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forces. And indeed the same could be true of the Arrericans themselves: would 

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

circumvent the Soviet defences or to hedge against uncertainty over the 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

opposing defences to retain rrore effective offensive forces. These anti­

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

It is evident that the defensive transition thesis assumes one particular 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

crises are even rrore dangerous than before. 

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

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

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

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

present indications, the Soviet Union will be perceived as reluctantly 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ICBMs in hardened silos two decades ago. 

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

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

will further <XFlpOund the uncertainties and instabilities already discernible. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

than at present. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

asynmetrical offensive/defensive capabilities, there could be increased 

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

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

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

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

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

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

open sea oblivious of warnings of an approaching hurricane. 

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

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

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

surviYable and cnst-effective. He concedes that: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

SDI acknONledge that it represents a major problem. 25 

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

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

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

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

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

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

developrent and deployment are blurrErl and the eventual deployment of strategic 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

recognition of this is delayed, the greater the dangers. 
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