
 Rhetoric and Realities James R. Schlesinger
 in the Star Wars Debate

 During the mid-1960s

 when I was at Rand, the initial deployment of the Soviet ABM system caused

 a good deal of concern. The perplexing question of how to assure penetration

 of that system was argued and re-argued. The final judgment-the canonical

 solution of Secretary McNamara-was that the United States would counter

 the Soviet ABM by greatly expanding the number of warheads that we could

 throw against the Soviet Union. Indeed, by the time I left Rand, we were

 already talking about some 50,000 warheads to overcome Soviet defenses. In

 other words, we were going to expand our offensive capabilities geometri-

 cally to deal with Soviet defense. That was the initial American reaction to

 the problem of ballistic missile defense. Therein also, more than coinciden-

 tally, lay the birth of the MIRV. The way we were going to add large numbers

 of warheads was to fractionate the payload of our missiles. Several years

 later we proceeded to do precisely that-for entirely different and perhaps

 more dubious reasons. In all this there is a moral to be learned, which I shall

 attempt to develop later on.

 In the late 1960s Secretary McNamara was informed by his President,

 Lyndon Johnson, that contrary to the Secretary's own advice the United

 States was going ahead with its own ABM system-then known as the

 Sentinel. The Sentinel would provide a thin-area defense designed to stop a

 limited number of warheads coming into the United States. It was, I think

 you will all recall, the period when the Red Chinese (more recently known

 as the People's Republic of China) were supposedly on the march under the

 malevolent guidance of Lin Piao. Supposedly the Chinese were preparing to

 encircle the cities from the rural areas, which we interpreted to mean they

 were going to destroy the industrial nations through guerilla warfare-as in

 Vietnam. A good deal of apprehension was expressed at the time by Secretary

 Rusk and by the President about the Chinese threat. What would happen

 when this billion people were armed with nuclear weapons? That small
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 International Security 14

 prospective Chinese capability turned out to be the principal argument for

 thin-area defense.

 When President Nixon came into office, our ABM potential was carefully

 reexamined-and the Sentinel system was transformed into the Safeguard

 system. That transformation occurred as a result of a study led by David

 Packard which concluded that the thin-area defense did not really serve our

 purposes and that the appropriate objective was to defend our missile fields.

 That was what the Safeguard would do. Unfortunately, it was exactly the

 same hardware that had previously been intended for a substantially different

 mission, and it was not particularly suitable for the new mission.

 At that time I was at the old Bureau of the Budget, where one of my duties

 was to supervise the flow of water projects, dams, and post offices that

 would lubricate the creation of the Safeguard system. I was also in charge of

 reviewing the '71 Army budget. The Safeguard system turned out to be the

 only weapon system development in my experience in which staggering

 overruns were already revealed prior to the inception of work. Those expe-

 riences provided much of my background in ballistic missile defense. Later,

 as Secretary of Defense, even after the signing of the Moscow ABM Treaty

 in 1972, I strongly supported steady research and development activities in

 BMD, despite Congressional opposition. I want to stress these credentials: I

 have no objection, and have had no objection, to a vigorous R&D program-

 which at the moment is the principal activity of the Strategic Defense Initia-

 tive. I want especially to stress that I have no objection to such an R&D

 program in light of the cautionary comments that will follow.

 My only other association with ABM was being briefed as part of the

 Scowcroft Commission on the Fletcher and Hoffman reports. I believe I

 should confess that I may be the source of that rather rough-and-ready

 estimate of one trillion dollars for the complete SDI. That was simply an

 extrapolation based upon the old days of the Safeguard system and the cost

 overruns I observed at that time.

 Let me turn now from these historical reminiscences to what is hopefully

 called the "real world of today." I go back to the President's speech of March

 1983-in particular, the suggestion in that speech that some day nuclear

 weapons would be rendered impotent and obsolete, and that American cities

 might be safe from nuclear attack. The speech did not provide a complicated

 assessment of the role defense might play in strengthening deterrence. It

 held out to American citizens the unqualified hope that they need not forever

 live with the nuclear threat over their heads. Through the vigor of American
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 technology, some day-even if not until the 21st century-our cities would

 once again be safe from nuclear attack, as they have been for most of the

 nation's history. In that lay the political appeal of the speech (and we should

 understand that its appeal is fundamentally political), for invulnerability to

 nuclear assault is what the American public believes is going to be achieved.

 Since that time there has been a dramatic change in the nature of the

 argument. In the follow-up to the President's speech, a rather loose rhetoric

 developed within the Administration in which the most fervent supporters

 of the SDI began to speak of the immorality of deterrence. Let me make this

 admonition clear. Within the Air Force, within the Administration, and

 within the society as a whole, the justification for strategic defense should

 never be based on assertions regarding the "immorality" of deterrence. For

 the balance of our days, the security of the Western world will continue to

 rest on deterrence. Those were-and are-reckless words.

 There is no realistic hope that we shall ever again be able to protect

 American cities. There is no leak-proof defense. Any defense is going to

 suffer some erosion at best. An effective opponent will develop defense

 suppression techniques and will punch a hole through any space-based
 defense that is deployed. (I cannot go into more detail on that.) Moreover,

 even if we were discussing a hypothetically leak-proof defense, we would

 need to bear in mind that there are means of nuclear weapons delivery other

 than by ballistic missile. For a nation that has very limited air defense capa-

 bilities, compared for example to the Soviets, we should recognize the relative

 ease with which our defenses can be penetrated by air-breathing vehicles. If

 we were ever to deploy ballistic missile defense, it would impose upon us

 the corresponding costs of developing or attempting to develop comparably

 effective air defenses.

 I point this out here at MITRE, because the United States Air Force has

 long argued that air defense systems are penetrable and will always be

 penetrable. If that were not the case, we would not be expending the re-

 sources we presently are on the B-1. The United States has long seacoasts.

 In contrast to the Soviet Union, the bulk of our population lies along the

 coast. We are also the very nation that has led the way in the development

 of the sea-launched cruise missile (SLCM). There is no foreseeable way that

 we can preclude such missiles' impacting on our cities-even if we had a

 perfect ballistic missile defense. The fact that we have moved ahead with

 SLCMs is perhaps analogous to our early movement into MIRVs. Since we

 are more vulnerable to SLCMs, it suggests there may be an absence of
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 coordination between the development of the ballistic missile defense and of

 the offensive weapons.

 There is no serious likelihood of removing the nuclear threat from our

 cities in our lifetime-or in the lifetime of our children. If those cities are

 going to be protected, they will be protected either through effective deter-

 rence or through the forbearance of those on the other side. And it is for

 that reason that cries of the immorality of deterrence are both premature and

 pernicious.

 Only the United States and the Soviet Union have in their historic roles

 been so powerful that defense against all threats might appear to be within

 their grasp. This is in sharp contrast to the European experience. No Euro-

 pean power has been in a position to believe that by its own unaided efforts

 it could unilaterally provide perfect defense. The historic experiences of the

 U.S. and Russia have been different. These two societies might reasonably

 hope to achieve defense or deterrence unilaterally. Traditional attitudes in

 both the United States and the Soviet Union have stressed this unilateral-

 ism-in contrast to the presuppositions of our allies.

 We in the United States have been even more inclined than the Soviets to

 believe in the unilateral capacity to achieve perfect defense. Russia, both Soviet

 and Imperial, has been repeatedly invaded, has suffered grievous damage,

 and has survived largely through its own efforts. But the United States

 throughout its history has been secure here in the Western hemisphere. The

 American psyche believes that perfect defense should be attainable. In that

 we differ from all other nations. It is this unique belief that underlies the

 current hope for the SDI. What I have said, I believe, indicates that this hope

 is illusory.

 Where does the Strategic Defense Initiative stand today? As I have indi-

 cated, it has undergone a remarkable transformation. The argument is no

 longer that somehow we can protect American cities perfectly. Instead the

 argument has become that maybe, not definitely but maybe, strategic defense

 would permit us to improve deterrence-and that the mix of offense and

 defense would lead to a more stable world. This is a plausible argument, but

 one should be keenly aware of the dramatic change that has occurred.

 It is certainly not impossible that the introduction of defensive capabilities

 might improve deterrence. Indeed, that had been the general aspiration, if

 not the conviction, prior to the signing of the Moscow ABM Treaty in 1972.

 Particularly in light of the impressive growth of Soviet counterforce capabil-
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 ities since 1972, such a possibility deserves careful examination, or more

 precisely, reexamination.

 A number of studies have been done that have, I believe, effectively

 demonstrated-within the assumptions of the study-that there are certain

 cases in which a mixture of defense and offense would improve the position

 of the United States, improve the position of the Soviet Union, improve

 world stability, and provide a strategic relationship in which, if nuclear war

 did nonetheless come, there would be less damage. All of these studies rest

 upon the assumption that the offense is constrained.

 Remember the 1960s, and Secretary McNamara's reaction to the Soviet

 ABM system. Are the Soviets likely to be any less "offensive-conservative"

 than we were then? Given the Soviet Union's political ambitions, or its

 neurosis, or its quest for world domination, or its Marxist-Leninist creed

 (depending upon whose eyes one is looking through), how likely is it that

 in the event of an American deployment of substantial strategic defense, the

 Soviets would agree to a constraint on offensive capabilities?

 I think the actual history of the American reaction in the past is one thing

 we should bear in mind as we look to a hypothetical Soviet reaction in the

 future. If the Soviets were to accept a constraint on their offense, it would

 require a minimum of trust. It would require a mutual approach to arms

 control, and that mutuality would almost certainly be reduced by our own

 efforts unilaterally to achieve general strategic defense capabilities of the type

 involved in the SDI. Moreover, we should not forget that we have more or

 less been putting aside the air-breathing threat-in a period in which the

 Soviets could have many more submarines equipped with SLCMs at sea.

 Indeed, 15, 20, or 30 years from now, they might just have developed the

 stealth technology that we ourselves are developing today-thus making the

 penetration of an air defense system relatively more easy than at the present

 time.

 Let us go beyond the nagging question of the likelihood of a constrained

 offense, which is the only way in which greater stability is achieved in these

 models. Let us now look at some other issues. First is the issue of cost ratios.

 The historic judgment (or really, intuition) in the mid-60s was that the cost

 ratio between defense and offense was on the order of five to one. In other

 words, one's opponent could, by an investment of 20 percent of one's own
 investment in defense, create the offensive forces that would neutralize that

 investment in defense. Conversely, it would require an expenditure of five
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 times as much on defense to neutralize the effect of the opponent's creation

 of additional offensive capabilities.

 It is now hypothesized that these cost ratios have modestly improved since

 the 1960s, although that argument is somewhat flimsy. It is suggested that

 the ratio is now on the order of three to one. But that judgment rests primarily

 upon a single change: the belief that we can intercept Soviet missiles during

 the boost phase prior to separation of the re-entry vehicles. Nonetheless, it

 is clear that the ratio is still strongly weighted against defense and will remain

 so. If one is to put up a defense, it will require the opponent to constrain

 his offense. Otherwise he will be able to force you to misallocate resources

 to the point that you may no longer be able to protect yourself. And this

 may be true, even aside from the air-breathing threat.

 Given constrained budgets, the adverse cost ratio means quite simply that,

 if one starts down the full-defense track, one is inevitably facing the draw-

 down of conventional and other forces. Here, amongst our Air Force friends,

 I must confess that if I were an officer in TAC, I would be very much

 concerned about marching along that trail beyond deployment. Indeed, I

 might even be concerned if I were a SAC officer. The problem may be even

 more painful for the Army. To illustrate the point, the fiscal year 1971 budget,

 as first submitted by the Pentagon, proposed a reduction of seven Army

 divisions and a substantial Europeanization of European defense. Of course,

 the Army did have the honor of developing the Safeguard system. But it

 also seemed embarked on the path to eating itself out of house and home-

 at the cost of its conventional capabilities. That problem has not gone away;

 it is likely to recur.

 All that I have discussed to this point involves conditions before the Soviet

 Union begins to take serious countermeasures. One of the reasons the Scow-

 croft Commission stressed the need for a larger missile like the MX was to

 provide the throw-weight that might be needed to carry penetration aids. If

 one looks at the two strategic force structures at this time, and if one asks

 which of the two sides has the throw-weight to move a substantial array of
 PENAIDS, it is clearly the Soviet Union. That does not constitute an advan-

 tage for the United States.

 On another point, I mentioned earlier that the great improvement visual-

 ized for the defense-offense cost ratio rests on the belief that we can now

 intercept Soviet missiles during the boost phase. But this could remain quite

 hypothetical. Some of the proposed kill mechanisms cannot reach down into

 the atmosphere. Thus the Soviets could shorten the boost phase, separate
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 the warheads at an earlier point, and thereby preclude the gains in cost

 leverage that we now think we see in defense.

 As yet, we have not solved the decoy problem, although we believe that

 we may. Nor have we solved the problem of assuring communications with

 those satellite systems that protect the United States. That will continue to

 depend upon ground-based facilities. I do not believe our targetting people

 in Omaha would have much difficulty in designing an attack with SLCMs

 that would take out those communications points.

 So much for some of the technical problems in developing a workable and

 cost-effective system. However, let me reiterate: I strongly support a vigorous

 R&D program for strategic defense. But all of these matters must be soberly

 and responsibly faced-before we seriously consider deployment.

 Let me turn now to the special problem of our Western European allies.

 During the first burst of enthusiasm here for the SDI, there was a good deal

 of protest from Western Europe-indeed horrified protest. There was a kind

 of ironic quality to that. If we were really able to do what the original speech

 suggested we might do-provide total protection for American cities-there

 might be a full restoration of the American strategic dominance of the 1950s

 and 1960s. Western Europe would again be fully protected-if one believes

 that strategic dominance can be restored. However, it is not believed, largely

 for the reasons I have already laid out. Because of the worries of our Western

 European allies, it has now been stated that the SDI is not just for North

 America, that instead we are prepared to provide it to everybody. Our

 European allies can have this defense; the Japanese can have it; indeed, in

 the latest variant, the Soviets can have it.

 Assuming the Europeans wanted to deploy, who would pay for such a

 deployment? Would it be the American taxpayer? I rather doubt it. Those do

 not seem to be the noises that I hear coming from Capitol Hill. Would it be

 the Europeans? If so, what would be the consequences for their conventional

 capabilities-if they were actually to move down this line? And how effective

 would such a defense be in Western Europe? Far less effective than it would

 be in the United States. There is, first of all, much less warning time. Flight

 times to Western Europe are shorter, so there would be less opportunity to

 intercept in the boost phase and less opportunity to intercept after the boost

 phase.

 In brief, rather than relying upon satellite systems in Western Europe, we

 would quickly discover the primary dependency on terminal defense. I think
 that there would be great political difficulties in deploying such terminal
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 defenses in Western Europe. Indeed, I fear that deployment of such terminal

 defenses would make the recent start on the deployment of the Pershing II

 seem a relative political picnic. Moreover, given short flight times, the Eu-

 ropeans are subject to attack by air-breathing vehicles, even more than we

 are in the United States. And finally, if the Europeans were to proceed down

 this line, the inevitable consequence would be a drastic weakening of the

 direct defense embodied in their conventional forces. And the conventional

 deterrent remains perhaps the weakest link in the entire Alliance structure.

 So it would seem ill-advised for us to urge our friends to direct their resources

 away.

 I turn from the special problems of Western Europe back to the bilateral

 relationship. What would be the impact of the introduction of space-based

 capabilities, not assuming that they had suddenly and successfully been

 deployed, but during the actual process of deployment. The likely outcome

 would be to create instabilities during the entire period of deployment. The

 process would be rendered particularly unstable because the system would

 be space-based. And the advantage of striking first, for either side, would

 be far greater than is the case for terrestrial capabilities. We must not assume

 that the Soviets will allow us any unilateral advantage. And in the instabilities

 of the unavoidable superpower competition lies the potential for disaster.

 Finally, we should be aware that, even if the strategic defense system were

 to work reasonably well, and even if it were to enhance stability, it is still

 not certain that so large an investment-a trillion dollars is probably a good

 number-would be cost-effective in light of the other capabilities, particularly

 the conventional forces, that would need to be sacrificed under prospective

 budget constraints. A heavy additional burden on the defense budget is

 scarcely what is required, if we are to maintain a balanced force.

 As you no doubt have observed, I have not been entirely positive in my

 assessment of the SDI. So let me conclude on the issue of what to do. Enough

 has already been said to suggest that, aside from proceeding with appropriate

 R&D activities, we should proceed very cautiously. Yet, there is a good deal

 of rhetoric floating around that we are now going to replace "mutual assured

 destruction" with "mutual assured survival." I find that rhetoric interesting.

 I do not know that anyone has attempted to define, as yet, precisely what

 mutual assured survival is. But even were it better defined, I rather doubt

 that it is achievable. We must be careful not to be swept away by rhetoric.

 It would be irresponsible for us to base our defense posture on rhetoric that

This content downloaded from 86.159.236.182 on Sat, 02 Apr 2016 16:02:21 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Rhetoric and Realities in Star Wars 11

 may sell well on the political scene but bears little relationship to the under-

 lying technical, budgetary, and strategic realities.

 Whether or not the President should have said what he did in March 1983

 has now been overtaken by events. One cannot excise the words that the

 President spoke. It is an illusion of the critics of the SDI that somehow or

 other all this can be rolled back. It cannot be. We shall now have to deal

 with all of the consequences-creating alarm amongst our allies, reinforcing

 the Soviet belief that the United States is now attempting to restore strategic

 dominance, and the impact of that belief on negotiations and on arms control.

 We are obliged to look at what strategic defense might give us, not only in

 terms of force deployment, but at the bargaining table. It is, of course,

 incumbent upon us to think through the strategic consequences-before we

 proceed to deploy such forces. In its final report to the President, the Scow-

 croft Commission offered the following guidance:

 The Commission was requested to review the Administration's proposals
 for research on strategic defense. In the Commission's view, research per-
 mitted by the ABM Treaty is important in order to ascertain the realistic
 possibility which technologies might offer as well as to guard against the
 possibility of an ABM breakout by the other side. But the strategic implica-
 tions of ballistic defense and the criticality of the ABM Treaty to further arms
 control agreements dictate extreme caution in proceeding to engineering
 development in this sensitive area.1

 The Commission's comments were deliberately understated. It is no longer

 reasonable to pretend that we have not entered a new era touched off by

 the President's remarks. On the other hand, it is incumbent upon us not to

 push ahead willy-nilly, while neglecting the impact upon our relations with

 the Soviets and the consequences for arms control. I can think of no better

 guidance in the period ahead than this most sensible admonition in the

 Commission's final report.

 Finally, what purpose might these strategic defense possibilities serve? The

 Soviet Union has historically shown an immense, perhaps exaggerated, re-

 spect for American technological capabilities. And, in the course of the last

 18 months, we have certainly gotten their attention with respect to strategic

 defense. As I have indicated, that has its unfavorable side, but it also has

 the potential for being immensely useful. The President has repeatedly spo-

 1. Brent Scowcroft, "President's Commission on Strategic Forces," March 21, 1984, p. 8.
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 ken of his desire to proceed with arms control. It is apparent that we should

 now have delineated a grand design for an arms control agreement with the

 Soviet Union. The new grand design is remarkably similar to the old grand

 design-the one of 1972. You may recall that the Soviets were keenly aware

 of the inadequacies of their ABM system (whose capabilities we had much

 exaggerated). When the United States began actually to deploy the Safeguard

 system, the Soviets were deeply alarmed about the immense advantages of

 American technology. They therefore proceeded in the negotiations to insist

 on a limitation on ABM systems.

 That ultimately resulted in the 1972 Treaty. Throughout the entire period

 President Nixon took the position-I believe correctly and certainly coura-

 geously-that there would be no ABM treaty unless the Soviets agreed to

 limitations on offensive forces. Although the Soviets wanted no agreement

 at all on offensive forces, their eagerness for the ABM treaty forced them, in

 effect, to accept the 1972 agreement on offensive forces.

 That grand design-of limits on Soviet offensive forces in exchange for

 constraint on American defense technologies-lies before us again, beckon-

 ing. If, through Soviet fears of American space technology, we were able to

 achieve a breakthrough in arms control negotiations (in a rather unpromising

 era), the President's launching of his new initiative would have fulfilled its

 most laudable purpose. In short, perhaps the best use of the Strategic Defense

 Initiative lies in that much maligned role of bargaining chip. Indeed, one

 might say, the Strategic Defense Initiative is the quintessential bargaining

 chip.
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