discussed SDI in the 

abstract, but the debate on SDI moved sensitive topics such as the vulner-

ability of space-based systems into a more public position. The NRO, in par

ticular, was uncomfortable with any open analysis of national security space 

matters and made a concerted effort to ensure that the lid of secrecy would 

not be lifted too high.6

SDI AS AN INTERNATIONAL PHENOMENON

Since Reagan made the preservation of SDI the central objective of his arms 

control agenda, he had to assuage European and Soviet concerns about 

deploying space weapons. To allay these anxieties, the president pledged that 

SDI would be an international project benefiting both the Soviet Union and 

American allies. Although this idea was politically controversial and tech-

nologically doubtful, Reagan was indeed sincere in his desire to share SDI 

technologies with the Soviet Union. However, by the early 1990s, “sharing 

SDI” with Moscow had morphed into more limited cooperative proposals, 

including exchanging missile defense data and reciprocal American–Soviet 

visits to strategic defense research facilities.

Although US and Soviet space activities were at the center of the space 

security dialogue in the 1980s, detailing the involvement of Europeans in 
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SDI research reframes strategic defense in this period as an international phe-

nomenon that transcends the bipolar superpower dynamic. The US needed 

European support for SDI to demonstrate that there was alliance-wide con-

sensus behind the program. And US officials recognized that the Europeans 

saw SDI as a catalyst for advanced technologies that could have significant 

implications for industrial competitiveness, as well as defense, and hoped 

that the prospect of technology transfer would convince European politi-

cians to endorse the program.

The prospect of European participation in SDI research and development 

quickly became enmeshed in the politics of European integration. Western 

European states had to choose between bilateral arrangements with the US 

and a common European approach. To the chagrin of French officials, the 

former prevailed. Rather than European involvement leading to greater 

transatlantic unity, a competition ensued within Europe to obtain lucrative 

SDI contracts. In the end, the memoranda of understanding that the US 

signed with Britain, West Germany, and other allies to guide their participa-

tion in SDI were largely symbolic. The US offered few guarantees regarding 

technology transfer and made no promises about awarding specific con-

tracts to its European partners.

Although reducing European hostility toward SDI was a driving factor 

behind the US invitation to allow allies into the SDI program, it would be a 

mistake to conclude that the US saw European participation as purely perfor-

mative. Internal SDIO documents reveal that US officials wanted to exploit 

the expertise of European firms in specific areas. Moreover, British defense 

scientists provided their American counterparts an extra set of expert eyes to 

check their assumptions and conclusions on technical matters. To the disap-

pointment of European participants, projects awarded to European compa-

nies, laboratories, and universities were generally small in scale. Not only 

did American defense contractors and laboratories have more resources than 

their European colleagues, but they also had established relationships with 

the Pentagon and years of experience in navigating the byzantine US defense 

contracting process. In certain instances, secrecy restrictions also proved to 

be a limiting factor for allies.

Despite the fact that Europeans were generally dissatisfied with their SDI 

contracts, they cumulatively obtained hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth 

of work. Consequently, the “geography” of SDI research and development 

was international. This book has primarily focused on Western European 
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participants in SDI, but the nature of Japanese and Israeli work on SDI 

contracts deserves more attention.7 There is also more work to be done in 

investigating how SDI impacted foreign defense firms, university research 

establishments, and industrial organizations. How other countries such India 

and China perceived SDI and the ways in which it might have influenced 

their own defense programs and economic interests are also important areas 

for further consideration. In sum, we are only just beginning to pivot away 

from a primarily American–Soviet view of SDI specifically and the militariza-

tion of space more broadly to explore these subjects as truly global issues.

INVISIBLE INFRASTRUCTURE

When we begin to look deeper into Paglen’s “other night sky,” we find that 

military and intelligence satellites were not disparate devices in space but 

rather individual parts of a much larger US space infrastructure. Although 

US space policy documents distinguished between military, intelligence, and 

civil space programs, their boundaries were fluid and porous. The shuttle, for 

example, was designed to deliver both national security and civil payloads 

into space. Although it was not intended to be a weapon, the Soviets viewed 

it as a weapons-capable platform and therefore wanted it included in any 

prospective ASAT agreement. As already noted, the nature of US national 

security space infrastructure was changing in the 1970s due to satellites 

becoming more integrated with US combat forces. Nevertheless, US national 

security space infrastructure was still primarily passive: that is, focused on 

gathering and transmitting data. In stark contrast, a strategic defense system 

on the scale envisioned by Reagan would have required a massive expansion 

of American space infrastructure, both passive satellites for tracking missiles 

and interceptors with offensive and defensive applications.

When space-based missile defense is examined as a technological sys-

tem, we find that the obstacles to transforming it into a reality were primar-

ily engineering, rather than scientific, in nature. A substantial percentage 

of SDI’s budget was devoted to building sensors and command and control 

capabilities that could be used to track ballistic missiles in various phases of 

flight and then seamlessly transfer targeting data to an interceptor. Along 

with this hardware, SDIO had to create software of an unprecedented degree 

of complexity and sophistication to link all of these elements together.
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The SDI space renaissance that Abrahamson so vividly described was 

totally dependent on the creation of new space logistics systems that could 

efficiently launch and service a large number of missile defense components 

in orbit. Cost of launch had to be brought down significantly to make stra-

tegic defense “cost effective at the margin.”8 To the chagrin of SDI advocates, 

the space shuttle did not materialize into a cost-effective space delivery asset. 

The Challenger disaster forced SDIO planners to consider more carefully other 

strategies for creating a cost-effective space-based defense infrastructure. In 

particular, strategic defense system builders pushed for smaller, more agile 

space systems that would be cheaper to deploy. As budgets became tighter 

with the ending of the Cold War, infrastructural constraints even more sub-

stantially influenced the strategic defense system concepts pursued by the 

Department of Defense.

The vulnerability of the space-based missile defense systems emerged as 

a politically charged issue when it became clear that they would be suscepti-

ble to Soviet ASAT barrages. Consequently, SDIO had to convince European 

allies and US lawmakers that a strategic defense capability would be resilient 

in the face of attacks. They had to sell SDI as a continuous technological 

revolution that would always be one step ahead of Soviet countermeasures. 

While the Department of Defense did not point to it publicly, the Pentagon 

recognized that it would need the ability to carry out “space control” mis-

sions to protect and defend a deployed space-based missile defense system. 

And directly linking space-based defense with space warfare ran contrary to 

the White House’s blueprint for “selling” SDI to the public.

Soviet defense planners viewed space infrastructure as the weak underbelly 

of any prospective strategic defense system.9 Although Reagan expressed con-

cerns about a Soviet SDI equivalent program, Gorbachev stressed that the 

Soviet Union would invest in only asymmetric countermeasures (e.g., ASATs) 

to undermine any American space-based missile defense system, rather than 

deploying its own strategic defense capability.10 By the late 1980s Soviet 

defense experts had concluded that countermeasures would be sufficient 

for addressing the threats posed by any near-term strategic defense system.11 

This viewpoint contributed to the Kremlin’s willingness to move forward 

with START by dropping the treaty’s linkage with a prohibition on the devel-

opment and testing of strategic defense technologies.
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POLITICALLY CHARGED ARTIFACTS

Employing a technological perspective reveals that we cannot fully under-

stand the political consequences of SDI without analyzing the rationale for 

system decisions. Even though there was very little certainty in the early to 

mid-1980s about what technologies would be included in a strategic defense 

system, technological considerations shaped significant US foreign policy 

decisions that impacted transatlantic and superpower relations. A key ques-

tion for US officials as they prepared for the Nuclear and Space Talks was 

whether they would be willing to entertain limits on military space tech-

nologies that could be used for both ASATs and strategic defense. Pentagon 

officials recognized early on that exotic technologies, such as laser weapons, 

might not mature before well into the next century, which meant that near-

term missile defense options using existing technologies had to be protected 

from arms control limits.

In particular, hit-to-kill ASATs were largely indistinguishable from 

kinetic missile defense interceptors that had the potential to form the basis 

of a first-phase strategic defense. Due to this relationship, SDI critics hoped 

to use ASAT arms control as a means of limiting strategic defense develop-

ment. Even though Reagan had identified the MHV ASAT as essential for 

deterring the Soviet Union and for controlling access to space, he was ready 

to trade it away for an agreement limiting “offensive space weapons” until 

he recognized that it would negatively impact SDI. Due to this ASAT–SDI 

connection, the US consistently rejected any limits on ASATs.

Opening the “black box” of SDI technologies also reveals how concepts 

such as “system effectiveness” and “system vulnerability” were not only 

technical issues but also fundamentally political. Some defense strategists 

maintained that a strategic defense system only had to be effective enough 

to introduce more uncertainty in the Soviet strategic calculus, thereby con-

vincing Moscow that a large-scale nuclear strike would be unsuccessful. This 

position was based on assumptions about Soviet defense strategy and could 

not be answered by purely technical studies of strategic defense components.

EVOLVING SYSTEM FOR CHANGING TIMES

Since the US never actually deployed a space-based missile defense system, 

SDI might appear to be a technological failure. But such a position implies 
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that SDI was a specific program, when in reality it was an umbrella for mul-

tiple research efforts. This fact was lost on many people in the 1980s, and still 

causes confusion today, because many officials from the US, Western Europe, 

and the Soviet Union spoke about SDI as if it were one artifact. SDI was not 

in fact a technological failure. Krige reminds us that “a technological system 

is a complex, fluid, evolving thing, and there is no one best way to bring it to 

fruition: in an important sense it is always a work in progress.”12 The scope 

and objectives of SDI changed over time primarily due to transformations in 

the international security environment. When the Reagan administration 

first tasked SDIO with developing the technologies for a comprehensive stra-

tegic defense, Gorbachev was not yet the leader of the Soviet Union. In the 

early 1980s, tensions between Washington and Moscow were running high, 

and anxieties about nuclear war were accelerating. By the end of Reagan’s 

presidency, the US and the Soviet Union had signed a landmark arms control 

treaty eliminating an entire class of nuclear weapons. While walking on Red 

Square in June 1988, a reporter asked Reagan if he still considered the Soviet 

Union to be an “evil empire” as he had said in 1983. The president smiled 

and said, “No, you are talking about another time, another era.”13

SDI research and development did not exist in a vacuum, and system 

designers were affected by changes in US foreign relations and domestic 

American politics. As the Cold War ended, strategic defense advocates had 

to find a way to keep their program relevant for new security circumstances. 

The Bush administration attempted to refocus SDI to address emerging bal-

listic missile threats from so-called rogue nations. The first Gulf War even led 

to a brief surge in missile defense support on both sides of the political aisle. 

But there was still significant opposition to space-based missile defense. The 

failure of Brilliant Pebbles flight tests did not help the case of SDIO advo-

cates, but the more significant reality was that Scud missile attacks from Iraq 

and missile proliferation to places such as Libya and North Korea were not 

enough, in the eyes of lawmakers, to justify the continuation of large-scale 

funding for technologies that were designed for a threat that appeared to be 

dissipating.

In an attempt to distance missile defense from Reagan, the Clinton 

administration changed the name of SDIO to the Ballistic Missile Defense 

Organization. Missile defense development was not going away; it was 

just refocused to land- and sea-based systems. Even though the US was no 

longer pursuing space-based interceptors as the basis of a strategic defense 
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system, the Department of Defense continued to work on space-based sen-

sors that could aid ground- and sea-based interceptors in hitting their tar-

gets. Consequently, space-based infrastructure was still an important part 

of US missile defense systems. SDIO also led to the creation of a permanent 

infrastructure for developing technologies with both missile defense and 

space warfare applications.

SANCTUARY OR BATTLEFIELD?

Although it has been largely forgotten, there was real anxiety in the 1980s 

about space being transformed into a warzone. Fear about conflict in space 

had been building in the 1970s with the resumption of Soviet ASAT testing 

and the US establishing its own new ASAT program, but SDI placed space mil-

itarization in a more prominent position in the public sphere. In the wake of 

the Apollo program, the US had turned away from bolder space exploration 

initiatives, creating uncertainty about humanity’s future in the cosmos. In 

the public eye, SDI signaled that space had evolved from a domain of super-

power competition, serving as a proxy for war, to a potential battleground.

While some people feared the consequences of space-based weaponry, 

others embraced them due to the belief that they could secure strategic 

advantages for the US and lead to an improved security framework that did 

not depend upon the threat of nuclear annihilation. People debated whether 

space could indeed be preserved as a sanctuary from war, despite the fact 

that neither superpower had ever truly treated space as a sanctuary. It is 

almost certain that had the US and the Soviet Union gone to war, they would 

have employed ASATs to destroy each other’s satellites. These military reali-

ties aside, there was still the aspiration that space could somehow be kept 

untouched by the horrors of war. Critics of this position maintained that war 

in space was preferable to conflict on Earth, but this argument incorrectly 

presupposed that space could be, in effect, cordoned off.

In the decade prior to SDI, American and Soviet officials had already 

begun to discuss more rigorous constraints on space militarization. There 

were (and remain) few limits on military activities in space beyond the 1967 

Outer Space Treaty and the now defunct 1972 ABM Treaty that forbade 

deployment of space-based missile defense. In the 1970s, with the advent of 

more advanced ASATs and military satellites, along with the introduction of 

semi-reusable spacecraft (e.g., the shuttle), a new space race appeared to be 
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likely. The negotiations over SDI in the Nuclear and Space Talks pertained not 

only to nuclear stability but also to the boundaries of military space activities. 

The space component of the Nuclear and Space Talks was, moreover, a con-

tinuation of arms control negotiations of the late 1970s that aimed to limit 

emerging space technologies.

Arms control negotiations between the US and the Soviet Union shaped 

the nature of spaceflight up through the present writing. The Nuclear and 

Space Talks of the 1980s led to nuclear reductions but failed to establish agree-

ments on norms of behavior in space. Senior officials in the US State Depart-

ment and the ACDA advocated negotiating “rules of the road” for space. 

Ken Adelman, the head of the ACDA, specifically argued that the US needed 

“to make the world safer through the controlled use of space, that negotia-

tions along these lines were better than doing nothing.” He maintained that 

“rules of behavior” were required to guide superpower activities in space and 

to promote stability.14 But his advice was not heeded, and progress was not 

made. These issues, left unresolved, would not reemerge as urgent diplomatic 

subjects until the twenty-first century when more countries began fielding 

ASAT capabilities.15

As the archival record on space militarization opens more widely, we dis-

cover a variety of space arms control measures that were contemplated but 

which never left the diplomatic drawing board. American officials recognized 

that more advanced ASATs designed to attack higher-altitude satellites used 

for nuclear command and control might have dangerous implications for 

nuclear stability. But American and Soviet negotiators had great difficulty in 

finding common ground on a framework for constraining space technolo-

gies, many of which had multiple applications. The entanglement of missile 

defense and ASAT technologies was (and remains today) one of the most 

challenging aspects of attempting to constrain nonnuclear space weapons.

Space arms control, like SDI, was an international affair. Certainly, Mos-

cow and Washington were the two main players. But an international group 

that included diplomats, scientists, defense intellectuals, and even the Vati-

can participated in the debate about space arms control as well. Nevertheless, 

the high wall of secrecy surrounding US and Soviet military space programs 

created challenges for non-US actors who became involved in dialogues on 

space militarization. Among the Western European allies, Britain had privi-

leged knowledge, although still limited in key respects, about US military 

and intelligence space capabilities, while many NATO allies were kept largely 
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in the dark. American military space strategy was, in many ways, even more 

closed off than its nuclear policy. At NATO, there was at least a consultative 

mechanism for nuclear issues through the NPG; nothing remotely similar 

existed for space issues. All of NATO was dependent on US military and intel-

ligence space infrastructure, but only with the advent of more capable ASATs 

in the 1970s and the prospect of space-based missile defense in the 1980s and 

early1990s did NATO member states begin to pay greater attention to stabil-

ity in space. In the end, US allies in NATO had a very limited ability to shape 

American military space policy, which at times contributed to preexisting 

tensions in the alliance.

The Reagan administration refused to accept any limits on space activities 

out of fear that doing so might negatively impact SDI development at some 

point. Concurrently, the joint chiefs and some senior intelligence officials 

worried that space arms control might open up other US military space activ-

ities to greater scrutiny, thereby placing “black” space programs in jeopardy. 

Admiral Crowe candidly said that “we don’t want the Soviets crawling all 

over our space vehicles.”16 Consequently, the US would continue to prioritize 

freedom of action in space until the Clinton administration realigned US 

missile defense priorities, but there was no longer any impetus for a treaty 

that formally constrained American and Russian military space capabilities.

It is impossible to know what might have happened if the Reagan or 

Bush (41) administrations decided to accept at least some limits on military 

space programs, for example on high-altitude ASATs. Despite Soviet interest 

in space arms control, it is not at all certain that Moscow and Washington 

could have indeed found common ground concerning verifiable limits. In 

any case, the world emerged out of the Cold War with substantial nuclear 

arms reductions, but no new space arms control treaty. Although SDI would 

be brought down to earth, American research into missile defense technol-

ogies that also had space warfare applications would remain firmly in place.
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If someone were to walk into one of the many Washington, DC, watering 

holes where national security intellectuals congregate to debate US foreign 

policy and ask what was significant about January 2007, the defense experts 

present would likely point to the so-called surge in the Iraq War. The surge, 

which involved a temporary increase of twenty thousand US troops in Iraq, 

was intended to get the Iraqi insurgency under control, and it officially 

began on January 10, 2007. One day after the surge commenced, at an alti-

tude of approximately 530 miles, China prepared for a very different kind 

of war than the ones raging below in Iraq and Afghanistan. At 5:28pm (East-

ern Standard Time), China used a modified ballistic missile to obliterate one 

of its defunct weather satellites, generating more than two thousand pieces 

of debris.1 Liu Jianchao, a spokesman for the Chinese Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, quickly reassured the international community that there was “no 

need to feel threatened about this [ASAT test]” and pledged that Beijing 

would “not participate in any kind of arms race in outer space.”2 Defense 

and space policy experts in Washington were not calmed by Liu’s words. 

Theresa Hitchens, a space policy expert, alarmingly described the Chinese 

test as a potential “shot across the bow.”3

Only one year later, the US used a modified SM-3 missile defense intercep-

tor to eviscerate a defunct US satellite as part of Operation Burnt Frost.4 Offi-

cially, the US destroyed the satellite because it had toxic hydrazine onboard, 

and there was concern it might impact land and contaminate the surround-

ing area.5 Some observers, nevertheless, interpreted Burnt Frost as a response 

to the Chinese ASAT activity. Russia accused the US of using this operation as 
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a cover to test an ASAT capability.6 Within a short period of time, headlines 

appeared, describing the US and China as preparing for war in outer space.7

Not even ten years into the twenty-first century, insecurity in space—a 

ghost of the Cold War—had returned. However, not all observers have been 

surprised by this development. The Chinese ASAT test seemed to confirm 

the warning of a space commission, headed by Donald Rumsfeld, that the 

US could face a “space Pearl Harbor.”8 This study, officially called the “Com-

mission to Assess United States National Security Space Management and 

Organization,” released its findings on January  11, 2001 (six years to the 

exact day before the Chinese ASAT test). Rumsfeld and his colleagues high-

lighted US dependence on space infrastructure for economic and national 

security activities and implored the US government to “take seriously the 

possibility of an attack on US space systems.”9 To prevent a “space Pearl Har-

bor,” the space commission advocated greater investment in resilient space 

systems, along with the development of “superior” capabilities for “power 

projection in, from, and through space” in order to “negate the hostile use of 

space against US interests.”10

Studying the origins and evolution of SDI does not provide easy solu-

tions to current space security challenges, but it is essential for understand-

ing how we arrived at the present state of affairs. Examining the declassified 

record reveals, moreover, that policymakers today are concerned with many 

of the same space security issues that their predecessors raised in the 1970s 

and 1980s: Can arms control prevent an arms race in outer space? What is 

the military utility of kinetic and non-kinetic ASATs? Can missile defense 

enhance deterrence? How do states establish a deterrence framework involv-

ing space systems? What is the optimal strategy for reducing the vulnerabil-

ity of space systems? We are, moreover, still grappling with the question of 

what should the limits of military activities in space be.

The US was forever changed by the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 

(9/11). Less than five months after 9/11, President George W. Bush intro-

duced the term “axis of evil” during his State of the Union address to describe 

“rogue regimes,” such as North Korea and Iran, that supported terrorism and 

sought weapons of mass destruction.11 Due to concerns about missile prolif-

eration, missile defense took on even greater importance for Bush. In his final 

year in office, Bill Clinton had decided not to move forward with a national 

missile defense system because he concluded that while the requisite tech-

nologies were “promising,” they were “not yet proven.”12 Bush, on the other 
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hand, wanted to push forward with a national missile defense system as 

quickly as possible. To remove one of his primary obstacles, the president 

withdrew the US from the 1972 ABM Treaty in June 2002.

While on the campaign trail in 2008, then-presidential candidate Barack 

Obama described missile defense technologies as “unproven” and pledged 

to cut MDA funding, along with promising not to “weaponize outer space.”13 

Despite these statements, he ultimately pushed forward with theater-level 

missile defense systems and the Ground-Based Midcourse Defense designed 

to defend the American homeland from ICBMs. The Pentagon would ulti-

mately deploy forty-four interceptors spread across Alaska and California, 

supported by radars on land and at sea and sensors in space, to detect and 

target ballistic missiles more accurately.14

Obama’s national security team increasingly worried about China’s grow-

ing military power, including its space and counter-space systems (i.e., 

weapons for interfering with and/or destroying satellites). Consequently, 

Obama’s space policy characterized the space domain as “increasingly con-

gested, contested, and competitive.”15 The 2011 unclassified World Threat 

Assessment published by the Office of the Director of National Intelligence 

pointed toward growing insecurity in space, but stopped short of identify-

ing specific countries and weapons.16 The final World Threat Assessment of 

the Obama administration, published in 2016, specifically highlighted both 

Russian and Chinese investment in counter-space technologies (e.g., ASATs) 

and explained that the Russian “senior leadership probably views counter-

ing the US space advantage as a critical component of warfighting.”17 Why 

were Moscow and Beijing investing in counter-space technologies? They had 

closely watched US combat forces, enabled by space systems, rapidly defeat 

the Iraqi military in the First Gulf War and viewed US space dependence as an 

Achilles heel. Consequently, Chinese and Russian defense experts saw space 

weapons as a potential way to level the playing field with the US in wartime.

Chinese and Russian defense publications reveal that SDI remains an 

influential factor in Beijing’s and Moscow’s view of recent US military space 

capabilities and strategy. A RAND Corporation study observed that “SDI is 

the most referenced US military activity in the space domain within the liter

ature [RAND] reviewed, both in terms of raw count and in span of relevancy 

to PRC [People’s Republic of China] perceptions.”18 From the standpoint of 

Chinese military experts, SDI represented the US embrace of “space superi-

ority” and the view that space is indeed a warfighting domain.19 Similarly, 
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Russian defense literature identifies SDI as the foundation of the alleged 

space superiority objectives of subsequent US presidential administrations.20 

Fundamentally, SDI continues to play an important role in both Russian and 

Chinese narratives about space militarization.

The Trump administration placed a spotlight on national security space 

policy to a level of intensity not witnessed since the Reagan era. Trump revived 

the National Space Council, created the Space Force as an independent mili-

tary service, and reestablished US Space Command that had been dissolved 

in 2002.21 Revealing scant awareness of US military space programs, critics 

alleged that Trump raised the danger of “militarizing space.”22 In reality, 

the Space Force primarily entailed moving preexisting US Air Force Space 

Command units, along with space capabilities from the Army and Navy, 

into the new service. Notably, the NRO and the MDA remain independent 

organizations. It is too early to judge whether the Space Force will indeed 

make US military space operations more efficient. Any actual combat actions 

involving space would, however, be carried out by Space Command, one of 

the eleven US combatant commands. Despite disagreements over the new 

service, the creation of the Space Force has raised public awareness about the 

importance of national security space operations. In light of the proliferation 

of counter-space capabilities, General Jay Raymond, the first head of the US 

Space Force, identified space as “a warfighting domain just like air, land, and 

sea” and added that he “couldn’t have said that five or six years ago.”23 Ray-

mond’s words are reminiscent of some of the very same language used by the 

Buchsbaum panel in the Ford administration.24

It appeared that SDI might even be revived when Trump announced in 

2019 that the Pentagon would invest in “a space-based missile defense layer” 

with the goal of being able to detect and destroy missiles launched from any-

where on Earth.25 The president declared that space is ultimately “going to be 

a very big part of our defense and offense.”26 Senator Edward Markey (D-MA) 

called the White House’s plans “a Star Wars sequel” and decried building a 

“wall in space” as an answer to America’s security problems.27 Defense offi-

cials confirmed that the Pentagon would study the feasibility of space-based 

weapons, including lasers, but acknowledged that there were concerns “sur-

rounding any perceived weaponization of space.”28 Notably, Trump’s Under-

secretary of Defense for Research and Engineering, Michael Griffin, played a 

key role in SDI’s Delta 180 experiment and had served in SDIO.
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In marked continuity with the 1980s, the Pentagon still has public diplo-

macy challenges concerning its space missions. After Trump established the 

Space Force, Netflix created a series called “Space Force” that caricatures the 

new military service.29 Consequently, American defense leaders now must 

spend more time explaining how space technologies have become integral 

parts of the US warfighting infrastructure. Secrecy remains an even more basic 

problem that complicates the efforts of officials to communicate key aspects 

of American national security space activities, including how the US might 

defend its interests in space.30 But despite these public relations difficulties, 

polls suggest that more than 60 percent of Americans approve of President 

Joe Biden’s decision to keep the Space Force.31 This situation is likely due in 

no small part to the perception that China is a “major threat” to the US’s 

competitive edge in space, along with the growing number of public state-

ments from senior US and foreign defense and intelligence officials about the 

critical role of space systems for the security of the US and its allies.32

A key discontinuity between the Cold War and today is that the commu-

nity of spacefaring nations has grown considerably. There is now a vibrant 

and rapidly expanding commercial space sector as well. As the number of 

commercial space enterprises grows, linkages between the private and public 

space arenas are intensifying. Consequently, the lines between military and 

civilian space are blurrier than ever. The use of commercial space systems as 

part of the response to Russia’s most recent invasion of Ukraine in 2022 is a 

case in point. Elon Musk’s Starlink satellites have been described as a “lifeline 

[for Ukraine] in the war with Russia” by supporting everything from “artillery 

strikes to Zoom calls.”33 With these realities in mind, it is to be expected that 

commercial space systems will become targets for military strikes in future 

conflicts.

Since space systems are increasingly accessible to a larger number of state 

and non-state actors, more countries will seek out mechanisms for countering 

them. Consequently, the arena of ASAT-capable states is primed to expand. In 

response to Iran’s growing interest in military satellites, Israeli officials have 

publicly identified the fact that their Arrow-3 missile defense system could 

be adapted for an ASAT role.34 This Israeli example is an important reminder 

that the proliferation of advanced missile defense systems is simultaneously 

the proliferation of ASAT-capable systems. New Delhi underlined this reality 

when, in 2019, it used a modified missile defense capability to destroy one of 
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its own satellites in low Earth orbit.35 With this test, India became the fourth 

country, after the US, Russia, and China, to demonstrate an ASAT.

The politics of space in US relations with allies has also undergone sig-

nificant changes in the post–Cold War era. In the late 1970s and 1980s, 

overt space militarization was highly controversial in NATO. Today, Britain, 

France, and Germany have dedicated military space commands.36 In 2019, 

NATO declared that space is an “operational domain,” but stopped short 

of calling it a warfighting domain.37 In 2018, after a Russian satellite maneu-

vered close to a Franco-Italian communications satellite, Paris announced 

plans to deploy space laser weapons designed to protect French satellites.38 

Within NATO, there are, however, still more questions than answers regard-

ing how the alliance is going to conduct multinational space operations. US 

allies in the Asia-Pacific region are investing more in space capabilities as 

well. Australia has created its own space command, and Japan now has space 

surveillance units.39 These are yet more examples of the fact that space mili-

tarization has long expanded beyond the arena of superpowers.

In diplomacy, the use of precise language is essential; it can have direct 

bearing on peace and war. Troublingly, some policy experts today are mak-

ing the same mistakes as their predecessors in using inaccurate terminology 

about the nature of space security. In the 1980s, many SDI critics alleged 

that the US was “militarizing outer space.” We of course know that space 

was militarized from the beginning of the Space Age. Today, there is greater 

emphasis placed on the “weaponization of space.”40 Problematically, how-

ever, there is little agreement on what constitutes “space weaponization.”41 

Even more importantly, Bleddyn Bowen shows that there is a tendency to 

“overstate the potential impact of space-based weapons on international sta-

bility and security” and to “overlook the potential impact of existing Earth-

based space warfare technologies” (emphasis in original).42 As Bowen notes, 

ground-based weapons have great potential with regard to space warfare. 

The notion that space-based weapons are a fundamental game changer in 

defense strategy and international security is highly misleading.

Just as in the late 1970s and 1980s, space arms control efforts at the pre

sent time face substantial obstacles. Since the number of spacefaring nations 

is growing, any new space treaty would likely need to be multilateral to 

be effective—an especially challenging prospect. In the post–Cold War era, 

space security involves a variety of military, economic, and environmental 

considerations. Today, there is growing awareness of the damaging effects 
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of space debris that creates hazards for civil, military, and commercial space 

operations. Due to this reality, space sustainability is receiving more atten-

tion from both government officials and private interest groups.

With all these complicating factors in mind, what is to be done to pro-

mote stability in space? The greatest prospect for success in space arms con-

trol is limiting behaviors, such as debris-producing ASAT tests, rather than 

banning specific kinds of technologies that have multiple applications. 

There is still significant disagreement concerning what even constitutes a 

space weapon. Even more fundamentally, in light of the critical role of space 

technologies in modern conflict, spacefaring nations are unlikely to accept 

substantial limits on systems that can be used for space warfare. Spacefaring 

nations can, however, pledge not to carry out debris-producing ASAT tests 

without constraining their military capabilities. Importantly, debris is easily 

detectable, and any treaty banning such tests would therefore be verifiable.

Russia’s heinous attack on Ukraine has underscored the urgency of space 

security. In the initial days of the invasion, there were media reports about 

Russia hacking Viasat, a satellite communications provider in Ukraine and 

other regions of the world.43 Elon Musk has detailed attempts by Russian 

forces to jam Starlink.44 There are reports of Russian interference with GPS 

signals in Ukraine as well.45 Due to the importance of commercial satellite 

systems for Ukraine’s defense, the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs warned 

that commercial satellites “may become a legitimate target for retaliation.”46 

Kinetic space weapons, such as ASATs, will continue to receive the most 

attention, but we should expect a significant portion of space warfare actions 

to take place in the electromagnetic spectrum and cyber domain. The funda-

mental reality is that space warfare has already arrived, and future conflicts 

are almost certain to witness combat action extending into space.

Due to the growing number and sophistication of counter-space capabili-

ties, the US government is prioritizing making its space systems more resilient. 

Currently, the Department of Defense is moving forward with an ambitious 

plan to deploy a National Space Defense Architecture (NSDA), which is “a 

tactical LEO [low Earth orbit satellite] network designed to communicate 

missile warnings; position, navigation, and timing data; and other vital 

information to wherever it’s needed on the ground as quickly and securely 

as possible.”47 This network of satellites is intended to be able to persistently 

monitor increasingly advanced missile threats, including hypersonic weap-

ons. US officials have stressed that NSDA will use a “large network of small 
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satellites” rather than “the traditional handful of ‘big, juicy targets.”48 In key 

respects, the NSDA infrastructure in space resembles the tracking satellites 

envisioned by SDIO in the late 1980s and early 1990s and the push for larger 

numbers of smaller satellites to increase the resiliency of the overall system.

There is clearly bipartisan support for expanding US space infrastructure 

to monitor and track threats on the ground, but space-based interceptors are 

the “third rail” that many US officials don’t want to touch.49 As the cost of 

deploying systems into space decreases and anxieties about advanced mis-

sile threats increase, it is very well possible that advocacy for boost phase 

missile defense using space-based interceptors will reemerge prominently. 

Promoters of space-based missile defense will likely point toward the lower 

cost of space launch as a critical step toward meeting the Nitze criterion of 

cost-effectiveness at the margin.50 What can be stated with certainty is that 

if the US government decides at some future date to pursue space-based 

interceptors, it will once again become the subject of great domestic political 

and international controversy. Just like with SDI, technical considerations 

alone will not be the deciding factors. Both perception of threats and ideas 

about the proper role of space in US national strategy will be overwhelmingly 

powerful.
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