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O n December 13,2001, President Bush 
announced that in six months the 
U n i t e d States wou ld w i t h d r a w from 
the 1972 A B M treaty, a t reaty that l i m ­
its the test ing and proh ib i t s the de­
p loymen t o f any nat ional missile de­
fense system by Russia or the U S . The 
stated reason for this decision was that 
the U n i t e d States needs to develop a 
system that wou ld protect us f rom at­
tack by in tercont inenta l ball ist ic mis­
siles launched by terrorists o r by a so 
cal led rogue state. The U S has not yet 
w i t h d r a w n f rom the t reaty; this is t i n 
fo rma l six months ' advance not ice thai 
is r equ i red by the treaty, and th ' Pres 
idcn t cou ld s t i l l decide not t<< wi th 
draw, but i t is hard to imagine thai 
any th ing could happen befoie June 
2002 that wou ld change his m i n d . 

The arguments by scientists and 
members o f Congress that the L'S 
could con t inu i an active program ot 
deve loping and testing missile defense 
systems wi thou t abrogat ing the A B M 
treaty now seem moot . B u t the issue of 
whether to actually develop and de 
ploy a na t ional missile defense system 
is no t moot , and w i l l not bo settled 
even after the treaty is abrog ted. Re 
quests fo r missile defense funding w i l l 
come up again' in Congress in mid -
2002, and in subsequent years We can 
• • t in ianta n rnnt in i l i l ld na t i l i n i l l df" 
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p r o b l e m of d i sc r imina t ing decoys 
f r o m warheads, and learned how dif­
f icul t it is. L ike others before me. I 
gradual ly also became inf luenced by a 
power fu l argument against deploying 
any missile de fc >e system: that i n the 
condi t ions o f the times i t w o u l d simply 
induce the Soviets to increase their of­
fensive in tercont inenta l missile forces, 
leaving us worse o f f than before. 

Despi te such arguments, the John­
son adminis t i ation came under power­
ful p o l tical pressure to go ahead wi th 
some sort of missile defense. I n 1967 
Defense Secretary Rober t McNamara 
gave a remarkable speech in which he 
expla ined al l the reasons against de­
p loy ing a national missile defense, and 

first step I r the p ro tec t ion of our 
c i t ies ." 2 B u in fact there was l i t t l e 
technical difference between the Sen­
t ine l and Safeguard systems, except 
that Safeguard w o u l d have less effect 
on suburban real estate values. 3 

T h e Safeguard system was scotched 
by doubts about its effectiveness (es­
pecial ly concerning the vulnerabi l i ty 
of its radars) and fears about its cost. 
I n 1972 the N i x o n adminis t ra t ion and 
the Soviet U n i o n signed the antibal l is-
t ic missile ( A B M ) arms cont ro l treaty. 
I t l im i t ed defenses against ballistic 
missiles to one hundred interceptors at 
each of two sites, la ter reduced by m u ­
tua l agreement to one hundred inter-

offensive missiles, nei ther the N i x o n 
adminis t ra t ion n o r any fo l lowing ad­
minis t ra t ion main ta ined the A B M de­
fense o f the N o r t h D a k o t a missile f i e ld 
that was a l lowed under the treaty. 

There matters remained unt i l the 
Reagan adminis t ra t ion . I t is said that 
President Reagan was converted t o 
missile defense o n a visit to the con t i ­
nental defense headquarters at Chey­
enne M o u n t a i n , when he was sur­
prised to learn tha t the US had no 
ab i l i ty to shoot d o w n enemy missiles 
at tacking our count ry . Be that as i t 
may, in 1983 he announced plans for a 
Strategic Defense In i t i a t ive , in tended 
to make nuclear weapons " impo ten t 
and obsolete." 5 N o longer wou ld the 
system be l i m i t e d to ground-based i n ­
terceptor missiles; there were plans for 
more adventurous technologies, i n ­
c luding satellites carrying X-ray lasers 
that could burn th rough the skin o f an 
offensive missile booster in the first 
few minutes after i t was launched. The 
imagined system soon came to be 
called Star Wars. 

Eventually it became clear even to 
the enthusiasts o f the Reagan adminis­
t ra t ion that the X-ray lasers and o ther 
features o f the Strategic Defense I n i ­
t iat ive were beyond current techno­
logical capacities. The adminis t ra t ion 
of George Bush Sr. replaced the Stra­
tegic Defense In i t i a t ive wi th a system 
of Global Protec t ion Against L i m i t e d 



/' graphic rendition />> ie Boeing Com/' my of the la: ich of Ground Based Interceptor 
nissiles. Ea< h carrier Exo-atmosphf c Kill Vehici (inset), which separates from its 

boo< •rr rocket and is intended to locate, track, intercept, and destroy an incoming baWmic 
missile by a direct impact. 

seek to develop and deploy a national 
system o f defense against in te rcont i ­
nental bal l is t ic missiles. 

F e w o f the arguments in this debate 
w i l l be new. Indeed, i t is hard to re­
member a t ime when the U S has not 
been arguing about a m*'iona\t 
defense program. ' A i m ' -t ha l f a cen­
tu ry ago, in the Eisenh' wer adminis­
t r a t i on , the A r m y propo ed to convert 
the o l d N i k e antiaircr; ft system to 
an antimissile system called Nike 
Zeus, which would send radar-guided 
nuclear- armed rockets to intercept So­
viet warheads as they p lunged th iough 
the atmosphere toward U S cities. It 
had obvious failings: the nuclear blasts 
f rom successful intercept ions could 
put ou r radars out o f ac t ion, and th • 
stock o f interceptor missiles could h • 
exhausted i f the enemy missiles cai 
r i ed several tight decoys along w i i h 
each warhead 

I n the Kennedy adminis t ra t ion the 
N i k e Zeus plan was upgraded to a 
two- t i e r p ro j i ct called N i k e X. Long-
range nuclear-armed missiles called 
Spartans wou ld at tempt to intercept 
Cr»if i* t m icc i l . >c urfiilf* rh#*v w ^ r e s t i l l 
coasting above the earth 's atnuv 
phere; short range Spr in t missili 
w o u l d then leal in the atmosphct 
w i t h those w; rheads that had survive 
the Spartan ittack. As a member c 
the JASON group of defense consul 
tants, I worked in the 1960s on the 

' A n excellent and evenhanded ac­
count o f the Bush adminis t ra t ions mis­
sile defense plan as we l l as earlier 
missile defense proposals is given by 
Bradley Graham in Hit to Kill: The 
New Battle over Shielding America 
from Missile Attack (Publ ic Affa i rs , 
2001). 

then concluded that the Johnson ad­
min i s t ra t ion would go ahead anyway 
with a l imi ted antimissile system, now 
M be called Sentinel, wh ich would pro-
i ct our cities only f rom attack either 
I . accident or by what was then con-
• dered to be a rogue state. China. 

T o c eryone's surprise, the most ef­
fective tppoMtion to the Sentinel sys­
tem di not come f rom experts who 
c r i t i c i / I its effectiveness or worr ied 
about rms cont ro l , but rather f rom 
cit izen- who s in 'ply d i d not want 
nuclea ' armed dc tensive missiles in 
thei r i -ighborhoods. In response to 
this o | osi t ion, th•• N i x o n administra­
t i on n >ved the p-opose I Sprint mis­
sile sii s awayf ro i cities ind renamed 
the s a e m Safe lard. Its declared 
pnrpo was now o defend our offen­
se e missile silos instead of our cities 
a ainst a missile attack. This was in-
l< nded o defuse worr ies a out stra-
t> i»ic st ' t i l i ty protec t ing t ir missile 
s os wc i ld no make it net ssary for 
the Sov 'ts to ncrease theii forces in 
o rder to maim in their ahititv to retal­
iate for a US rst s t r ike . A n d by p i o -
tect ing our wn offensive missiles 
Safeguard wi Id reduce am incentive 
that we migh have to laun h missiles 
in a crisis. A explained h Defense 
Secretary M i in L a i r d , "1 e or iginal 
Sentinel plan ou ld be mi - i terpreted 
as . . . a n d in I ct could ha • been . . . a 

ceptors at one site. The site could be 
located to protect c i ther the nat ional 
capital or a field of offensive missiles. 
This would al low the Soviets to main­
tain their rather p r i m i t i v e Galosh mis­
sile defense system around Moscow, 
whi le the US cou ld proceed wi th the 
d i c l a r e d aim of the Safeguard system 
and defend the inter continental ballis­
tic missile field in North Dakota . 

T o y iard against surprises, the 
treaty a No contained a clause that 
banned developing, testing, or deploy­
ing " A B M systems or components 
which are sea-based, air-based, space-
based, or mobile land-based." 4 a clause 
that later came under special attack by 
pi iponent' of missil • defense. Despite 
th proclaimed need for defense o f our 

•St cmcnt before the Senate A r m e d 
Set ices Commi t tee . March l<J. 1969. 

'For contemporary arguments against 
deploying the Safeguard system ( in ­
c luding an article o f i t ine) , see ABM: 
An l-'valuaitxn of the Decision to Dc-
plo\ An ballistic Missile System, 
edit d by A b i a m Chaves and Jerome 
B. V iesncr ( H a r p e r and Row. 1969). 

4Thc texts of various arms cont ro l 
treaties can be found in Nuclear Arms 
Control: Background and Issues, pre­
pared by the Commi t t ee on Interna­
t iona l Security and A r m s Cont ro l o f 
the Nat ional Academy of Sciences 
(Na t iona l Academy P i ess, 1985). 

interceptor missiles, along wi th more 
convent ional land- or sea-based mis­
siles. This strategy also led nowhere, 
and was a l lowed to lapse in the C l i n ­
ton adminis t ra t ion . 

Research and development con t in ­
ued at a more leisurely pace. I n 1996 
the Department o f Defense announced 
a plan to cont inue further develop­
ment of a scaled-down missile defense 
system for three years, after which a 
decision wou ld be made whether or 
not to deploy the system w i t h i n the 
fo l lowing three years. The Nat iona l 
Missile Defense System under study 
was now l i m i t e d to a single k i n d of 
interceptor missile. Instead of a nu­
clear weapon it w o u l d carry an "exo-
atmospheric k i l l vehicle" weighing 
about 120 pounds, which wou ld de­
stroy the enemy warhead above the 
earth's atmosphere by a direct h i t 
rather than a nuclear blast. I f it 
worked , it w o u l d t ru ly be a bullet h i t ­
t ing a bullet . 

T h e n , on Augus t 31 . 1998, N o r t h 
Korea surprised the wor ld by launch­
ing a three-stage rocket that carr ied its 

th i rd stage over one thousand miles 
before it b roke up in to pieces and fel l 
in to the Pacific Ocean. The missile d i d 
not fly far enough to reach any part of 
the US. and it cou ld not have carr ied a 
nuclear warhead, but its launch put 
tremendous po l i t i ca l pressure on the 
C l in ton adminis t ra t ion to do some­
thing soon about missile defense. 

In July 1999 President Cl in ton signed 

"On the Reagan Strategic Defense I n i ­
t iat ive, see Frances Fitzgerald, Way 
Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star 
Wars and the End of the Cold War 
(Simon and Schuster, 2000). 
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