


 

 

 

 

   

NATO and the Strategic Defence 
Initiative 

This book explores the largely neglected issue of responses to the US Strategic 
Defence Initiative (SDI, or the ‘Star Wars’ missile defence programme) across 
NATO. 

The chapters here explore the reactions of different Western allies to the 
announcement of the SDI in 1983 and especially the 1985 invitation to participate. 
While existing studies have explored the origins of the American programme and 
the role it may have played in ending the Cold War, this volume breaks new ground 
by considering the impact of the SDI on transatlantic relations in the 1980s. Based 
on newly available archival sources, this volume re-evaluates the responses of 
eight NATO member-state governments, as well as the Soviet leadership, to the 
SDI. In addition to looking at ‘top-down’ governmental reactions, the volume also 
explores the ‘bottom-up’ response to the SDI of civil society and peace activists 
on both sides of the Atlantic. The volume examines how the American initiative – 
derisively named ‘Star Wars’ by its detractors – provoked a crisis in relations with 
its allies during the final decade of the Cold War and how those tensions within 
NATO were ultimately resolved. 

This book will be of much interest to students of Cold War history, strategic 
studies, foreign policy, and international history. 

Luc-André Brunet is Senior Lecturer in Contemporary International History, 
The Open University, and Co-Director of the Peace and Security Project at LSE 
IDEAS, UK. 
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 1  Introduction 

The Strategic Defence Initiative and 
the Atlantic Alliance in the 1980s 

 Luc-André Brunet 

Shortly after leaving office, Ronald Reagan claimed that the Strategic Defence 
Initiative (SDI), an anti-missile shield he first proposed in 1983 as a means of pro-
tecting the United States from nuclear attack, was ‘the single most important rea-
son, on the United States’ side, for the historical breakthroughs that were to occur 
during the next five years in the quest for peace and a better relationship with the 
Soviet Union’.1 This assessment was echoed by Margaret Thatcher after the col-
lapse of the USSR, as she asserted that ‘looking back, it is now clear to me that 
Ronald Reagan’s original decision on SDI was the single most important of his 
presidency’.2 Few would have made such claims when Reagan first adumbrated 
the SDI in March 1983. Indeed, Thatcher’s Foreign Secretary, Geoffrey Howe, 
publicly derided the initiative as ‘a new Maginot Line of the twenty-first cen-
tury’, and the term ‘Star Wars’ was used ubiquitously and unflatteringly to refer 
to the seemingly fanciful plan.3 Such misgivings about the American project were 
widely shared across NATO capitals in the 1980s, but to date these international 
responses to the SDI have been relatively unexplored by historians. This volume 
uses new archival sources and innovative methodological approaches to provide a 
rigorous study of allied reactions to the Strategic Defence Initiative. 

There is a considerable literature on the SDI, with historiographical debates 
tending to focus on how far the SDI contributed to the end of the Cold War.4 Some 
historians have argued that the SDI constituted an insurmountable economic and 
technological challenge to the Soviet Union: unable to produce an SDI of their 
own yet equally unwilling to leave themselves undefended, the initiative forced 
Gorbachev to the negotiating table. In this interpretation, the SDI was pivotal in 
bringing about the INF Treaty of December 1987 and ultimately the end of the 
Cold War itself. 5 Others have advanced the more nuanced argument that while the 
SDI had some influence on Soviet policies, it was clearly a secondary factor in 
bringing about arms control breakthroughs and the end of the Cold War.6 Indeed, 
the SDI proved to be an insuperable barrier that scuppered a possible arms con-
trol agreement between Reagan and Gorbachev at the 1986 Reykjavik Summit.7 

Meanwhile, one recent study of the SDI has advanced a reinterpretation of the end 
of the Cold War by arguing that Reagan pursued an ultimately unsuccessful grand 
strategy of ‘cocreating’ a new world order based on superpower cooperation and 
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2 Luc-André Brunet 

the elimination of nuclear weapons precisely by sharing SDI technology with 
Moscow.8 

For all the research published on the influence of Star Wars on superpower 
relations, its impact on transatlantic relations within NATO has been relatively 
neglected. The main book-length study of Western European responses to the 
SDI remains an edited volume from 1987, written by political scientists without 
access to the relevant archives.9 While some more recent chapter-length studies 
have considered the responses of NATO governments, these inevitably remain 
brief and are not based on the wide range of archival materials now available to 
researchers.10 Histories of NATO have similarly tended to overlook the SDI. 11 

This volume breaks new ground in three important respects. The chapters in 
this volume are based on rigorous archival research with newly declassified docu-
ments, many consulted for the first time specifically for this volume. This allows 
us to re-evaluate earlier accounts which relied on published sources, memoirs, 
and newspapers. While restrictions in some national archives continue to pose 
obstacles to historical research, many of the authors have successfully used a 
multi-archival approach, meticulously drawing on international archives to fill 
in gaps left in specific national collections and thereby providing new insights. 

This book also makes an important contribution in its geographical scope. 
Existing accounts of ‘European’ responses tend to limit themselves to two or three 
countries, namely Britain, West Germany, and France. 12 This volume not only 
reassesses these ‘big three’ of European NATO member states but examines the 
responses of eight NATO governments to the American initiative. By looking 
at a much more extensive array of allies – large and small, European and North 
American – as well as Soviet assessments of the SDI, this volume offers the most 
comprehensive evaluation to date of international responses to Star Wars. 

Finally, in terms of methodology, this book goes beyond the usual top-down 
approach to Cold War political history, which focuses on national leaders and 
policymakers, by extending the analysis to the responses of civil society and peace 
movements on both sides of the Atlantic. Existing literature on peace and anti-
nuclear activism in NATO countries tends to focus on the issue of the ‘Euromis-
siles’. As a result, there are relatively few accounts of peace activism covering 
the period after the ‘Hot Autumn’ of 1983 and the beginning of INF deployment 
in Europe towards the end of that year. 13 Even Lawrence Wittner’s magisterial 
three-volume study of the nuclear disarmament movement only mentions in pass-
ing that peace movements in some European countries opposed Star Wars. 14 By 
using new archival sources to analyse how anti-nuclear groups responded to the 
SDI, this volume highlights that they remained important actors well into the mid-
1980s and opens up avenues for further research. It also offers a novel discussion 
of the changing discourse around the SDI and nuclear weapons in the final 
years of the Cold War.15 

By adopting these innovative approaches, this volume deepens our understand-
ing of responses to Star Wars within NATO. However, it does not purport to offer 
a definitive international history of the SDI. The United States invited countries 
outside of NATO – notably Israel, Japan, and Australia – to participate in the SDI 



 

  
 

  

 

  
 

  

 

 

  
 

Introduction 3 

as well, but these remain beyond the scope of this volume.16 Further research 
on Eastern European and Chinese responses to the SDI remains to be done, for 
example, as does the role of Star Wars in peace movements and civil society 
in other NATO countries. Nevertheless, this book provides the most thorough 
account to date of responses to the SDI across NATO and its impact on transat-
lantic relations, and we hope it stimulates further research into the international 
dimensions of the SDI. 

Star Wars and Transatlantic Relations in the 1980s 
Although successive American administrations in the 1960s and 1970s had 
explored ballistic missile defence (BMD), the SDI was unveiled rather unexpect-
edly by President Reagan in a televised address on 23 March 1983.17 Crucially, 
he suggested that the SDI offered a means of transcending the strategy of deter-
rence and mutually assured destruction (MAD): ‘What if free people could live 
secure in the knowledge . . . that we could intercept and destroy strategic ballistic 
missiles before they reached our own soil or that of our allies?’ Acknowledging 
that such a defensive system ‘will take years, probably decades’, he called on the 
American scientific community ‘to turn their great talents now to the cause of 
mankind and world peace, to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weap-
ons impotent and obsolete’.18 

Reagan’s address came during a period of heightened tensions between the United 
States and its NATO allies, on the one hand, and the Soviet Union and the Eastern 
Bloc, on the other, often referred to as the ‘Second Cold War’. With the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 generally seen as marking the final 
nail in the coffin of détente, the election of Ronald Reagan in November 1980 
added to an already febrile international environment.19 As president, Reagan 
pursued a build-up of the American nuclear arsenal and frequently used strident 
rhetoric against the Soviet Union. Indeed, just two weeks before unveiling his 
plans for the SDI, Reagan infamously denounced the USSR as ‘the evil empire’ 
in a speech to the National Association of Evangelicals, prompting some journal-
ists flippantly to refer to Reagan’s ‘Darth Vader speech’. With the SDI address of 
23 March, American politicians and journalists immediately likened the initiative 
to a fantastical scheme from the Star Wars films. The morning after Reagan’s 
speech, the Washington Post quoted Democratic Senator Ted Kennedy dismissing 
the initiative as ‘misleading Red-scare tactics and reckless Star Wars schemes’. 
The term ‘Star Wars’, which implied that the Hollywood actor-turned-president 
was pursuing a fanciful project better suited to a sci-fi film, quickly caught on and 
became synonymous with the SDI, much to Reagan’s exasperation.20 

For most observers in NATO capitals, Reagan’s address did not prompt much 
serious discussion of the proposed ‘Strategic Defence Initiative’, and no imme-
diate policy response was formulated. In March 1983, the looming deploy-
ment of Cruise and Pershing II missiles in Western Europe, scheduled to begin 
that autumn, remained the focus of governments and anti-nuclear campaigners 
alike. With the first of these ‘Euromissiles’ successfully deployed from autumn 



  
 

 

  
 

  

  

 

  

4 Luc-André Brunet 

1983, and the formal establishment of the SDI Organisation within the Penta-
gon in spring 1984, it became clear that Star Wars would remain on Washing-
ton’s agenda, and NATO governments began to consider the SDI more seriously. 
Reagan’s landslide re-election in November 1984 further highlighted that the 
SDI would endure. Already in December 1984, British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher discussed her concerns over the SDI with Reagan at Camp David, where 
the president agreed with a set of four points advanced by Thatcher which went 
some way in assuaging Britain’s (and other allies’) apprehensions. 21 

By early 1985, it appeared that the SDI would remain purely a research pro-
gramme, and one carried out solely by the United States in American laboratories. 
With Reagan himself admitting that it could take decades to develop effective 
defensive systems under the SDI, the issue was not seen as especially press-
ing. This changed dramatically in March 1985 when, in the margins of a NATO 
Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) meeting in Luxembourg, American Secretary of 
Defense Caspar Weinberger issued his NATO counterparts an unexpected invita-
tion to participate directly in the SDI research programme. Moreover, the surprise 
request came with a demand that governments respond within 60 days, which was 
denounced in several NATO capitals as an ultimatum. Despite the strained atmo-
sphere at the Luxembourg NPG, the NATO defence ministers managed to paper 
over their differences in their communiqué, which affirmed that: 

We support the United States research programme into these technologies. . . . 
This research, conducted within the terms of the ABM Treaty, is in NATO’s 
security interest and should continue. In this context, we welcome the 
United States invitation for Allies to consider participation in the research 
programme.22 

While few NATO governments responded definitively within the 60-day timeframe – 
which Weinberger finally withdrew in the face of Allied criticism – it neverthe-
less forced NATO governments to urgently confront the question of whether and 
in what form to participate in the SDI. Furthermore, the March 1985 invitation 
placed the SDI firmly on the radar of the public across NATO, spurring public 
debates and prompting anti-nuclear organisations to mobilise against government 
participation in Star Wars. 

With the qualified public support agreed by NATO allies in the Luxembourg 
NPG communiqué, the Reagan administration was able to conclude that ‘our 
allies understand the military context in which the Strategic Defense Initiative 
was established and support the SDI research program’.23 Yet this public show 
of allied solidarity belied significant reservations held by many NATO govern-
ments about the SDI, and the strain this placed on relations between the United 
States and its Allies during an already tense period. Neither the announcement 
of the SDI in March 1983 nor the invitation almost exactly two years later for 
NATO governments to formally join the research programme was preceded by 
any meaningful consultation with NATO allies. The Reagan years saw a number 
of important divergences and disagreements between the United States and its 



  

 

 

 

 
 

 

Introduction 5 

NATO allies, and the SDI posed a further challenge to transatlantic relations. 24 

Beyond allied annoyance at unilateral American actions – hardly unique to the 
Reagan administration – the SDI raised a number of specific concerns among 
the allies which informed their response to the US project. Indeed, having spent 
years facing down burgeoning peace movements and insisting upon the necessity 
of INF deployment to strengthen deterrence and maintain peace, many NATO 
governments questioned how far the SDI and Reagan’s stated aim of making the 
Euromissiles and other nuclear weapons ‘impotent and obsolete’ risked under-
mining their position on INF deployment and exposing them to further political 
challenges domestically. The reactions to the SDI on both sides of the Atlantic are 
analysed in this volume. 

This book is divided into four thematic sections. The first part consists of a 
pair of chapters that consider the SDI from the perspective of the superpowers. 
James Graham Wilson explains President Reagan’s motivations for pursuing the 
Strategic Defence Initiative and the impact the initiative had on superpower rela-
tions and the end of the Cold War. Based on a thorough analysis of the American 
archives, Wilson concludes that the SDI made a positive contribution to bringing 
about the INF and START treaties, or at least did not impede such arms control 
breakthroughs. Svetlana Savranskaya provides a contrasting view based on her 
detailed reading of the Soviet archives. Her chapter traces the evolution of Mos-
cow’s perceptions of the SDI, from initial fears that it posed an existential threat to 
the Soviet Union to ultimately dismissing Star Wars as unfeasible and innocuous. 
She concludes that the SDI in fact slowed down the process of disarmament and 
delayed the end of the Cold War. These two rich chapters deepen our understand-
ing and advance the debate over the broader importance of the SDI for super-
power relations and the end of the Cold War. 

Following this discussion of the superpowers, Parts 2 and 3 of the volume focus 
on the responses of eight different NATO governments, and the impact of the 
SDI on transatlantic relations in the 1980s. Part 2 deals with countries which 
ultimately opted to join the SDI research programme. In his study of the United 
Kingdom, Edoardo Andreoni traces the evolution of the Thatcher government’s 
views on the SDI. Despite significant differences of opinion within the Cabi-
net, Thatcher’s policy of cooperating with the United States on the SDI to try to 
influence its development prevailed. While Thatcher successfully shaped some 
aspects of the SDI at her meeting with Reagan at Camp David in December 1984, 
British hopes for lucrative contracts from the SDI proved to be largely elusive. 
Andreas Lutsch’s chapter examines the response of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many’s government to the SDI. He shows how Bonn balanced the competing 
interests of Westbindung and preserving close relations with the United States, 
including American nuclear protection for the FRG, with the aim of maintaining 
East-West stability. This ultimately led Chancellor Kohl to endorse the SDI as a 
means of influencing its development, particularly with a view to diminishing 
any East-West destabilisation that the SDI might cause. In her chapter on Italy, 
Marilena Gala examines the Italian government’s evolving position on the SDI. 
She highlights the extent to which Rome sought to coordinate its response with 
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its European partners and how the Craxi government saw participation in the SDI 
research programme as a means of both gaining access to high technologies and 
influencing the American programme. While these three chapters astutely detail 
the differences of opinion within these governments, and how their support for the 
SDI was not unconditional, they together provide a nuanced account of why 
these allies sought to be involved with Reagan’s initiative. Taken together, these 
chapters underscore how certain key considerations – the hope of exerting influ-
ence on a potentially disruptive American initiative and the prospect of gaining 
access to sensitive high technologies and profitable contracts – informed all three 
positive decisions.25 

Part 3 of the volume adopts a similar approach to evaluate the responses of 
NATO governments which ultimately rejected Weinberger’s March 1985 invita-
tion to join the SDI research programme. In her chapter on France, Ilaria Parisi 
explains how Mitterrand’s refusal to join the SDI was informed by the desire to 
maintain French and European independence, in both strategic and technological 
terms. The SDI threatened the strategic stability provided by deterrence and posed 
specific problems for the two European Nuclear Weapons States. Whereas the 
UK addressed this by seeking close cooperation with Washington in the hopes of 
being able to influence the SDI, France instead rejected the SDI outright. Regard-
ing technology, France again deviated from the governments discussed in  Part 2 , 
concluding that rather than participating in the SDI in order to gain access to 
American high technologies, France and Europe should launch their own research 
programme, EUREKA, to preclude enduring technological dependence on the 
United States.26 While the French reaction amounted to a fundamental rejection of 
the SDI concept, the Canadian and Dutch governments instead responded with a 
‘polite no’, as Luc-André Brunet and Ruud van Dijk demonstrate in their respec-
tive chapters. In Canada’s case, Ottawa concluded that Canadian involvement 
in the SDI would bring no considerable economic or technological advantages 
to Canada and would likely stoke anti-Americanism at home. As such, Prime 
Minister Mulroney’s carefully managed refusal to join the SDI programme was 
politically useful, as it allowed him to present himself domestically as a defender 
of Canadian sovereignty, which in turn enabled him to better pursue his priority 
in bilateral relations with Washington, namely free trade talks that would deepen 
economic ties with the United States. The Netherlands, for its part, similarly con-
cluded that economic, technological, or even diplomatic advantages of joining the 
SDI research programme were trifling and that declining to join ‘without preju-
dice’ posed minimal strains on relations with Washington. The Hague also sought 
a coordinated Western European response to the SDI and concluded that to avoid 
a technological divide between the United States and Europe, the latter would 
need to develop further its own high-tech capabilities outside of the SDI. Turning 
to NATO’s northern flank, Jakob Linnet Schmidt examines the reactions of both 
the Danish and Norwegian governments to the SDI. The coalition governments in 
both countries viewed the SDI negatively and feared it could prompt a new arms 
race. The election of a social democratic-led government in Oslo and the excep-
tional parliamentary situation in Copenhagen led to a shift away from ‘low-voiced 
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scepticism’ to both countries adding footnotes to NATO communiqués pertaining 
to the SDI to express their disagreement with the initiative.27 Taken together, these 
chapters underline how the negative responses to the invitation to participate in 
the SDI research programme were the result of a wide range of assessments and 
motivations among different NATO allies. Opposition to joining the SDI research 
programme brought together not only the ‘usual suspects’ of member states such 
as Denmark and Greece, whose governments had expressed reservations to INF 
deployment, and France, with its independent foreign and defence policies within 
NATO, but also members that were generally supportive of American and NATO 
policies, such as the Netherlands and Canada.28 

Having examined the high-level reactions of eight NATO governments, the 
final section of this volume focuses on civil society and public debates around 
Star Wars. Beginning with the United States, Angela Santese’s chapter reveals the 
influence of the American Nuclear Freeze Campaign on Reagan’s SDI speech and 
explores how the launch of Star Wars was a conscious attempt to counter the bur-
geoning peace movement in the United States. Turning to the United Kingdom, 
Jonathan Hogg analyses mass media, anti-nuclear activism, and popular culture 
to explore the range of reactions to the SDI in British civil society. He argues that 
Star Wars became a useful ‘sociotechnical imaginary’ which, helpfully for Britain 
as a nuclear power, presented the SDI as a moral and peaceful project by which 
technology could transcend the threat of nuclear war. Patrick Burke then analy-
ses the anti-SDI activities of two anti-nuclear organisations: the Campaign for 
Nuclear Disarmament (CND) in the UK and the transnational European Nuclear 
Disarmament (END). In addition to examining their intellectual case against 
the SDI, Burke explains why it proved far more challenging to mobilise public 
opposition to Star Wars than had been the case with protests against INF deploy-
ment. The volume concludes with Lawrence Freedman’s perceptive and engaging 
account of the evolution of SDI debates among the ‘commentariat’, in which his 
was a prominent voice. He outlines why many proponents of INF deployment 
were starkly critical of the SDI, based on doubts over its feasibility and suspicions 
that it was surreptitiously part of a first-strike strategy. 

In the context of highly controversial INF deployment in Western Europe, Rea-
gan’s March 1983 Star Wars speech and especially Weinberger’s invitation two 
years later for allies to join its research programme added new tensions to rela-
tions between the United States and its NATO partners. Even steadfast support-
ers of Reagan such as Margaret Thatcher and Brian Mulroney privately fumed 
that Washington had been ‘offensive’, ‘insensitive’, and had ‘handled its Allies 
clumsily’ with the SDI. 29 As we have seen, the question of SDI participation also 
caused very public divisions among the Allies. Given the discord provoked by 
Star Wars, it is worth asking why such tensions did not worsen into an even deeper 
crisis for NATO. The Atlantic Alliance had spent the previous years almost obses-
sively seeking to avoid any semblance of disunity in the run-up to INF deploy-
ment. While the Euromissile Crisis was seen as serious test for the alliance, it 
was a test that NATO ultimately passed, with INF deployment going ahead from 
the autumn of 1983. The key difference between INF deployment and the SDI, 
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however, is that the former was fundamentally an initiative devised and undertaken 
by the Atlantic Alliance as a whole. Indeed, the Dual Track Decision adopted by 
NATO in December 1979 was prompted by European, particularly West German, 
demands, and went ahead with five European member states agreeing to host 
INF. 30 The SDI, by contrast, was unambiguously an American initiative. Only in 
March 1985, fully two years after the scheme was first outlined by Reagan, were 
allies invited to join its research programme, and despite some pressure exerted 
on allies to take part, a ‘polite no’ had no deleterious effects on relations with 
Washington. As such, it was never seen as a test for the Alliance the way INF 
deployment had been, which enabled allies to arrive at their own decisions regard-
ing the SDI. While governments in Rome and The Hague were especially keen to 
arrive at a coordinated European position on the SDI through the revived WEU, 
such efforts came to nought, and Italy and the Netherlands ultimately arrived at 
opposite decisions on taking part in the SDI research programme. 

One further, striking difference between INF deployment and the SDI is the 
contrast between the level of public opposition to the two schemes. The former 
rallied millions of citizens across NATO countries to protest the stationing of 
the Euromissiles, yet mobilisation against the SDI was on a drastically smaller 
scale. While Reagan remained a widely distrusted and even vilified figure among 
many on both sides of the Atlantic, a number of factors converged to ensure that 
mass opposition to the SDI was relatively subdued. As a research programme that 
might, after years or decades, yield systems that would then be implemented, the 
SDI did not seem to pose an imminent threat to European citizens. When British 
Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe disparaged the SDI as ‘a new Maginot Line of 
the twenty-first century’, this reflected the understanding that such systems would 
not be in place for years to come. This contrasted markedly with the impending 
deployment of new nuclear weapons in Western Europe, to which activists reacted 
with corresponding urgency. Furthermore, Star Wars lacked an obvious site of 
protest.31 Deployment sites for INF provided opponents with specific sites for 
different forms of protest, such as peace camps at Greenham Common, UK or 
Comiso, Italy, and human chains stretching from Neu Ulm to Stuttgart. Protesting 
against ‘space weapons’, by contrast, was hobbled by the absence of a palpable 
location where protest could be focused. Finally, as the chapters in the final sec-
tion of this volume explain, the public debates around the SDI were often more 
complex and nuanced than the question of INF deployment, not least as Reagan’s 
stated objective in launching the initiative was to a make nuclear weapons ‘impo-
tent and obsolete’ – to usher in a nuclear-free world. This made it more difficult 
for peace groups to articulate clear messages against Star Wars that resonated 
broadly. 

Svetlana Savranskaya describes how the Soviet leadership initially feared that 
the SDI was an attempt by the United States to gain strategic superiority, under-
mining deterrence and mutual vulnerability, thereby posing an existential threat 
and thwarting a potential arms control breakthrough. Yet by 1987, Moscow had 
largely learned to live with the SDI. The chapters in this volume show that a simi-
lar trajectory, from anxiety to acquiescence, can be seen in many NATO capitals 
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as well. Allied governments expressed serious reservations and exasperation 
about Star Wars, which they feared risked undermining deterrence and the ABM 
Treaty, and the initiative placed new strains on allied relations during an already 
difficult period. Within a year of Weinberger’s invitation and the hostile responses 
this initially provoked among many Allies, however, the SDI had largely receded 
as a source of discord within the Alliance. Collectively, by analysing the reactions 
to the Strategic Defence Initiative across NATO – from high-level policymakers 
to civil society and peace organisations – the chapters that follow allow us to reas-
sess the role of the SDI on transatlantic relations during the decisive final years 
of the Cold War.
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 2 Ronald Reagan’s Strategic 
Defense Initiative 

James Graham Wilson 1 

 Intro 
When President Ronald Reagan announced the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), 
at the end of a televised address on the evening of March 23, 1983, his expecta-
tions were modest. “I did the bulk of the speech on why our arms buildup was 
necessary & then finished with a call to the Science community to join me in 
research starting now to develop a defensive weapon that would render nuclear 
missiles obsolete,” Reagan wrote in his diary afterward. “I made no optimistic 
forecasts – said it might take 20 yrs. or more but we had to do it.”2 Yet, by the time 
the president left office, in January 1989, SDI had become the top-line national 
security project to emerge during his two administrations. 

Between March 1983 and January 1989, SDI perplexed allies and adversar-
ies alike. It sowed confusion among the president’s top advisors, who could not 
figure out whether the president aspired actually to construct defenses in space or 
rather to develop a capability that U.S. negotiators could use as a bargaining chip 
in arms control talks with the Soviets. It generated anxiety among North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) allies, who regarded the prospect of a shield above 
the continental United States as incompatible with the concept of extended deter-
rence, by which the Americans were supposed to regard an attack on a European 
city as an attack on their own. SDI raised suspicions among Soviet leaders that 
the U.S. president did not subscribe to the doctrine of mutual assured destruction 
(MAD), by which shared vulnerability made nuclear war too costly for either 
side. Closer to home, it galvanized domestic critics, including a nuclear peace 
movement whose members – not all of whom came from the political left – were 
genuinely fearful about the president’s arms buildup as well as his talk about 
getting tough with communists, infamous “We begin bombing in five minutes” 
remark, and occasional nonchalance in referring to biblical end times.3 A common 
theme in each of these interpretations was the expectation that President Reagan 
intended to leverage any advantages derived from SDI to pursue policies that 
challenged the nuclear status quo. 

He did, but not in the ways his critics predicted. “Star Wars” was the inevitable 
sobriquet for SDI, which conjured up images of space-based lasers straight out 
of the 1977 science-fiction blockbuster, yet calling it that leaves out “Initiative,” 
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which was a critical element. My argument in this chapter is that Reagan’s SDI 
was an evolving concept that had less to do with specific technologies – there 
never really was a set SDI platform – than with what Reagan came to believe SDI 
could achieve: namely, radical reductions in land-based nuclear weapons, and, 
potentially, the complete elimination of these and all other nuclear weapons. 

The policy implications of SDI swelled as Reagan interacted with Mikhail Gor-
bachev; they benefited from the sustained influence of Secretary of State George 
Shultz, who was the lone member of the National Security Council (besides Vice 
President George H.W. Bush) to stay from March 1983 until January 1989, and 
who delegated authority on nuclear matters to Paul Nitze, the longtime Cold War-
rior who came to support the president’s quest for a grand bargain with the Sovi-
ets. The gist of it was that SDI could underwrite a blockbuster deal that reduced 
nuclear arsenals and was also verifiable by both sides – two objectives that previ-
ous accords, Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) I and SALT II, had failed 
to achieve. Over time, the president began stating that he was willing to share 
the benefits of SDI with his Soviet counterpart. This was no stratagem. Recently 
declassified documents confirm that he proposed the same things in meetings of 
the National Security Council that he did in meetings with Gorbachev. 

Predecessors to SDI 
Reagan’s March 1983 announcement revitalized a commitment to ballistic mis-
sile defense (BMD) that his predecessors had pursued half-heartedly and then 
abandoned.4 In the 1960s, the John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson administra-
tions did not reciprocate when the Soviet Union constructed its “Galosh” system 
of nuclear-tipped surface-to-air missiles around Moscow. Rejecting the Nike-
X system as too costly, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara advocated the 
logic of MAD, by which respective offensive systems upheld a balance of terror 
between the United State and Soviet Union. In 1967, he justified the pursuit of the 
Sentinel “thin” defense in the wake of the Chinese explosion of a hydrogen bomb, 
yet few American suburban communities wanted nuclear-tipped missiles based 
in their backyards. Two years later, the Richard Nixon administration received 
congressional approval of the Safeguard system intended to provide U.S. negotia-
tors leverage at the forthcoming SALT negotiations in Helsinki – not to build up 
a defense of the American homeland. In the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) 
Treaty, U.S. and Soviet negotiators agreed to limit their defense systems to one 
deployment site to protect each country’s national capital and one to protect a 
chosen Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) deployment area far from its 
national capital area (NCA). A 1974 protocol limited deployments to one site, 
which the United States chose to be the minuteman silos at Grand Forks Air Force 
Base, before shutting down its Safeguard installation there in 1976.5 

In his insurgent campaign against President Gerald Ford in the Republican 
primary that year, former governor of California Reagan assailed SALT I and 
the ABM Treaty to the point where the Ford campaign dropped “détente” and 
embraced “peace through strength” in public statements about the Soviet Union. 
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Reagan also associated himself with the views of members of the reconstituted 
Committee on the Present Danger, which included Paul Nitze, the author of NSC-
68, who had been the Department of Defense (DOD) representative on the SALT 
negotiations yet had grown disillusioned with them. Reagan also subscribed to 
views that would be laid out in the Team B alternative national intelligence esti-
mate, which stressed, among other things, that the Soviets continued to research 
BMD systems.6 The Soviets possessed “a laser beam capable of blasting our mis-
siles from the sky if we should ever try to use them,” Reagan declared in a radio 
address in May 1977, and were also building “orbital bombardment vehicles and 
laser weapons.”7 

In 1979, Reagan traveled with his longtime associate Martin Anderson to the 
North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) headquarters, where 
he was astounded to hear that Cheyenne Mountain could not withstand a direct 
hit by the new generation of Soviet ballistic missiles and that there were not even 
efforts underway to intercept them. Anderson and others sought to convince Rea-
gan that the problem was lack of imaginative strategic thinking. “It isn’t a ques-
tion of technology; it isn’t a question of money,” Anderson later recalled telling 
the former governor. “The technology is already here, on the shelf, waiting to be 
used. And the cost is easily affordable.” 8 

In his successful campaign for the 1980 Republican presidential nomination, 
Reagan called for sharp increases in the defense budget and getting tough with the 
Soviets. However, while the Republican platform called for “[v]igorous research 
and development of an effective anti-ballistic missile system, such as is already 
at hand in the Soviet Union, as well as more modern ABM technologies,” Reagan 
did not emphasize this as a priority on the campaign trail or in early meetings of 
his National Security Council after his inauguration on January 21, 1981.9 Inter-
nal deliberations that first year in office focused on a strategic modernization 
program that included the prospect of a point-defense of MX missile silos – not 
area-defense of U.S. cities. “We should also be looking at ABM defense as arms 
control,” Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger stated in an NSC meeting on 
May 22. “Lets keep our options open on ABM.” 10 Yet Reagan did not comment 
on this suggestion. And, on arms control he leaned toward an “interim restraint” 
on SALT agreements, a policy he would codify the following year on the eve of 
the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START). 11 

National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 12, “Strategic Forces Modern-
ization Program,” which Reagan signed on October 1, consisted of five parts: “(1) 
Making our strategic communications and command systems more survivable, 
so that we can communicate over survivable networks with our nuclear forces, 
even after an attack”; “(2) Modernizing the strategic bomber force by the addi-
tion of two new types of bombers”; “(3) Increasing the accuracy and payload 
of our submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM), and addition of sea-based 
cruise missiles (SLCM)”; “(4) Improving strategic defenses”; and “(5) Deploying 
a new, larger, and more accurate land-based ballistic missile.” On the fourth point, 
the NSDD stated that “[a] vigorous research and development program will be 
conducted on ballistic missile defense systems.” Yet again, the context for a new 
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commitment to ballistic missile defense was coming up with a survivable basing 
system for the MX missile. And it was not as high priority as the other compo-
nents that were at the fore of public debates about defense spending.12 

As with the Jimmy Carter administration, Reagan and his top advisors saw MX 
as the single most important component of modernizing U.S. strategic forces. 
After scrapping Carter’s convoluted multiple-protective shelter (MPS) plan, the 
Reagan national security team engaged in many of the same internal debates as 
Carter officials during the first few years.13 Part of the problem was technical. 
MX was a next-generation missile that could carry up to ten multiple independent 
reentry vehicles (MIRVs), but the lack of a survivable basing system made them 
as vulnerable to a first strike by Soviet SS-18s as the Minuteman III, which con-
stituted the land-based component of the U.S. nuclear triad in 1981. And the prob-
lem with vulnerable silos with land-based ICBMs inside them was that the side 
with exposed missiles would be tempted to “use them or lose them” upon warning 
of an attack. Based on recommendations by a committee led by the University of 
California, Los Angeles physicist Charles Townes, Reagan announced in October 
1981 that the United States would deploy 40 MXs in existing Minuteman silos 
until a new permanent basing system could be established. 

Congress balked at this plan, and the first few months of 1982 saw the MX 
program nearly grind to a halt just as a nuclear freeze movement took hold across 
the country and the Reagan administration attempted to come up with negotiation 
positions for START, which got underway in May 1982. In this context, Edward 
Teller, the father of America’s hydrogen bomb who remained active at the Law-
rence Livermore Laboratory, led the charge to convince the Reagan administra-
tion of the feasibility of missile defense. On July 23, 1982, Teller wrote Reagan 
asking “for a mandate to vigorously explore and exploit the technological oppor-
tunities in defensive applications of nuclear weaponry.” He warned of the trou-
bling prospect that the Soviets might deploy their own system first. Even if the 
technology proved to be years away – something he did not think was actually the 
case – Teller hinted at an enticing political dividend for the president. “Commenc-
ing this effort may also constitute a uniquely effective reply to those advocating 
the dangerous inferiority implied by a ‘nuclear freeze’.”14 

Intrigued, Reagan invited Teller to the White House in September 1982, after 
which the president noted “an exciting idea that nuclear weapons can be used 
in connection with Lasers to be non-destructive except as used to intercept and 
destroy enemy missiles far above the earth.”15 The meeting between Teller and 
Reagan elicited a three-part New York Times series on a project to build “killer 
lasers” that would disable Soviet ICBMs midflight. Already, the concept was 
dubbed “Star Wars.” 16 And since the defensive system that Teller was describing 
relied on nuclear explosions to pump X-ray lasers, it was unlikely to dispel the 
concerns of the burgeoning nuclear freeze movement. 

On November 22, 1982, the Reagan administration announced a new basing 
mode for MX known colloquially as “Dense Pack,” in which missiles would 
be spaced close together so that incoming reentry vehicles (RVs) would com-
mit “fratricide,” prior to reaching the silos.17 In December 1982, the House of 



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

Ronald Reagan’s SDI 19 

Representatives voted down this system and withheld funding for MX prior to an 
outside bipartisan evaluation.18 Halfway through his first term, just weeks after 
Democrats gained 27 seats in the House of Representatives to extend their major-
ity there, Reagan had nothing to show for the central component of his strategic 
modernization program. 

In January 1983, Reagan announced the “President’s Commission on Strategic 
Forces,” comprised of a bipartisan group of former secretaries of defense and tech-
nical experts led by former Air Force general and national security advisor Brent 
Scowcroft. Issuing its report in April, the Scowcroft Commission announced a 
compromise by which a portion of the MX missiles would be deployed in Min-
uteman silos, while the United States would also pursue research on a single-
warhead missile on a mobile launcher, a system that was dubbed “Midgetman.” 19 

While the credibility of Scowcroft and company probably saved the MX program 
from outright termination, the administration would continue to have to wrest 
from Congress the dollars for every missile (and the Department of Defense never 
accepted Midgetman, which was cancelled in 1992). The president rechristened 
MX “the Peacekeeper”; while it was set to be deployed in 1985, it would never 
replace the Minuteman III as the mainstay of the U.S. land-based deterrent. More-
over, it failed to empower U.S. negotiators who might have hoped to trade it off 
against the much-larger and more potent Soviet SS-18s. 

Chief of Naval Operations James Watkins had a clear grasp of the challenges 
not only to MX but also to the D5 “Trident II” missile, which held out the prospect 
of a hard-target counterforce capability and, based in ballistic missile submarines 
(SSBNs), would be virtually invulnerable to Soviet attack. A committed Catho-
lic who was concerned about the Bishops gravitating toward the nuclear freeze 
movement, Watkins advocated for the consideration of missile defense, especially 
during the period between late 1982 and early 1983.20 On a parallel track, an 
outside group called High Frontier lobbied the administration to take up the same 
cause and relied on supporters on Capitol Hill such as Representative Newt Gin-
grich, an insurgent conservative. 

“An almost 2 hr. lunch with Joint Chiefs of staff. Most of time spent on MX & 
the commission etc.,” Reagan wrote in his diary on February 11, 1983. 

Out of it came a super idea. So far the only policy worldwide on nuclear 
weapons is to have a deterrent. What if we tell the world we want to protect 
our people not avenge them; that we [a]re going to embark on a program 
of research to come up with a defensive weapon that could make nuclear 
weapons obsolete? I would call upon the scientific community to volunteer 
in bringing such a thing about.21 

Pledging support publicly would allow Reagan to seize the initiative in the stalled 
arms negotiations. And, as Edward Teller had suggested, it might also coopt the 
appeal of the anti-nuclear movement – even better, from the perspective of White 
House advisors who thought Teller came across as “Dr. Strangelove,” if the tech-
nology behind shooting down missiles did not itself rely on a nuclear explosion. 
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In the aftermath of the meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff and on subse-
quent occasions, then deputy national security advisor Robert “Bud” McFarlane 
emerged as a strong champion of pursuing missile defense as a means of turning 
the tide of the Cold War and reaching a verifiable agreement to reduce strategic 
offensive forces. 

A combination of factors led President Reagan to decide in March 1983 to 
announce a new project that was materially different from anything in his presi-
dential campaign or policies up to that moment. These included: (1) waning sup-
port for strategic modernization that the administration deemed vital to reversing 
negative trends and restoring U.S. strength, alongside growing support for groups 
actively opposed to it; (2) the prospect of technology on the near horizon, using 
both nuclear and non-nuclear methods, coupled with the analogy of the Manhat-
tan Project, which set the objective prior to any actual proof of concept; and (3) 
the need for a bold program that would strengthen the hand of U.S. negotiators in 
Geneva, where their Soviet counterparts followed congressional votes and were 
astute observers of the power dynamics in Washington. The president hoped to 
rally the support of the American people through an announcement from the Oval 
Office that would draw upon the pageantry of the White House as well as Rea-
gan’s thespian talent and his sincerely abundant wonder about the promise of 
American ingenuity and technology. The Strategic Defense Initiative, as he called 
it, was intended to buttress and supplement the strategic modernization program, 
which consisted of offensive strategic and defensive tactical arms – yet it ought 
not to be categorized as part of it. 

SDI Announcement and Initial Phase (March 
1983–December 1984) 
“We can’t afford to believe that we will never be threatened,” Reagan stated in a 
nationally televised address on March 23, 1983. “There have been two world wars 
in my lifetime. We didn’t start them and, indeed, did everything we could to avoid 
being drawn into them. But we were ill-prepared for both. Had we been better 
prepared, peace might have been preserved.”22 While the president spent much 
of the speech urging Americans to tell their representatives to support his arms 
buildup to redress Soviet superiority, he closed by stating that strategic modern-
ization was not enough. “What if free people could live secure in the knowledge 
that their security did not rest upon the threat of instant U.S. retaliation to deter 
a Soviet attack, that we could intercept and destroy strategic ballistic missiles 
before they reached our own soil or that of our allies?” the president asked. He 
signed off by challenging the scientific community to come up with the answer by 
conducting research into capability that would defend American lives rather than 
simply avenge them.23 

Notwithstanding this clearly stated optimism, as evidenced by his diary entry 
after the speech (“I made no optimistic forecasts”), Reagan remained unsure at 
the time of SDI’s ultimate purpose. At a press conference two days later, Reagan 
reiterated that he was merely instructing the scientific community to continue 
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research into the project and not with any particular urgency. If, “maybe 20 years 
down the road,” he said, “somebody does come up with an answer, I think that 
that would then bring to the fore the problem of, all right, why not now dispose 
of all these weapons since we’ve proven that they can be rendered obsolete?”24 

On another occasion, he suggested that SDI could replace the doctrine of mutual 
assured destruction. For “to look down to an endless future with both of us sitting 
here with these horrible missiles aimed at each other and the only thing prevent-
ing a holocaust is just so long as no one pulls the trigger – this is unthinkable.”25 

“Frankly I have no idea what the nature of such a defense might be,” he wrote a 
supporter later that spring. “I simply asked our scientists to explore the possibility 
of developing such a defense.”26 

Yet the president also tasked his administration to harmonize the technology 
and policy components. NSDD 85, which Reagan signed on March 25, directed 
Deputy National Security Advisor McFarlane to oversee 

“the development of an intensive effort to define a long term research and 
development program aimed at an ultimate goal of eliminating the threat 
posed by nuclear ballistic missiles,” while also remaining “consistent with 
our obligations under the ABM Treaty and recognizing the need for close 
consultations with our allies.”27 

NSSD 6–83, which the president signed on April 18, initiated two interagency 
studies: a “Future Security Strategy” and “Defense Technology Plan.” A fair cri-
tique of the president was that he had reversed the logical sequence by announc-
ing SDI and then calling for two studies to determine its feasibility. Yet it is also 
unlikely that interagency consensus would have emerged. Absent that, the direc-
tive was to figure out how to harness the technology and fit it into overall strat-
egy.28 The former was the objective of the Defense Technologies Study Team led 
by former National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) Director James 
Fletcher; the latter was the objective of the Reagan national security team, whose 
chief advocate besides the president, during the first administration, was probably 
McFarlane, who took over as National Security Advisor in October 1983. 

In its inchoate form, SDI surely puzzled America’s allies during the strained 
lead-up to deployment of Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) in the fall 
of 1983. The president had blindsided NATO members with the announcement 
of SDI back in March, while also aggravating his ideological soulmate, Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher, one year after the British had agreed to purchase the 
Trident II missile.29 Given the tense Cold War season, which intensified with the 
Soviet shoot-down of Korean Airliner KAL 007 on September 1, 1983, SDI was 
probably not the top priority. Yet it sustained the interest of the president, at a time 
when the Soviets walked out of the INF talks, after the U.S. deployment of Persh-
ing II and ground-launched cruise missiles (GLCMs) in Western Europe, shortly 
before the first iteration of START also collapsed. 

In a November 11, 1983, speech before the Japanese Diet, Reagan declared 
that “[a] nuclear war can never be won and must never be fought,” and professed 
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that his dream was “to see the day when nuclear weapons will be banished from the 
face of the Earth.”30 On December 2, he signed NSDD 116, which contended 
that the studies commenced earlier in the year “confirm[ed] that an aggressive 
technology research program aimed at developing and demonstrating the capabil-
ity for defending the nation against ballistic missile attack is feasible,” and that 
“an effective defense against ballistic missile attack could enhance U.S. national 
security and our ability to deter conflict.”31 The next step was to generate support 
from within Congress and among U.S. allies, according to this directive. As with 
prior moments in the development of SDI, the sequencing of policy sometimes 
alienated the very constituencies the administration hoped to win over. 

On January 6, 1984, Reagan signed NSDD 119, which established the Strategic 
Defense Initiative Office (SDIO) under the oversight of the Secretary of Defense 
and reiterated that strategic forces modernization and updates to nuclear weapons 
employment directives were necessary but not sufficient. 32 “[G]iven the uncertain 
long-term future of offensive deterrence, . . . an effort must also be made to iden-
tify alternative means of deterring nuclear war and protecting our national security 
interests,” the NSDD went on to say. “In particular, the U.S. should investigate the 
feasibility of eventually shifting toward reliance upon a defense concept. Future 
deterrence should, if possible, be underwritten by a capability to defeat a hostile 
attack.” Notably, here was an early iteration of SDI as an insurance policy, from 
the perspective of achieving a stable nuclear balance of forces as well as imple-
menting a potential agreement leading to deep cuts in U.S. and Soviet arsenals. 

Yet the NSDD also warned that the Soviets might beat the Americans to the 
punch. “Unilateral Soviet acquisition of an effective defense capability would 
confront the U.S. and its allies with the real threat of nuclear blackmail and 
political/military coercion.” The best way to sustain political support to preempt 
that scenario was to focus on “nonnuclear kill concepts.” “Statements describ-
ing the strategic defense initiative should be low key and closely coordinated 
to ensure that an accurate picture of the nature and scope of this R&D effort is 
presented to the public.”33 In other words, a key objective of such a statement, 
from the perspective of National Security Advisor McFarlane, who oversaw the 
shepherding of NSDDs through the interagency process, was to impose order and 
attempt to curtail the freelancing of different members of the Reagan administra-
tion. Discipline in such efforts was not one of the president’s strengths. 

Later that month, Reagan gave his “Ivan and Anya speech” describing a 
hypothetical American and Soviet couple meeting to exchange pleasantries – as 
opposed to threatening each other with nuclear weapons.34 After the tensions of 
the fall of 1983, a message of conciliation came through the president’s rhetoric 
toward the Soviet Union in the first half of 1984 – as he also kicked off his reelec-
tion campaign. Given this modulation in tone, Soviet leaders were even more 
perplexed. How exactly was SDI to enhance stability, since the side without a 
shield would merely sharpen its spears? “Try to look at the realities of the inter-
national situation from our end,” Soviet General Secretary Konstantin Chernenko 
wrote Reagan on June 6, 1984. “And at once one will see distinctly that the Soviet 
Union is encircled by a chain of American military bases. These bases are full of 
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nuclear weapons. Their mission is well known – they are targeted on us.” What 
was needed was not an agreement for the sake of an agreement, according to the 
Soviet leader, but for the United States to renounce any intention to press forward 
with SDI.35 

Led by Secretary of State George Shultz, the Reagan administration took 
Chernenko’s proposal for negotiations to prevent the “militarization of space” 
and molded it into a more comprehensive proposal to recommence nuclear arms 
negotiations, using the justification that ICBMs traveled through outer space. 
Deliberations within the administration that summer spoke to policy differences 
between Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, who wanted to build a system 
based on SDI and deploy it, and Shultz, who sought to leverage SDI to reach 
agreements on nuclear arms reductions. 

Reagan’s ambitions for SDI were much grander than those of any of his advi-
sors. Validation came at the ballot box, on November 6, 1984. Even though critics 
seized on the fact that Reagan was the first president in recent memory not to meet 
with his Soviet counterpart, he won one of the most lopsided electoral victories 
in American history. Whereas Reagan’s advisors had considered ballistic missile 
defense too risky an idea to announce in 1980, by 1984 he was trumpeting it as 
a way out of the nuclear arms race. Winning reelection demonstrated (at least 
to the president) that he had coopted the message of the nuclear freeze move-
ment as well as the Catholic Bishops who were inclined to support his agenda but 
who also balked at an unrestrained arms race. And it comported with Reagan’s 
campaign theme of “morning in America.” SDI, to him, was a statement of high 
optimism about the potential of America to pursue a way out of the grim logic of 
mutual assured destruction. 

SDI and the Formulation of a Grand Bargain 
(January 1985–October 1986) 
Several days after Reagan’s reelection, the president received another letter from 
Chernenko, this time calling for a new round of talks, with the stated goal of 
elimination of nuclear weapons. Meeting in Geneva in January 1985, Secretary 
of State Shultz and Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko sketched out what became 
the Nuclear and Space Arms Talks, which were slated for that spring and would 
feature three tracks: START, INF, and the Defense Space Talks (DST), in which 
U.S. negotiators would attempt to hold the line for SDI research. 

The announcement came shortly after a meeting between Reagan and Thatcher 
in which the president committed to abide by the ABM Treaty and the prime 
minister found enticing the prospect of British contracts in SDI research.36 On 
January 5, the Reagan administration sent out a cable to be presented to NATO 
allies laying out a four-sentence “strategic concept” for how SDI would fit into 
the president’s objectives for arms control during his second administration: 

During the next ten years, the US objective is a radical reduction in the power 
of existing and planned offensive nuclear arms, as well as the stabilization 
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of the relationship between offensive and defensive nuclear arms, whether 
in earth or in space. We are even now looking forward to a period of transi-
tion to a more stable world with greatly reduced levels of nuclear arms and 
an enhanced ability to deter war based upon the increasing contribution of 
non-nuclear defenses against offensive nuclear arms. This period of transi-
tion could lead to the eventual elimination of all nuclear arms, both offensive 
and defensive. A world free of nuclear arms, is an ultimate objective to which 
we, the Soviet Union, and all other nations can agree.37 

This parsimonious statement resulted from the policy entrepreneurship of Paul 
Nitze, who, while serving as the INF negotiator in Geneva in the spring of 1983, 
had initially been skeptical of SDI. Appointed Special Advisor to the President 
and Secretary of State for Arms Control Matters, with the support of McFarlane 
and Shultz, in December 1984, Nitze grasped for a concept that would reconcile 
offense and defense to achieve a durable arms agreement in the twilight of his 
long career in the Cold War.38 In this instance and elsewhere, he relied on the 
expertise of nuclear physicist James Timbie, formerly of the Arms Control and 
Disarmament Agency (ACDA), who in 1983 had been appointed a special advi-
sor to the Deputy Secretary of State (and, for the next three decades, served as the 
State Department’s inhouse expert on all matters of arms control). 

With the backing of Secretary of State Shultz, Nitze made no effort to conceal 
this approach or wait for the president to announce it publicly. In a speech to the 
Philadelphia World Affairs Council in April, Nitze described the strategic con-
cept, elaborated upon what three potential phases might look like, and enumer-
ated what became known as the “Nitze Criteria”: effectiveness, survivability, and 
“cost-effectiveness at the margins” – meaning that it had to cost the Soviets more 
resources to build new offensive systems than it did for the U.S. to deploy defense 
systems.39 During this period, Nitze also worked with Timbie to establish a draft 
schedule of reductions of strategic offensive forces, over the course of a decade, 
in what was known inside the administration as the “Monday Package.”40 

While Nitze remained committed to the transatlantic alliance, the strategic con-
cept he championed paid little heed to the concerns of NATO allies. Nor were the 
allies represented at the Nuclear and Space Arms Talks (NST), which commenced 
in Geneva on March 12, 1985 – even though leaders of NATO countries paid a 
high political cost to deploy INF systems, and even though negotiations on strate-
gic offensive arms involved the core matter of extended deterrence on the part of 
the United States and its allies. 

The emergence of Mikhail Gorbachev as the new and dynamic secretary gen-
eral of the Soviet Union forced the Reagan administration to devote more effort 
to harmonizing SDI, its legal obligations to the ABM Treaty, and public opinion 
at home and abroad. On March 26, 1985, Secretary of Defense Caspar Wein-
berger sent a letter to NATO defense ministers and those of other American allies 
in which he affirmed that “[t]he United States will, consistent with our existing 
international obligations including the ABM Treaty, proceed with cooperative 
research with the Allies in areas of technology that could contribute to the SDI 
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research program.”41 Weinberger invited U.S. allies to encourage firms from their 
own countries to participate in contracts pertaining to SDI research, thus dangling 
the prospect of high-technology investment to go along with political support for 
President Reagan’s initiative, about which allies remained skeptical. 42 

In NSDD 172, “Presenting the Strategic Defense Initiative,” which Reagan 
signed on May 30, 1985, the president reiterated his intention to abide by the 
ABM Treaty.43 A fierce debate ensued among his advisors as to what exactly that 
meant. In the offices of the State Department Legal Advisor, the Office of the 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Policy, the National 
Security Council, and the halls of Congress, policymakers clashed on relatively 
obscure passages such as Article V, paragraph 1, and Agreed Statement D (both of 
which Nitze had played a role in crafting), and the nature of technologies based 
on “other physical principles.”44 

With Reagan and Gorbachev set to meet for the first time in Geneva, in October 
1985, the debate over whether the United States would abide by the ABM Treaty 
shaded much of the coverage. More so than previous occasions, Reagan’s devo-
tion to SDI was put to the test, and he responded by doubling down on it. “I won’t 
trade our SDI off for some Soviet offer of weapons reductions,” he wrote in his 
diary on September 11, 1985.45 “The president stressed that he was prepared, once 
any of our SDI programs proved out,” read the minutes of an NSC meeting on 
September 20, 1985, “to then announce to the world that integrating these weap-
ons in our respective arsenals would put international relations on a more stable 
footing.” “In fact,” the president went on to say, 

this could even lead to a complete elimination of nuclear weapons. We must 
be prepared to tell the world that we were ready to consult and negotiate on 
integrating these weapons into a new defense philosophy, and to state openly 
that we were ready to internationalize these systems.46 

In NSDD 192, “The ABM Treaty and the SDI Program,” which Reagan signed 
on October 11, 1985, the president staked out a middle ground. On the advice of 
Secretary of State Shultz, he decided that, while the United States was justified in 
a “broad” interpretation of the ABM Treaty that would allow for research, testing, 
and deployment of some of the technologies under consideration, the administra-
tion would nevertheless continue to observe the traditional interpretation in ongo-
ing negotiations and in the upcoming summit with Gorbachev. 47 

Meeting with Gorbachev in Geneva, Reagan insisted that only SDI could 
ensure that both sides disarmed. He pleaded with Gorbachev, raising the addi-
tional specter that a “madman” like Libyan leader Mu’ammar Al-Qadhafi might 
someday obtain nuclear weapons. “We have it in our power to start the world 
over again,” Reagan proclaimed in his toast at the last night’s dinner, quoting the 
American revolutionary Thomas Paine. 48 He desired a new world free of nuclear 
weapons, but he could convince Gorbachev neither that SDI was essential to 
this new world nor that he truly intended to share SDI with the Soviets. Reagan 
“wondered why the Soviets should object to research,” as if Gorbachev meant 
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all research, when in fact Gorbachev was insisting on restricting testing to the 
laboratory. 49 

When Gorbachev followed up the Geneva Summit by announcing in January 
1986 his intention to seek the elimination of nuclear weapons by the year 2000, 
Reagan was annoyed that the Soviet leader’s proposal received more praise than 
his own, which was that SDI would bring about this same objective. In counter-
ing Gorbachev’s message, the president spoke in ways that would have raised 
eyebrows among his conservative brethren. “We should remember the principle 
of sharing SDI at the deployment stage,” he told his national security team on 
February 3, 1986. 

As we continue to develop SDI we need to find a way for SDI to be a protector 
for all – perhaps the concept of a ‘common trigger’ where some international 
group, perhaps the [United Nations], could deploy SDI against anyone who 
threatened use of nuclear weapons. Every state could have this guarantee.50 

“By noting apparent Soviet agreement to our objective of substantial nuclear 
reductions and by elaborating our own steps forward for achieving that end,” 
Reagan wrote the other heads of NATO countries the following day, “[W]e can 
challenge the Soviet leadership to see whether their proposal advances the pro-
cess of achieving substantial mutual reductions and limits which are equitable, 
verifiable, and stabilizing.”51 But this process could move forward only with unre-
stricted U.S. research into SDI, Reagan insisted. At a National Security Planning 
Group (NSPG) meeting devoted to arms control, he reminded his team that SDI 
would provide insurance so that each side stuck to its agreements. If the defensive 
system worked, not only did Reagan still intend to sign an arms agreement, he 
would even share this technology with both America’s allies and its adversaries. 
“We should point out that SDI is not for the U.S. alone – we seek a mutual shift 
from sole reliance on offensive weapons to an offense-defense mix,” Reagan said. 

“I do not understand the reasoning behind your conclusion that only a country 
preparing a disarming first strike would be interested in defenses against ballistic 
missiles,” Reagan wrote Gorbachev on February 16, 1986. The United States had 
never borne ill toward anyone, the president insisted. After World War II, the 
United States had not sought to expand its territory when it had the power to do so. 
In every letter to Soviet leaders and in each meeting with them, Reagan repeated 
this example of how the United States had disarmed and acted defensively after 
World War II.52 While he failed to convince the Soviet leader here or elsewhere, 
and while he was unable to comprehend how his counterpart might have a differ-
ent reading of the history of U.S. foreign policy – which, according to the presi-
dent, was purely noble – Reagan was also writing the same things to Gorbachev 
that he was saying to his national security team behind closed doors. 

“The United States does not possess the numbers of weapons needed to carry 
out an effective first strike; nor do we have intention of acquiring such a capabil-
ity,” Reagan wrote Gorbachev in a July 25, 1986 letter that fleshed out Nitze’s 
strategic concept and “Monday Package.” The president proposed three phases, 
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by which the United States and Soviet Union could research and deploy strate-
gic defenses while providing assurance against a first-strike capability. During 
the first five years, both sides would limit themselves to research, development, 
and testing of the strategic defenses to establish a proof of concept. While the 
United States would abide by the ABM Treaty during this first phase, Reagan 
was prepared to sign a treaty stipulating that the party that decided to proceed 
beyond research, development, and testing, in 1991, agreed to “share the benefits 
of such a system with the other providing there is mutual agreement to eliminate 
the offensive ballistic missiles of both sides.” 53 

Should the two sides fail to reach a sharing arrangement within the span of two 
years after 1991, either side would be free to deploy ABM systems after giving six 
months’ notice. Reagan reiterated, 

I believe you would agree that significant commitments of this type with 
respect to strategic defenses would make sense only if made in conjunction 
with the implementation of immediate actions on both sides to begin moving 
toward our common goal of the total elimination of nuclear weapons. Toward 
this goal, I believe we also share the view that the process must begin with 
radical and stabilizing reductions in the offensive nuclear arsenals of both the 
United States and Soviet Union.54 

Such was the offer on the table as the president prepared to meet Gorbachev in 
Reykjavik, Iceland, in October. It was an offer on nuclear weapons as radical as 
any U.S. position going back to the Acheson-Lilienthal Report and Baruch Plan 
in 1946. And it came at a time when the Soviet leader was also willing to embrace 
radical reductions in nuclear weapons. However, it was also a time when new 
Soviet SS-24 and SS-25 rail and road-based ICBMs missiles were coming online, 
even as the MX system foundered and the Department of Defense faced automatic 
sequesters resulting from the 1985 Gramm – Rudman – Hollings Balanced Bud-
get and Emergency Deficit Control Act. 55 As funding dwindled for the strategic 
modernization program, SDI provided what Reagan regarded (and Congress did 
not regard) as a cheaper alternative to continuing the arms race. Fully confident in 
his abilities to persuade, the president believed he could win Gorbachev over to 
his vision of SDI and a world without nuclear weapons. 

Preserving SDI While Also Scaling It Back 
(October 1986–January 1989) 
“He wanted language that would have killed SDI,” the president wrote in his diary 
shortly after the dramatic weekend with Gorbachev in Reykjavik from October 
11–12. 

The price was high but I wouldn’t sell & that’s how the day ended. All our 
people thought I’d done exactly right. I’d pledge I wouldn’t give away SDI & 
I didn’t but that meant no deal on any of the arms reductions.56 
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These were exaggerations, as Gorbachev did not intend “to kill” SDI, and break-
throughs toward deals occurred on arms reductions – especially during an all-night 
meeting between delegations led by Nitze and Soviet Marshal Sergei Akhro-
meyev. Several weeks after the emotional letdown in Iceland, Reagan signed off 
on NSDD-250, which commenced an interagency review of U.S. national secu-
rity requirements in a world of zero ballistic missiles by the end of 1996, one of 
the scenarios the president had laid out in Reykjavik.57 Ultimately, in January 
1987, Gorbachev delinked the package between stipulations on SDI and an INF 
Treaty on which the Soviets had previously insisted. Here and elsewhere, the 
Soviet leader acted not because of SDI but in spite of it. 

While Reagan remained devoted to SDI, he also recognized political realities 
in the midst of the fallout from the Iran-Contra scandal, which broke shortly after 
he returned from Reykjavik, and that he would need to scale back the program. 
The Democratic takeover of the Senate in November 1986 renewed fears among 
hardliners in his administration that SDI could be on the chopping block. They 
applauded the president for refusing to “sacrifice” missile defense at Reykjavik 
but feared that his fortitude would not hold indefinitely. Secretary of Defense 
Weinberger led the charge to save SDI. “I didn’t, frankly, ever trust Gorbachev or 
believe that he was fully committed” to change, he later recalled.58 

Because of the “astonishing success of the SDI program,” Weinberger declared 
at a February 3, 1987, meeting of the NSPG, further progress required that the 
president immediately sign off on testing outside the laboratory. This meant 
embracing the “legally correct interpretation” of the ABM treaty, the “LCI” – 
an Orwellian-sounding neologism coined by an outside counsel for the Defense 
Department.59 Successful tests of “space-based Kinetic Kill Vehicles” pointed to 
1993 as a feasible starting date for phased deployment. The Joint Chiefs expressed 
skepticism over this rosy forecast; Weinberger did not care. “We should think of 
the concept of phased SDI deployments like building a house,” he elaborated. 
“The 1st phase of deployment is like laying the foundation of the house. The 2nd 
phase can be like putting up the walls; the 3rd, the ceiling.”60 

NSDD 261, “Consultations on the SDI Program,” which Reagan signed on 
February 18, 1987, reiterated the criteria of “military effectiveness, survivability, 
and cost effectiveness at the margin.” 61 It also considered systems built on mul-
tiple layers as well as Space-Based Kinetic Kill Vehicles (SBKKVs) that could 
be deployed by the mid-1990s and intercept a large number of incoming ballistic 
missiles – as opposed to all of them – and thus disrupt the adversary’s confidence 
in achieving its targeting objectives. “Deterrence would be enhanced because this 
major element of uncertainty would make it impossible for the aggressor to be 
sure he could execute a coherent attack,” according to the NSDD, “and, thus, 
conduct a successful 1st strike.” In other words, in the aftermath of the Reykja-
vik encounter and the Democratic victory in the midterm elections, the Reagan 
administration was lowering expectations about an impenetrable shield even as 
hardliners within his administration pressed for quick action on the first phase 
of SDI deployment and as the president himself remained wedded to the idea of 
using SDI to achieve the grand ambition of a world without nuclear weapons. 
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“Why can’t we agree now that if we get to a point where we want to deploy 
we will simply make all the information available about each other’s systems so 
that we can both have defenses?” the president asked his national security team 
on September 8, 1987. “I don’t believe that we could ever do that,” Secretary of 
Defense Weinberger responded. 62 Equally skeptical was Mikhail Gorbachev, who 
had quipped at Reykjavik that the United States would not even share milking 
equipment and remained skeptical when the two leaders met again in Washington 
in December 1987 to sign the INF Treaty. Reagan grew impassioned about bring-
ing Gorbachev over to his vision of SDI. According to the notes of one of their 
meetings, the president wanted to make one thing clear: he “did not want to talk 
about links to SDI but about 50% reductions, about how the Hell the two sides 
were to eliminate half their nuclear weapons.”63 

Meanwhile, negotiators led by Nitze and Akhromeyev were hammering out 
the basic formula for a START agreement, which was laid out in the Washing-
ton Joint Summit Statement, in which the president and general secretary “noted 
the considerable progress which has been made toward conclusion of a treaty 
implementing the principle of 50 percent reductions” that now included “agree-
ments on ceilings of no more than 1600 strategic offensive delivery systems, 6000 
warheads, 1540 warheads on 154 heavy missiles.”64 The following month, the 
United States placed a Draft Defense and Space Treaty on the table in Geneva. 65 

Enthusiastic about the possibility of at least a START agreement by the end of his 
presidency, Reagan instructed his team on February 9, 1988: “The bottom line is 
you’ve got to go for the gold.”66 

Reagan’s aspirations met with resistance from America’s NATO allies. The Red 
Army still loomed over Western Europe. The elimination of all medium-range 
nuclear weapons meant that the SS-20s no longer threatened Paris and Rome and 
all the great capitals of Western Europe, but the allies were potentially more vul-
nerable than ever to overwhelming Soviet conventional forces. And the prospect 
of a new agreement on ballistic missiles engendered fears that the United States 
might withdraw its protective nuclear umbrella. The president was undeterred. As 
he prepared to travel to Brussels for a NATO conference, Reagan pledged to do 
“all that he could to reach meaningful and useful understandings with Soviets – 
not for agreement’s sake but for the security of the Alliance as a whole.” The 
larger goal was to reverse the momentum that had led to more weapons. It did not 
particularly matter whether the two sides were talking about missiles or tanks – 
Reagan did not think that Gorbachev “wanted to engage in an arms race with the 
United States, but our task was to convince him not to try.” 67 

In Moscow that May and early June, Reagan and Gorbachev signed papers rati-
fying the INF Treaty, which entered into force on June 1, yet they would not reach 
an agreement on START. Later that summer, in advance of the five-year review 
of the ABM Treaty, the Reagan administration debated vigorously whether to cite 
the Krasnoyarsk Radar as evidence that the Soviet Union was in material breach 
of the treaty. 68 Ultimately, the administration decided against making such a dec-
laration, which would likely have derailed the successful completion of a START 
agreement based on the December 1987 Washington Joint Summit Statement that 
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Gorbachev and the president’s successor, George H.W. Bush, would ultimately 
sign in the summer of 1991. 

Legacy of SDI 
After Reagan left office in January 1989, conservative politicians and national 
security practitioners invoked SDI as a symbol of the 40th president’s strength 
and exhorted his successors to carry on with this unfinished project. While then 
Vice President Bush chose as his running mate Senator Dan Quayle, a strong 
advocate for SDI, and brought on as his Secretary of Defense another champion, 
Richard Cheney, neither Bush nor his National Security Advisor, Brent Scow-
croft, was particularly enthralled by its prospects. Bush supported the “Brilliant 
Pebbles” concept of space-based interceptors, yet was more interested in persuad-
ing Gorbachev to delink a prospective START agreement from the ABM Treaty 
(as Gorbachev had done on INF and SDI, in January 1987), a breakthrough that 
Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze and Secretary of State James Baker 
achieved in Wyoming in the summer of 1989. 69 With the collapse of the Soviet 
Union and the impending cuts to the U.S. defense budget, in 1991 President Bush 
authorized a scaled-down “Global Protection Against Limited Strikes” (GPALS) 
in an unrequited attempt to bring the Russian Federation to embrace strategic 
defenses – this time, against rogue regimes.70 

Under the administration of President Bill Clinton, Secretary of Defense Les 
Aspin pledged to take the “Wars” out of “Star Wars.” The presumed end of 
SDI notwithstanding, the matter of adherence to the ABM Treaty remained an 
obstacle to U.S.-Russian arms control – in 1996, the two sides again delinked 
the ABM Treaty from attempts to limit and reduce strategic offensive forces, 
this time separating theater versus global. In a backlash against Clinton, and 
again citing Reagan’s legacy, conservatives attempted to restore urgency to the 
cause of missile defense. The 1998 Commission to Assess the Ballistic Missile 
Threat to the United States, which was empaneled by the Republican-held Con-
gress and led by former secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld, reemphasized 
the threat posed by rogue actors such as North Korea and Iran, and implied that 
a redoubling of efforts on strategic defenses was an obvious policy prescription. 
In their 1997 “Statement of Principles” and 2000 report, “Rebuilding America’s 
Defenses: Strategy, Forces and Resources for a New Century” the Project on the 
American Century called for “a Reaganite policy of military strength and moral 
clarity.” 71 

Under the administration of President George W. Bush, the United States with-
drew from the ABM Treaty in 2002 and, at that same time, rebranded the Depart-
ment of Defense’s legacy organization of the Strategic Defense Initiative Office 
(SDIO) as the Missile Defense Agency (MDA). Without the restrictions of the 
1972 treaty, the George W. Bush administration pressed forward with layered 
defenses intended to intercept a small number of ICBMs from North Korea or 
Iran. Major policy differences notwithstanding, the subsequent administrations of 
Barack Obama and Donald Trump have not fundamentally altered this approach, 
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which focuses on protecting against rogue regimes, as opposed to building a 
shield to counter the robust nuclear powers of Russia and China. 

Proponents of a more comprehensive missile defense invoke Ronald Reagan’s 
SDI, yet they are less likely to explore the grander aspirations for sharing the ben-
efits of futuristic systems with America’s adversaries. However fantastical SDI may 
have appeared to many outsiders looking in, during the period 1983–1988, it was 
a serious proposal that hindered progress toward arms accords, on some occasions, 
yet also accelerated it on other occasions. While it aggravated Mikhail Gorbachev 
to have to respond to Reagan’s familiar refrains and cloying anecdotes, SDI also 
fired the president’s imagination and provided him cover with conservative skeptics 
in Congress who had hamstrung previous arms agreements with the Soviet Union. 

Gorbachev was critically important to Reagan’s evolving conception of SDI, 
in that he defied the president’s expectations of what a Soviet leader could be. He 
was a human being, as Reagan came to understand from their encounters, and 
someone worthy of trust. Verification of that trust, as Reagan repeated over the 
course of the summits, required a track record of deeds, with respect to Soviet 
behavior abroad and human rights at home. SDI was the ultimate insurance pol-
icy, from Reagan’s perspective, in upholding a nuclear bargain. My conclusion is 
that it was a net positive, when it came to formulating and securing agreements 
on INF and START. At the very least, it did not stop them. Given the hundreds 
of billions of dollars spent on strategic offensive arms throughout the Cold War, 
the several billion dollars spent on SDI research was modest. It did not disrupt 
the tenets of MAD or lead to an unrestrained nuclear arms race. At the same 
time, President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative could well have turned into 
something else entirely had it not been for the character and choices of General 
Secretary Gorbachev, Secretary of State Shultz, and President Reagan himself. 

Notes 
1 The views expressed here do not necessarily reflect those of the Department of State 

or the U.S. Government. This chapter is based on declassified and publicly available 
sources. Portions of it are drawn from James Graham Wilson,  The Triumph of Improvi-
sation: Gorbachev’s Adaptability, Reagan’s Engagement, and the End of the Cold War 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). 

2 Douglas Brinkley, (ed), The Reagan Diaries, volume I, January 1981–October 1985 
(New York: Harper, 2009), p. 209. 

3 “Tapes Pick Up Reagan Joke About Soviets,”  Washington Post, August 13, 1984, 
p. A6. 

4 On the U.S. consideration of anti-ballistic missile systems, see James Cameron, The 
Double Game: The Demise of America’s First Missile Defense System and the Rise of 
Strategic Arms Limitation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018). On the evolu-
tion of US nuclear strategy in 1960s and 1970s, see Brendan Rittenhouse Green, The 
Revolution That Failed: Nuclear Competition, Arms Control, and the Cold War (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2020). See also Francis J. Gavin,  Nuclear Weapons 
and American Grand Strategy (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute Press, 2020). 

5 See Thomas Graham, Jr. and Damien J. LaVera,  Cornerstones of Security: Arms 
Control Treaties in the Nuclear Era (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003), 
pp. 309–312. 



 

     

    
  

     

    

  

    

    

   
 

   

    
    
   

   
 

   

   

     
 

   

   

   

   
 

   

   

   

32 James Graham Wilson 

6 See Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXXV, National 
Security Policy, 1973–1976, Documents 175–182, available at  https://history.state.gov/ 
historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v35. 

7 Reagan, “Russians,” radio broadcast, May 25, 1977, in Kiron Skinner et al., (eds), 
Reagan, In His Own Hand (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002), pp. 33–34; ‘Space-
ships,’ radio broadcast, February 20, 1978, located in ‘Speeches and Writings: Radio 
Taping,’ Box 19, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library (RRPL). 

8 Martin Anderson, Revolution: The Reagan Legacy (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution 
Press, 1990), p. 106. 

9 Republican Party Platform of 1980, available at www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/ 
republican-party-platform-1980 . 

10 See Foreign Relations of the United States, 1981–1988, Volume III, Soviet Union, 
January 1981 – January 1983, Document 56, available at https://history.state.gov/ 
historicaldocuments/frus1981-88v03/d56 . 

11 See NSDD 36, May 25, 1982, available at https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-
036.htm . 

12 See NSDD 12, October 1, 1981, available at https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-
12.pdf . 

13 On debates over MX during the Carter administration, see Edward C. Keefer,  Harold 
Brown: Offsetting the Soviet Military Challenge 1977–1981 (Washington, DC: Gov-
ernment Printing Office, 2018). 

14 Edward Teller to Ronald Reagan, July 23, 1982, Keyworth Files, box 94705, Teller, 
Edward, RRPL. 

15 Reagan, September 14, 1982, in Brinkley, (ed),  Reagan Diaries, p. 100. 
16 “U.S. Speeds Up ‘Star Wars’ Laser Plan,”  Pittsburgh Press, September 29, 1982. 
17 Reagan, “Address to the Nation on Strategic Arms Reduction and Nuclear Deterrence,” 

November 22, 1982, available at www.reaganlibrary.gov/research/speeches/112282d . 
18 Richard Halloran, “House, 245–176, Votes Down $988 Million for MX Missile; Set-

back for Reagan Policy,”  New York Times, December 8, 1982, p. 1. 
19 “Report of the President’s Commission on Strategic Forces,” April 1983, available at 

http://web.mit.edu/chemistry/deutch/policy/1983-ReportPresCommStrategic.pdf . 
20 See “War and Peace in the Nuclear Age; Missile Experimental; Interview With James 

Watkins, 1987,” August 12, 1987, WGBH Media Library & Archives, available at 
 http://openvault.wgbh.org/catalog/V_E4135B5207FD409FA0042FA6CAC94460 . 

21 Reagan, February 11, 1983, Brinkley, (ed),  The Reagan Diaries, volume I, January 1981– 
October 1985, p. 196. 

22 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on Defense and National Security,” available 
at  www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/32383d.htm . 

23 Ibid. 
24 Reagan, “Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session With Reporters on Domes-

tic and Foreign Policy Issues,” March 25, 1983, available at www.reagan.utexas.edu/ 
archives/speeches/1983/32583b.htm . 

25 Reagan, “Question-and-Answer Session With Reporters on Domestic and For-
eign Policy Issues,” March 29, 1983, available at www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/ 
speeches/1983/32983a.htm . 

26 Reagan to Patrick Mulvey, June 20, 1983, in Skinner et al., (eds),  Reagan: A Life in Let-
ters, p. 425. 

27 NSDD 85, March 25, 1983, available at www.reaganlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/ 
archives/reference/scanned-nsdds/nsdd85.pdf . 

28 NSSD 6–83, April 18, 1983, available at  www.reaganlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/ 
archives/reference/scanned-nssds/nssd6-83.pdf . 

29 Letter to Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher of the United Kingdom Confirming the 
Sale of the Trident II Missile System to the Her Country, March 11, 1982, available at 
 www.reaganlibrary.gov/research/speeches/31182b . 

https://history.state.gov
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu
https://history.state.gov
https://fas.org
https://fas.org
https://fas.org
https://fas.org
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://web.mit.edu
http://openvault.wgbh.org
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu
https://history.state.gov
https://history.state.gov
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov


   

   

    

   

   

 
 

   

   
 

   

  
   

   

   

   
  

    
   

     
   

  
  

   

   

    
 

   

Ronald Reagan’s SDI 33 

30 Reagan, “Address Before the Japanese Diet in Tokyo,” November 11, 1983, available 
at www.reaganlibrary.gov/research/speeches/111183a . 

31 NSDD 116, December 2, 1983, available at  www.reaganlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/ 
archives/reference/scanned-nsdds/nsdd116.pdf . 

32 NSDD 119, January 6, 1984, available at  https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-119.pdf . 
33 Ibid. 
34 Reagan, Address to the Nation and Other Countries on United States-Soviet Relations, 

January 16, 1984, available at www.reaganlibrary.gov/research/speeches/11684a . 
35 Letter, Konstantin Chernenko to Ronald Reagan, June 6, 1984, General Secretary 

Chernenko, box 39, Executive Secretariat, NSC: Head of State File, RRPL. 
36 See Archie Brown, The Human Factor: Gorbachev, Reagan, and Thatcher, and the End 

of the Cold War (London: Oxford University Press, 2020). 
37 The January 5 telegram and drafting material in its preparation are available at www. 

reaganlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/digitallibrary/smof/nsc-defensepolicy/kraemer/ 
90718/40-305-12015482-90718-001-2018.pdf . 

38 On Nitze’s appointment, see Paul Nitze,  From Hiroshima to Glasnost: At the Center of 
Decision (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1989), pp. 402–403. 

39 Paul Nitze, “On the Road to a More Stable Peace,” Department of State Bulletin , April 
1985, pp. 27–29. 

40 Nitze, From Hiroshima to Glasnost, p. 411. 
41 Quoted from the letter addressed to the Secretary of State for Defense, United Kingdom, 

which was declassified in 2014 and is available through the Margaret Thatcher Founda-
tion. See Letter From Caspar Weinberger to Michael Heseltine, March 26, 1985, avail-
able at https://ee9da88eff6f462f2d6b-873dc3788ab15d5cbb1e3fe45dbec9b4.ssl.cf1. 
rackcdn.com/850326%20Weinberger%20to%20Heseltine%20SDI%2019-1444%20 
f84.pdf (Accessed January 9, 2021). 

42 Caspar Weinberger, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon (New 
York: Warner Books, 1990), p. 315. Prior to his stepping down in November 1987, 
Weinberger succeeded in signing SDI collaboration agreements with the United King-
dom, the Federal Republic of Germany, Israel, Italy, and Japan. For the implications 
of these negotiations on the U.S. bilateral relations with these nations, and alliance 
politics more broadly, see the subsequent entries in this volume. 

43 NSDD 172, May 30, 1985, available at www.reaganlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/ 
archives/reference/scanned-nsdds/nsdd172.pdf . 

44 On the debate over interpretations of the ABM Treaty, see Graham and LaVera, (eds), 
Cornerstones of Security, pp. 310–312. Thomas Graham was serving as the General 
Counsel for the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency during this time. 

45 Reagan, September 11, 1985, in Brinkley, (ed),  Reagan Diaries, p. 352. 
46 NSC Meeting, September 20, 1985, Executive Secretariat, NSC: National Security 

Council Meeting Files, Box 91303, RRPL. 
47 NSDD 192, October 11, 1985, available at  https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-192.pdf . 
48 Memorandum of Conversation, November 20, 1985, 8 p.m. – 10:30 p.m., available at 

https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB172/Doc24.pdf . 
49  “Memorandum of Conversation, November 20, 1985, 11:30 a.m. – 12:40 p.m.,” 

National Security Archive: To the Geneva Summit, available at www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/ 
NSAEBB/NSAEBB172/Doc21.pdf . 

50 National Security Planning Group Meeting, February 3, 1986, Executive Secretariat, 
NSC: National Security Planning Group Files, Box 91308, RRPL. 

51 “Wright and Linhard to Poindexter,” February 4, 1986, Poindexter Chron, February 
1986, box 1, John Poindexter Files, RRL. 

52 Reagan to Gorbachev, February 16, 1986, available at  www.thereaganfiles.com/1986 
0216.pdf . 

53 Reagan to Gorbachev, July 25, 1986, available at  www.thereaganfiles.com/19860725. 
pdf . 

http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
https://fas.org
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
https://ee9da88eff6f462f2d6b-873dc3788ab15d5cbb1e3fe45dbec9b4.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
https://fas.org
https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu
http://www.gwu.edu
http://www.thereaganfiles.com
http://www.thereaganfiles.com
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
https://ee9da88eff6f462f2d6b-873dc3788ab15d5cbb1e3fe45dbec9b4.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com
https://ee9da88eff6f462f2d6b-873dc3788ab15d5cbb1e3fe45dbec9b4.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.gwu.edu
http://www.thereaganfiles.com
http://www.thereaganfiles.com


 

   

    
   

   

   

   

   

     

   

   

  

   

   
 

   

   

   

 

34 James Graham Wilson

 54 Ibid. 
55 Public Law 99–177, December 12, 1985, available at www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/ 

STATUTE-99/pdf/STATUTE-99-Pg1037.pdf . 
56 Reagan, October 12, 1986, in Brinkley, (ed),  Reagan Diaries, p. 482. 
57 NSDD 250, November 3, 1986, available at https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-250. 

pdf . 
58 Caspar Weinberger Interview, p. 29, Miller Center, “University of Virginia, Ronald 

Reagan Presidential Oral History Project,” November 19, 2002, available at http:// 
millercenter.org/president/reagan/oralhistory/caspar-weinberger . 

59 “Memorandum for the Record: Record of National Security Planning Group,” February 
3, 1987, p. 3, box 91308, Executive Secretariat, NSC: National Security Planning Group 
Records, RRL. 

60 Ibid. 
61 NSDD 261, February 18, 1987, available at www.reaganlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/ 

archives/reference/scanned-nsdds/nsdd261.pdf . 
62 Minutes of a National Security Planning Group Meeting, September 8, 1987, available 

at  www.thereaganfiles.com/870908.pdf . 
  63 See Foreign Relations, 1981–1988, vol. VI, Soviet Union, October 1986 – January 1989, 

Document 110, available at  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1981-
88v06/d110 . 

64 Joint Statement on the Soviet-United States Summit Meeting, December 10, 1987, 
available at www.reaganlibrary.gov/research/speeches/121087a . 

65 See “U.S. Arms Control Initiatives,” May 13, 1988, available at  www.reaganlibrary. 
gov/sites/default/files/digitallibrary/smof/nsc-coordination/coordinationoffice/r25/40-
107-R25-016-2019.pdf . 

66 See Foreign Relations, 1981–1988, vol. VI, Soviet Union, October 1986 – Janu-
ary 1989, Document 120, available at https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/ 
frus1981-88v06/d120. 

67 “Memorandum for the Record: Record of National Security Planning Group,” Febru-
ary 26, 1988, pp. 2–3, Executive Secretariat, NSC: National Security Council Meeting 
Files, RRL. 

68 See Michael R. Gordon, “U.S. Rejects Soviet Offer on Dispute Complex,”  New York 
Times, September 17, 1988, p. 4. 

69 See James A. Baker, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War & Peace, 1989–1992 
(New York: Putnam and Sons, 1995), p. 151. 

70 In his State of the Union Address on January 29, 1991, President George H.W. Bush 
stated: “Looking forward, I have directed that the SDI program be refocused on pro-
viding protection from limited ballistic missile strikes, whatever their source. Let us 
pursue an SDI program that can deal with any future threat to the United States, to our 
forces overseas, and to our friends and allies.” Available at  https://bush41library.tamu. 
edu/archives/public-papers/2656 . 

71 See “Statement of Principles,” June 3, 1997, available at https://web.archive.org/ 
web/20130112235337/www.newamericancentury.org/statementofprinciples.htm . See 
also “Rebuilding America’s Defense: Strategy, Forces and Resources For a New Cen-
tury,” available at  https://archive.org/details/RebuildingAmericasDefenses/mode/2up . 

http://www.govinfo.gov
https://fas.org
http://millercenter.org
http://millercenter.org
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.thereaganfiles.com
https://history.state.gov
https://history.state.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
https://history.state.gov
https://bush41library.tamu.edu
https://web.archive.org
https://web.archive.org
https://archive.org
http://www.govinfo.gov
https://fas.org
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
http://www.reaganlibrary.gov
https://history.state.gov
https://bush41library.tamu.edu


 
 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  3 Soviet Response to the Strategic 
Defense Initiative 

 Svetlana Savranskaya 

The response of Soviet leaders to Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative has been 
a subject of active debate in the literature on the end of the Cold War. The assess-
ments vary widely – from a conclusion that SDI pushed the Gorbachev leader-
ship to essentially recognize Soviet defeat in the Cold War in the face of the new 
technological challenge and a blow to the Soviet economy, to the opposite view 
that the SDI was not a factor in the fundamental policy changes that took place 
in the Soviet Union in the 1980s.1 It might be worth reexamining this question in 
light of new evidence and the fact that ballistic missile defense issues have been 
a thorn in U.S.-Russian relations for 30 years since the end of the Cold War. How 
did the Soviet leadership respond to Reagan’s Star Wars initiative and how did 
this response change with perestroika? What if any was the impact of SDI on 
Soviet foreign policy? 

Among the most recent and comprehensive attempts to answer these questions 
on the basis of new archival materials is Pavel Podvig’s 2017 article based on 
the Kataev Archive collection at Hoover Institution Archives. 2 Podvig reviews 
all the important military programs that were part of the Soviet SDI response. He 
comes to the conclusion that “while the package of Soviet anti-SDI programs was 
allegedly a massive effort, comparable in scale to its U.S. counterpart, very few 
of these projects were new and therefore it is unlikely that this effort produced 
any measurable stress on the Soviet economy.” Very few projects were actually 
developed and tested, and gradually, the Soviet leadership came to see the Star 
Wars not as a strategic threat but “an impediment to the disarmament process.” 3 

However, some of the projects lasted into the 1990s and prepared prototypes of 
weapons that Russia has today. 

David Hoffman in his book  The Dead Hand vividly describes the change in 
the Soviet response to SDI after Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in the Soviet 
Union and notes the impact of progressive scientists, especially Evgeny Velikhov, 
on Gorbachev’s views and ultimately policy regarding the Soviet response to the 
SDI. His analysis shows that Gorbachev did not want to respond to SDI in a sym-
metric way, and did not want to build up offensive capability either, but he also 
could not alienate his military and the military-industrial complex by rejecting 
their proposals outright.4 Therefore, he ultimately chose negotiations and persua-
sion tactics to pursue his goals and avoid major defense commitments. In his 
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analysis, SDI certainly did not bankrupt the Soviet Union and did not pressure it 
into arms control. Gorbachev’s reform came first. 

There is also extensive early U.S. literature speculating about possible Soviet 
responses to SDI – starting from CIA assessments to opinion pieces and scholarly 
articles, which generally provide quite accurate predictions of the Soviet asym-
metrical response, especially those published after Gorbachev became general 
secretary. One surprising finding in this literature is how well U.S. authors under-
stood the Soviet fears of the offensive potential of SDI – its features that could 
lead to an arms race in space. It is not clear how much impact if any these pub-
lications had on the Reagan administration.5 Among these publications, an espe-
cially illuminating analysis of the Soviet perceptions and international action by 
scientists against Reagan’s initiative is in the book  Unarmed Forces by Matthew 
Evangelista.6 

And still, there is more to the story. This chapter argues that the Soviet reac-
tion to SDI started with vigorous debate within the Soviet political, military, and 
scientific elite, which was not visible publicly; that it was more complex than 
usually described and included elements of both symmetrical and asymmetrical 
response; and that it was ultimately scaled back as the perception of U.S. threat 
diminished as a result of Gorbachev-Reagan negotiations and progress in arms 
control. Although the Soviet leadership was genuinely concerned about Reagan’s 
program, the latter did not lead to Gorbachev’s disarmament initiatives – the 
changes in the Soviet foreign and domestic policy had mainly internal causes. 
To the contrary, SDI was an example of what Dobrynin was describing in his 
memoir: 

The impact of the American hard line on the internal debates of the Polit-
buro and the attitudes of the Soviet leadership almost always turned out to 
be just the opposite of the one intended by Washington. Rather than retreat-
ing from the awesome military buildup that underwrote Reagan’s belligerent 
rhetoric, the Soviet leaders began to absorb Reagan’s own distinctive thesis 
that Soviet-American relations could remain permanently bad as a deliberate 
choice of policy. Only gradually did both sides begin to realize they were 
doomed to annihilation unless they found a way out. But it took a great deal 
of time and effort to turn from confrontation and mutual escalation, probably 
much more than if this course had never been taken in the first place.7 

In other words, SDI interfered with and slowed down the process of disarmament 
and delayed the end of the Cold War. 

This chapter will show that in response to SDI, the Soviet leadership developed 
a comprehensive program that included political, military, and scientific elements 
along with an active propaganda campaign, and engaged a very large number of 
leading scientists and military, whose opinions were far from unanimous. The 
official name of the program approved in the summer of 1985 was the “asymmet-
ric response,” meaning that the Soviet Union would be able to counter Reagan’s 
SDI in a cheaper and more effective way by making modifications to its offensive 
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arsenal. However, careful analysis of recently available evidence shows that the 
response included various “symmetric” and “asymmetric” measures, some of 
which continued well into the 1990s. The existing literature focuses mainly on 
the asymmetric response and the change of policies from Andropov’s years to 
Gorbachev’s perestroika and underestimates the continuity of military programs 
and the difficulty in changing the course that Gorbachev faced. 

Gorbachev himself went through a significant evolution of his own attitude and 
policy toward SDI, which was not always consistent and was highly dependent on 
the views and advice of his military and political advisers. Eventually, as a result 
of learning and of building his political coalition, Gorbachev was able to remove 
SDI as an obstacle to successful U.S.-Soviet arms control by untying the arms 
control package in 1987 and eventually signing the INF, the CFE, and the START 
Treaties without ever achieving an understanding on ABM. 

Initial Soviet Response to the SDI Announcement: 
Politicians, Military, Scientists 
Reagan’s announcement of the Strategic Defense Initiative in March 1983 was 
completely unexpected for the Soviet leadership and was met with an immedi-
ate hostile response by General Secretary Yuri Andropov. He denounced it as an 
American attempt to achieve military superiority and start a new round of arms 
race in space – in other words, a step aimed at undermining strategic parity, which 
the Soviet Union had just achieved and that was seen as key to its security and 
superpower status. Russian experts described the initial Soviet reaction to Rea-
gan’s announcement as “not only negative, but quite nervous, almost hysterical,” 
partly because it “destroyed the . . . image of the world in which a certain bipolar 
balance and stability had been achieved with such great effort.” 8 Such an assertive 
response was certainly in line with the Soviet propaganda of U.S. aggressiveness, 
but it was founded on a deep fear that SDI was a veiled attempt to build a first-
strike capability. 

To understand this “almost hysterical” reaction better, one has to look at the 
context of 1983, arguably, a “most dangerous year,” according to a recent book by 
Nate Jones.9 Reagan’s anti-Soviet rhetoric was heating up in such unprecedented 
statements as calling the Soviet Union an “evil empire,” U.S. defense spending 
was growing, and the most important issue of 1983 was the scheduled start of 
deployment of the Pershing-2 and ground-launched intermediate cruise missiles 
in Europe in response to the Soviet deployment of its Pioneer missiles. Andropov 
was extremely concerned by what looked to him like a gradual sliding toward a 
real war situation. At the Politburo on May 31, 1983, the discussion focused on 
how to try to prevent the U.S. deployment in Europe, and on the grave strategic 
threat posed by the recent U.S. aggressiveness. This was actually the Politburo 
where Mikhail Gorbachev, then a rising star and Andropov’s chosen successor, 
spoke on a foreign policy issue for the first time. 

The initial assessment by the Soviet scientific community of Reagan’s idea of 
SDI was prepared soon after the announcement of the program in March 1983. 
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Following a Politburo decision, a group of physicists, weapons specialists, and 
international relations experts led by Evgeny Velikhov was established in Moscow 
to analyze the American idea and to prepare a response. This group, according to 
Andrey Kokoshin, at the time deputy director of the U.S. and Canada Institute and 
a key participant of the group, was “a unique interdisciplinary community, which 
included physicists, mathematicians, chemists, rocket engineers, specialists on 
space technologies, political scientists, economists, professional military” and 
other scientists, many of them leading members of the Soviet Academy of Sci-
ences. The main conceptual response was ready by the fall of 1983. 10 On the one 
hand, the scientists concluded that at the present time the program was not feasi-
ble and did not correspond to Reagan’s idea of making nuclear weapons obsolete. 
On the other – that it was dangerous because it would undermine strategic balance 
and may potentially start an arms race in space. 

It is important to note, however, that the Soviet response was far from 
uniform – although never reaching the level of public debate, there were substan-
tial differences of opinion and one might say even lobbies, arguing for various 
interpretations and responses within the Soviet elite. Kokoshin notes that at the 
time, there were “many influential proponents” of a symmetrical response to SDI. 
Vitaly Kataev, who worked for the Military Industrial Commission under Lev 
Zaikov, says the defense industrialists “liked SDI” because it would mean a lot of 
new projects and additional funding for old designs that were stagnated or almost 
abandoned at the time.11 The military and defense industrial complex were gener-
ally pushing for a symmetric response. 

There was apparently even a conflict between Chairman of the General Staff 
Nikolai Ogarkov on one side and his deputy Sergey Akhromeyev and Defense 
Minister Dmitry Ustinov on the other about an appropriate response to the SDI.12 

In addition to the opportunistic potential for additional defense appropriations, 
there were other, more substantive factors that influenced the perception of the 
SDI and the formulation of response. 

One important factor that was influential across the board – whether it was a 
career military or a liberal academic – was vividly described by Kataev: “the main 
thing that the Soviet analysts were afraid of – is being accused of underestimating 
a most serious problem,” and therefore, they often just passively “retranslated” 
U.S. statements about new strategic capabilities afforded by the SDI program, by 
which they involuntarily intensified the sense of threat.13 Soviet military experts 
were often somewhat confused by what SDI really meant. They also reacted nega-
tively because they perceived the new program as a sign of U.S. duplicity, even 
a betrayal, because of the United States’ earlier position on ballistic defenses. 14 

The USSR started ballistic defense research in the late 1960s–early 1970s and 
was able to deploy an ABM system around Moscow (cited by Reagan as a sign of 
Soviet superiority in ballistic defense). The U.S. position in early negotiations on 
the ABM treaty was a reversal of the Soviet traditional understanding that defense 
is good, offense is bad. Indeed, it was a reversal of arms control logic to say that 
making your population vulnerable increases your security in the end. The Soviets 
agreed to limit ABM systems to Moscow only and abandoned other programs that 
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were in design or research stage. Now the Soviet military felt the need to revive 
old research programs and technologies. Podvig shows in his article that some 
of the programs were not necessarily launched in response to SDI, they actually 
were the continuation of what was started in the early 1970s. Kokoshin shows 
that it was natural for the Soviet system to respond in a tit-for-tat fashion and 
that is why, although many scientists were in favor of it, an asymmetric response 
program took a long time to evolve.15 

However, the Soviet response under Andropov was not limited to research and 
development of symmetric measures. The best way to describe it is as a com-
prehensive or dual-track response, which included not only missile technology, 
directed energy, and anti-satellite research but also a range of measures to build up 
offensive capability as well as building international coalitions of scientists and 
peace activists against the SDI, special measures, and an active propaganda cam-
paign. The existing literature on SDI severely underestimates the scope and the 
significance of the Soviet response, often simplifying it as an effort at a symmetric 
response under Andropov and Chernenko and a radical turn to an asymmetric 
response under Gorbachev. In fact, Matthew Evangelista shows that the Soviet 
scientists developed these ideas much earlier than the “new thinking” was intro-
duced: “In 1983 Velikhov, Sagdeev and Kokoshin were already presenting some 
of the key ideas to the Soviet and Western audiences – not to copy ‘Star Wars,’ but 
to pursue arms control and, if necessary, to build cheap countermeasures to SDI.” 
Their efforts were not state-directed propaganda, because they targeted their own 
audience: the Soviet military and politicians, but their views were only adopted 
by the leadership after Gorbachev came to power. 16 

But the role of the leading scientists was more complex. They certainly were 
part of the Soviet system and were well aware of the danger of being seen as 
underestimating the threat of SDI to Soviet security. While their personal views 
were critical and often even dismissive of SDI’s potential, they also participated 
in traditional military research on the symmetric response measures. Velikhov 
headed the overall group of anti-SDI programs that was truly enormous in scope. 
It came to be called “the Velikhov group.” It would not be an exaggeration to say 
that this group brought together the best minds in the fields of nuclear physics 
and space research.17 The group consisted of secret participants and programs, 
which oversaw military research, intelligence, special operations, and “active 
measures.” 

At the same time, there was a powerful public part of the same group that made 
an effort to rally the domestic and international scientific community around the 
idea of defeating Reagan’s initiative. Already in May 1983, the Soviet scientists 
founded the Committee for the Defense of Peace Against Nuclear Threat. The 
committee consisted of 25 leading scientists from various research institutes, 
including such prominent figures as Deputy Chairman of the USSR Academy 
of Sciences Yevgeny Velikhov, Director of the Space Research Institute Roald 
Sagdeyev and Deputy Director of the U.S. and Canada Studies Institute Andrey 
Kokoshin. The Committee’s main objective was “to conduct scientific research of 
complex, interdisciplinary problems, bearing directly on the most important task 
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facing mankind today: the preservation of peace and the prevention of nuclear 
catastrophe.” 

The committee worked closely with a wide network of scientists both in the 
USSR and abroad, including extensive contacts with U.S. scientists who were 
critical of missile defense. The committee published numerous reports that com-
bined serious science with propaganda trying to persuade Western scientists, poli-
ticians, and the general public that SDI would not work. Practically every report 
drew a direct link between SDI research and weapons in space, which would pro-
duce a new round of the arms race and make the situation much more dangerous. 
In October 1985, the Committee published a report titled Space-Strike Arms and 
International Security. After reviewing components of a large-scale space-layered 
ABM system, measures to counter them and military and political consequences 
of creating such a system for global and European security, the authors of the 
report concluded that such a system would “be obviously incapable of rendering 
nuclear weapons ‘impotent and obsolete’. Nor can it reliably protect the territory 
of the United States, let alone that of its allies in Western Europe and in other 
regions of the world.” However, such a system would destabilize the current bal-
ance, the existing parity between the USSR and the United States, and “with the 
development of such a system the US ruling quarters will be even more tempted 
to use military force as their main foreign policy instrument.”18 

Another influential book published by the Mir Publishers in English in 1985 
was The Night After . . . Climatic and Biological Consequences of a Nuclear War. 
Scientists’ Warning, edited by Yevgeny Velikhov. The book presented the findings 
of scientific research in a popular manner for a general reader in the West. The 
authors concluded that “the use of even a fraction of the nuclear arsenal that exists 
in the world today would result in a ‘nuclear night’ and a ‘nuclear winter’, which 
would ultimately cause unprecedented global ecological disaster. 

In February 1986, the Committee published another report titled The Large-
Scale Anti-Missile System and International Security.19 Following the same 
themes as the 1985 report, the new paper pointed out that although the highest 
officials of the Reagan administration agreed that nuclear war cannot be won, the 
military doctrines and the hawks in the United States were still relying on the idea 
of SDI as means to achieve military superiority and possible victory in a nuclear 
war. Also in 1986, the Committee produced a book titled  Weaponry in Space: The 
Dilemma of Security. After a comprehensive review of the military, political, and 
legal aspects of SDI, the authors came to the conclusion that the proposed system 
of anti-ballistic defense “cannot be regarded as a purely defensive system. It is 
rather a novel kind of offensive weapons, which, if deployed, would trigger a new 
round of arms race in all areas and would increase the probability of nuclear war.” 
The book relied on several research publications, such as the 1986 report of the 
USSR Space Research Institute “Space-Based Anti-Missile System: Capabilities 
Assessment,” by Sagdeyev and S.N. Rodionov. 

All in all, the early Soviet response to SDI produced a comprehensive dual-track 
program that was biased heavily in favor of symmetrical measures but already 
included practically all the ideas of the asymmetric response and a growing 
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preference for arms control. To move from the former to the latter, it needed the 
new thinking and the political will that came with Gorbachev. 

How Did the U.S. Politicians and Expert Community 
View the Soviet Response to SDI? 
The Reagan administration was certainly interested in finding out what the Soviet 
response to SDI would be beyond the initial shock and harsh pronouncements 
from Andropov. Soon after the Reagan announcement, Undersecretary of Defense 
for policy Fred Ikle asked for an assessment of a possible Soviet response. This 
first assessment, produced by the CIA in September 1983 provided a preliminary 
analysis, which pointed to a variety of possible responses – from building its own 
ballistic defense system to boosting the existing offensive capability – which was 
not precise but generally correct, in that it anticipated a broad search for various 
options on the Soviet side.20 David Hoffman emphasizes in his review of the Rea-
gan administration’s view of the possible Soviet response that to a large extent it 
was built on an exaggerated assessment of Soviet capabilities at the time. Thus, 
the first CIA assessment included the judgment that “[t]he result of these long-
standing and well-funded [military laser research] programs is that the Soviets 
are now on a par with, or lead, the United States in most of the directed-energy 
weapons technologies.”21 

U.S. intelligence agencies produced numerous analyses that looked at the 
Soviet response and found it both paradoxical and somewhat justified. They were 
also acutely aware of the propaganda campaign and the “active measures.” In 
February 1986, the CIA prepared an interesting analysis of the Soviet response 
titled “Soviet Actions to Counter the US Strategic Defense Initiative.” 22 This esti-
mate basically correctly pointed out that 

the Soviets appear to believe that SDI-related technologies have inherent 
offensive applications. . . . they may be concerned that SDI technologies 
could ultimately support space-based weapons capable of attack on other 
space-based as well as ground-based targets, including both offensive and 
defensive systems as well as command, control and communications assets. 

The estimate found that it was unlikely that “economic problems will lead the 
Soviets to abandon major strategic weapon programs or forsake force modern-
ization goals.” And in the “key judgments” portion of the estimate, the authors 
described the existing Soviet response quite accurately: “We anticipate Soviet 
programs across a broad front, including development of technologies to counter 
a future U.S. ballistic missile defense (BMD) systems and to improve the USSR’s 
own offensive and defensive force capabilities.” The estimate notes the new ele-
ment of the Soviet response, which was not present until late 1984: 

Active measures is the term the Soviets use to refer to worldwide activities 
that are intended to promote Soviet foreign policy goals but that go beyond 
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traditional diplomatic, propaganda and military means. . . . In November and 
December 1984 . . . the Soviet active measures directed against SDI began to 
gain momentum and to grow in intensity. 

What were those “active measures”? “To date, the active measures effort has 
used mostly semiovert tactics such as the staging of international conferences.”23 

The Western scientific community was also aware that the Soviets’ repeatedly 
stated concern about SDI as a first-strike and space-strike capability was not just 
propaganda and that SDI technologies indeed had the offensive use potential. 
Looking at the Soviet response at the time, some scholars pointed to the irony that 
SDI would lead to the outcome opposite of that intended by Reagan and essen-
tially predicted the asymmetric response. Thus, Harvard experts Eric Stubbs and 
Rosy Nimrody concluded in early 1987 that 

SDI is bound to spur the arms race. Analysis of likely Soviet responses to the 
SDI program indicates that inferior technological capabilities, military strat-
egy and competing demands for resources will prompt the USSR to exercise 
a more affordable and feasible option – the build-up of nuclear weapons at 
one-tenth the cost of deploying SDI.24 

Peter Westwick reviews Western views of the Soviet response to SDI and con-
cludes that “some American analysts at the time did recognize both the offensive 
possibilities of SDI and Soviet fears.” He cites as examples the Latter and Marti-
nelli report of May 1985 and the CISAC study of April 1986, which both consid-
ered SDI offensive potential and “recognized that SDI technologies could in fact 
be used offensively, but saw little value in it.” 25 Westwick concludes in another 
article that “Historians of the Cold War have paid little attention to Soviet fears 
of “space-strike weapons” – that is possible offensive uses of President Ronald 
Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative. 

Gorbachev Faces SDI 
Why was Gorbachev afraid of SDI? He believed his military advisers that the 
development of missile defense technologies would lead to “weapons in space,” a 
possible first strike in the face of which the USSR would be defenseless. He had 
his own personal memories of World War II and of almost losing his father. He 
also believed his scientists who doubted SDI’s potential but were cautious about 
dismissing it completely. In addition, he was a new general secretary aware of his 
precarious position as the youngest member of the Politburo where tradition and 
strong institutional interests conditioned the members toward exaggerating the 
threat posed by the new Reagan initiative. And he was a child of his time, coming 
of age with the communist ideology. 

Gorbachev’s views on SDI as well as U.S.-Soviet relations developed to a 
large extent during the “most dangerous year,” 1983. At the time, Gorbachev 
still was the Agriculture Secretary, but he was the protégé of general secretary 
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and former KGB chief Yuri Andropov. The years of “apprenticeship” under 
Andropov and the relationship between these two individuals should be espe-
cially noted when one is trying to explain Gorbachev’s evolution of thinking 
on arms control. Andropov was grooming Gorbachev to become his successor 
and took time to tutor him on the ways the Soviet system worked.26 Andropov’s 
views on U.S.-Soviet relations were shaped by the years when the Soviet Union 
was trying to catch up with the nuclear superior United States and by the ide-
ology of class struggle. The fall of 1983, when Gorbachev was given more 
exposure to foreign policy functions as Andropov’s health deteriorated, was a 
most confrontational and dangerous period of U.S.-Soviet relations, which wit-
nessed the tragic shooting down of the Korean civilian airliner, the Able Archer 
exercise and war scare, and the Soviet walkout of all arms control negotiations 
after the start of the Pershing and cruise missile deployment in Europe. Androp-
ov’s harshly negative and “almost hysterical” response to SDI influenced Gor-
bachev’s view of it. 

Gorbachev, who undoubtedly learned to fear SDI in 1983–1984, was nonethe-
less open to the scientists’ input. Even before he became general secretary, he 
was known to invite scientists and leading scholars from academic institutes to 
brief him on various problems. He highly valued the knowledge and opinions 
of such leading thinkers as Alexander Yakovlev, Georgy Arbatov, Roald Sag-
deev, and others. By the time Gorbachev had to face SDI as his own problem as 
leader of the USSR, a lot of analysis and thinking had already been done in the 
framework of the Velikhov group, making the advisers more confident in their 
assessments. According to Andrei Kokoshin of the U.S. and Canada Institute, the 
conclusion that the Soviet scientists arrived at by 1985 was “not much different 
from the views of [our] American counterparts” in the [US] National Academy 
of Sciences – the technology was not there for an ambitious program like that; 
it would not work. At the same time, they concluded that “it would be sufficient 
to weaken such an ABM [system] by impacting its most vulnerable elements, by 
making a ‘breach’ in this so-called defense in order to preserve the power of retal-
iatory strike unacceptable to the aggressor.” 27 

Velikhov, Sagdeev, and Arbatov gradually succeeded in persuading Gorbachev 
that SDI would not work and that the Soviets should stop fearing it. The scientists 
now appreciated an opportunity to express their long-held views to the top leader-
ship and lost no chances to do it. In the fall of 1985, on the eve of the Geneva sum-
mit, Sagdeev prepared a “long and well-substantiated memo containing a detailed 
assessment of SDI and suggestions for our counterstrategy.” 28 This is not to say, 
however, that they simply dismissed the possible threat. Suspicions and worst-
case scenarios were still present at least in their public presentations. According to 
General Nikolai Chervov, head of the legal and treaty department of the Defense 
Ministry at the time, he was surprised to hear Sagdeev in 1985 during the Geneva 
meeting speak specifically about the dangers of SDI when Gorbachev shared his 
concerns about it in a small meeting at the Soviet Embassy. It sounded to Chervov 
that at the end of 1985 Sagdeev was in fact trying to persuade Gorbachev that SDI 
presented a serious threat as weapons in space. 
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Although the new Soviet leader felt more comfortable with the scientific com-
munity, he still had to build his political base and walk a fine line not to alienate 
conservative members of the Politburo and the military. His support in the begin-
ning was widespread among the top military brass and KGB because there was 
a general understanding that the Soviet Union needed change and fresh ideas. 
Most people expected the new leader to realize their own hopes for change, but 
each one envisioned this change differently. It was a tough task for Gorbachev to 
deliver on what turned out to be very different expectations. The Soviet military-
industrial complex was hoping for a new and massive new program in response 
to SDI. 

Podvig states in his article that the summer of 1985 “was arguably the high 
point of the Soviet response to the U.S. SDI program” because by that time the 
Soviet military prepared multiple proposals intended as a matching answer to 
SDI, including many symmetrical programs to develop and test elements of mis-
sile defense.29 Andrey Grachev, Gorbachev’s adviser and biographer, notes that 
Gorbachev had to make a decision on the grand plan of the Soviet military, who 
proposed 117 scientific and 86 research projects and 165 experimental programs 
at the cost of 50 billion rubles over ten years.30 Podvig cites the decision of the 
Central Committee and the Council of Ministers of July 15, 1985, that approved 
several “long-term research and development programs aimed at exploring the 
ways to create a multi-layered defense system with ground-based and space-based 
elements” with the goal to “create by 1995 a technical and technological base in 
case the deployment of a multi-layered missile defense system would be neces-
sary.” Most of the projects were under two large “umbrella” programs, designated 
“D-20” and “SK-1000.”31 At the time, Gorbachev had no choice but to approve 
the military proposals, but he was shocked by the price tag and was already lean-
ing toward a cheaper asymmetric response. 

In 1986, the Mir publishing house brought out a new publication by Velik-
hov, Sagdeev and Kokoshin, titled  Weaponry in Space: The Dilemma of Security. 
Kataev, in his paper on the Soviet response to SDI, makes a rather harsh judg-
ment about the role of the authors of this book: “On the basis of the analytical 
report prepared by the E. P. Velikhov group, one of the biggest in the history of 
the USSR structures of defense measures was developed. This was the second 
round of [Soviet] response to SDI, and it was an almost mirror response, even 
though it was still called “our asymmetric response.” He says the authors of the 
report essentially “pulled the country into a “symmetric response” to the SDI 
challenge.32 But he also notes that along with counteracting the SDI and ABM 
defenses, the programs were designed to improve the technological state of the 
Soviet Union in general – from the speed of the mainframe computers to “devel-
oping principally new approaches, methods and resources of denying the oppo-
nent opportunities for active moves in battle conditions.” 

The next Politburo that made decisions regarding a response to the “Star Wars” 
took place immediately after Gorbachev returned from Reykjavik, having failed to 
achieve the breakthrough he was hoping for which would limit U.S. SDI research 
to labs and slow it down. By this time, the “asymmetric response” became an 
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official term; Gorbachev publicly announced it at the press conference in Reyk-
javik. The Politburo affirmed the asymmetric response and ordered the Defense 
Ministry to “prepare and introduce measures for clarifying the structure of strategic 
nuclear forces of the USSR in case an agreement with the USA on their reduction 
is achieved, as well as accelerating the works in the sphere of response measure 
to the possible deployment by the Americans of a multi-echelon ABM system of 
the country, and especially of its space component.” In parallel with the military 
research on symmetric measures, the leadership approved measures of the asym-
metric response, based on offensive weapons and new physical principles, such 
as land-based lasers to destroy space-based lasers and platforms, and dispersal of 
particles. In particular, two programs were developed called “Protivodeystviye” 
and “Kontseptsiya-R,” which were approved by the Central Committee in the 
summer of 1987. The Soviet asymmetric response system would be cheaper than 
the American SDI and feasible technologically. However, they understood that it 
could mean further arms race in the future – any increase in defensive capability 
would lead to significant increases in offensive weapons production.33 

Apparently, the summit in Reykjavik with its intense discussions of elements 
of ballistic defenses in space “forced the Soviet leadership to pay closer attention 
to the effect that its programs in space could have on the Soviet position in the 
negotiations.” According to Podvig, this led to the “decision taken by the state 
commission to exclude everything that could resemble tests of space-based weap-
ons systems.” And yet, elements of the Soviet anti-SDI, such as “Polyus,” “Skif,” 
and “Energia” were built and tested even as late as May 1987. And in March 
1987 the first flight tests of interceptors of the A-135 system were performed at 
Sary-Shagan. “Energia” system test launch was approved for May 1987 (before 
the Rust landing) but the launch, on May 15, was only partially successful – the 
launcher performed well but the spacecraft “Skif-DM” failed to reach orbit.34 

Most experiments in the program were cancelled by fall of 1987; this reflected a 
fundamental shift in priorities toward arms control. 

The key turning point in the Soviet anti-SDI program occurred in May–June 
1987. Sergey Sokolov, Minister of Defense, who was appointed when Usti-
nov suddenly died in December 1984 was a strong proponent of a symmetrical 
response and took seriously the worst-case scenarios of the SDI development. 
He was also an outspoken opponent of the INF treaty, especially so in April 1987 
after the visit of George Shultz to Moscow and Gorbachev’s concession on the 
Oka (SS-23) missile. Sokolov was one of the “old thinkers,” but it was not easy 
for Gorbachev to remove the highly decorated Marshal, a veteran of World War II. 
He was actively looking for a reason to do it in 1987, just when a perfect occa-
sion presented itself. On May 28, a German teenage amateur pilot Mathias Rust 
landed his plane next to the St. Basil Cathedral on the Red Square. The failure of 
Soviet air defenses to identify and stop him prompted Gorbachev to introduce a 
major purge of conservative generals who were in the way of Gorbachev’s mili-
tary reform and arms control agenda. 

On May 19, 1987, the Politburo considered a “question of the USSR Defense 
Ministry” and approved suggestions presented in a memo from Sokolov memo 
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regarding expanding the Soviet response to SDI. Building on the Politburo deci-
sion of October 14, 1986, the memo concluded that the Reagan administration 
was moving away from agreements and was proceeding with implementing 
SDI programs by testing elements of space weapons in the nearest future. The 
memo judged that achieving an agreement on reduction of strategic forces was 
“unlikely” and, therefore, the Soviet Union should not provide the United States 
with information about the structure of Soviet strategic weapons and to “acceler-
ate work in the sphere of response measures . . . and especially the space compo-
nent.” Specifically, the memo stated that 

in addition to the [earlier] approved programs (SK-1000), new comprehen-
sive programs for improvement of strategic nuclear forces (SP-2000) and for 
creation of anti-satellite means for destruction of components of the space 
echelon of U.S. ABM (Kontseptsiya-R) had been developed, which will be 
presented for consideration of the Defense Council of the USSR.35 

The Defense Council did approve the aforementioned programs, but by the end 
of July 1987, dozens of conservative generals who opposed Gorbachev’s arms con-
trol agenda were sent into retirement, INF treaty looked like a real possibility, and 
Gorbachev was preparing to pull off a successful summit with Reagan by the end 
of the year. Things were moving quickly in the direction where the Soviet reformer 
wanted them to go, and gradually the Soviet anti-SDI programs were pushed to 
the backburner and abandoned in favor of arms control. Gorbachev might have 
supported the decisions to build these systems and perform weapon-related experi-
ments in space in 1985 and 1986 but by mid-1987 his views had changed. 

Reagan and Gorbachev: Dialog of the Deaf Leads 
to Mutual Learning 
Interaction between Gorbachev and Reagan and the building of mutual trust was 
one of the most important factors in weakening Gorbachev’s support for the Soviet 
anti-SDI program; both symmetric and asymmetric elements of it. Both leaders 
believed that they would be able to change the opponent’s mind if only they could 
meet with him in person. But even before they met for the first time in Geneva in 
November 1985, they got a good sense of each other’s positions and beliefs from 
extensive letters they wrote to each other. From early on in Gorbachev’s tenure 
as General Secretary, the U.S. and Soviet leaders became active penpals. Their 
letters help us understand the two men, their views and how they saw each other. 
SDI was one of the main topics in this correspondence. 

Reagan’s letters repeatedly emphasized his intention to assign a purely defen-
sive mission (to render nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete) to the proposed 
Strategic Defense Initiative, while Gorbachev’s missives continually raised the 
issue of “attack space weapons.” Among the very first letters was Reagan’s letter to 
Gorbachev on April 30, 1985. The heart of the letter addresses Gorbachev’s oppo-
sition to SDI. Reagan mentions that he was struck by Gorbachev’s characterization 
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of SDI as having “an offensive purpose for an attack on the Soviet Union,” in his 
conversation with U.S. Speaker Tip O’Neill’s delegation. Reagan writes: 

I can assure you that you are profoundly mistaken on this point. The truth is 
precisely the opposite. We believe that it is important to explore the techni-
cal feasibility of defensive systems which might ultimately give all of us the 
means to protect our people more safely than do those we have at present, and 
to provide the means of moving to the total abolition of nuclear weapons, an 
objective on which we are agreed.36 

In response, on June 10, 1985, the Soviet leader explained his position by 
pointing out that any development of ABM systems beyond the limits of the ABM 
treaty of 1972 would lead to a radical destabilization of the international situation 
and the militarization of space. The letter conveyed Gorbachev’s genuine fear 
of SDI leading to deployment of “attack space weapons capable of performing 
purely offensive missions.” 37 

When they first met in Geneva, both were well aware of how incompatible their 
respective positions on ballistic defense were. Trying to persuade each other, the 
leaders engaged in a long and passionate talk with no resolution. Gorbachev wrote 
in his memoirs: 

Ronald Reagan’s advocacy of the Strategic Defense Initiative struck me as 
bizarre. Was it science fiction, a trick to make the Soviet Union more forth-
coming, or merely a crude attempt to lull us in order to carry out the mad 
enterprise – the creation of a shield which would allow a first strike without 
fear of retaliation?38 

On November 19, after the session where Reagan presented his vision of SDI, 
Gorbachev told him about the Soviet asymmetric response. 

This response will not be a mirror image of your program, but a simpler, 
more effective system. What will happen if you put in your ‘seven layers’ 
of defense in space and we put in ours? It just will destabilize the situation, 
generate mistrust and waste resources. 

Reagan responded that Gorbachev’s presentation just “illustrates the lack of trust 
between us,” which at the moment was true, but what was also true is that the let-
ters and especially the face-to-face meeting helped trust grow where none existed 
before.39 At the end of the summit, they adopted a joint statement that nuclear war 
cannot be won and must never be fought. That in itself was a major breakthrough. 

After the summit, struck by Gorbachev’s emotional talk about the threat of a 
first strike from space and his genuine fear of SDI, Reagan sent his Soviet coun-
terpart a handwritten letter written in a more personal tone, where once again he 
tried to explain his conviction that SDI will help to protect the world from nuclear 
war and in the end will help get rid of nuclear weapons. Gorbachev’s response in 
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late December showed that his position remained unchanged.40 But maybe the 
experience in Geneva and the handwritten letter from the American president 
started changing Gorbachev’s mind. 

When the Soviet and U.S. leaders met a year later in Reykjavik, the exchange got 
even more heated (in the Russian-language of his memoirs Gorbachev described 
the “Shakespearian passions” at the summit). In preparing for the summit, Gor-
bachev told his advisers he was willing to make major concessions, and that his 
ultimate goal was abolition of nuclear weapons. He was willing to agree to 50% 
cuts in strategic weapons across the board, taking the French and British nuclear 
weapons out of the equation, and zero in intermediate missiles in Europe, but 
in return he needed one important concession from Reagan: on missile defense. 
According to Grachev, Gorbachev needed it not because he was afraid of SDI but 
because of domestic political reasons.41 Even though Gorbachev understood by 
now that the SDI was not just Reagan’s response to the pressure of the military-
industrial complex, but his own choice and conviction, Gorbachev still needed a 
concession on SDI to rein in the Soviet military-industrial complex. 

On the last day of the summit, the leaders came close to agreeing to abolish 
nuclear weapons altogether – their shared dream – but Reagan would not give 
up SDI and Gorbachev could not make a leap of faith and agree to SDI testing 
outside of laboratories. In a most poignant quote of the summit, Georgy Arbatov 
responded to Nitze’s proposal to allow development of SDI while proceeding 
with deep cuts in strategic weapons – “what you are offering requires an excep-
tional level of trust. We cannot accept your position,” implying that the necessary 
trust was not there yet.42 The lesson of Reykjavik was the lesson in trust. Reagan 
said he was willing to share the SDI, but Gorbachev was unwilling to trust him. 
Gorbachev’s closest adviser Anatoly Chernyaev called Reykjavik “the moment of 
hope,” when “the spark of mutual understanding emerged between the two lead-
ers and where they ‘winked’ to each other for the future.” 43 

To Stop Being Afraid of SDI: Untying the Arms 
Control Package 
It is hard to say exactly when Gorbachev’s views on SDI changed, subsequently 
leading to the change in the Soviet position on a proper response to the American 
program. With his advisers and in the close Politburo circle he started talking 
more thoughtfully about Reagan’s views and positions, no longer calling him “a 
dinosaur.” Clearly, he thought a lot about SDI in the first part of 1986. On March 
20, 1986, he sounded as if he was speaking about the need for a tough response: 
“We can create a system to annihilate their SDI stations. We can do 2–3 nuclear 
explosions in the air and that’ll be the end to all their SDI system. Although of 
course in response our system would be annihilated too.” But a couple of minutes 
later he said: 

We have to include some concrete elements in our proposals for elimination 
of nuclear weapons and not allowing them into space, if they continue with 
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SDI. . . . But we should be more careful with propaganda. We should not 
scare our own people.44 

At March 24, 1986, Politburo session, Gorbachev said the crucial and unexpected 
words: “Maybe we should stop being afraid of SDI?”45 

Even if Gorbachev himself was losing his fear of SDI, he still had to deal with 
the Soviet military-industrial complex. He could not just cancel the numerous mil-
itary and research programs that were going on without showing significant prog-
ress on arms control. Soon after Reykjavik, the realization was growing among 
the top Soviet political leadership and arms control negotiators that the U.S. side 
was not going back to the radical positions they discussed in Iceland and that they 
needed a real breakthrough to move negotiations along. To get anything done with 
the Reagan administration, they had to start with the intermediate nuclear forces 
in Europe. Aiding this realization, by early 1987, there was a significant change in 
the perception of SDI on the part of Gorbachev and his close associates. The fear 
of SDI as a potential first-strike weapon from space, which Gorbachev had tried 
to explain to Reagan over and over at Geneva and Reykjavik, by now had faded. 
Part of this change was due to the influence of progressive Soviet scientists, who 
did not believe in the technological feasibility of the SDI concept, part of it was 
Gorbachev’s learning to trust the American from his interactions with Reagan, 
and part was the sheer exasperation that nothing was being achieved as long as the 
Soviet side insisted on bringing in the ballistic defense issues. 

In January 1987, Gorbachev pushed simultaneously on two fronts to advance 
perestroika. Domestically, the January Communist Party Plenum concentrated on 
political reform and democratization and scheduled a CPSU conference to address 
those issues for the summer of 1988. In foreign policy, to preserve and strengthen 
the momentum of Reykjavik, Gorbachev convened an international forum titled 
“For a Nuclear-Free World, for the Survival of Humanity,” which focused on 
the threat of nuclear weapons and the need for deep reductions on the road to 
their complete elimination. Academician Andrei Sakharov, recently released from 
exile, was permitted to speak at the forum. Many participants, including Sakha-
rov, called for swift progress on arms control even if this meant negotiating on 
INF separately. 46 Sakharov also privately met with two US scientists and talked 
about the need to untie the strategic arms control package and to stop allowing 
SDI to be the major stumbling block in the negotiations.47 

Gorbachev had called on his Politburo members to “stop being afraid of SDI” 
as early as March 1986, but it took him almost a year to follow his own advice. 
Untying the arms control package was a very sensitive political issue, since it 
amounted to a unilateral concession, and it took a great deal of internal discus-
sion and an impassioned memorandum from Alexander Yakovlev on February 25, 
1987, for Gorbachev to make the decision.48 

Ironically, the argument contained in the Yakovlev memorandum that per-
suaded Gorbachev to untie the arms control package alluded mainly to the U.S. 
domestic political agenda. Yakovlev argued that considering the strength of the 
right wing in the Republican Party and the upcoming presidential elections, if 
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Gorbachev was counting on signing a major strategic arms control treaty while 
Reagan was still in power, he had to sign a separate INF accord as soon as pos-
sible. On February 26, 1987, the Politburo made the historic decision to untie 
the package as a means to jumpstart negotiations, and to invite George Shultz to 
Moscow in April. Some scholarly accounts in the United States credit the decision 
to drop the Soviet insistence on SDI limits and the decision to untie the package 
to Sakharov’s persuasive argument at the Forum.49 Unfortunately, evidence does 
not support this poetic interpretation. Gorbachev now understood the failure of 
Reykjavik, he grew less afraid of SDI, he had a much stronger political base and 
he saw a politically advantageous moment to make a bold move on INF. 

In the second part of 1987, the Institute of U.S. and Canada of the Soviet Acad-
emy of Sciences provided a political analysis of the SDI discourse and history 
of the program in the United States and came to the conclusion that the program 
would receive significantly less attention and funding in the next administration. 
Andrey Kokoshin, the author of the study, pointed to a significant opposition in 
Congress, noting especially the Chair of Armed Services Committee Sam Nunn’s 
leadership, and even among the military, to the SDI and suggested that the Soviet 
leadership should be less worried about it.50 Perhaps even more important, the 
insecurity was giving way to the new sense of trust and productive cooperation 
that emerged from the experience of the two previous summits, and that promised 
important payoffs in the future. The progressive scientists now were betting on 
arms control, not on new armament programs. 

By the end of 1987, to the best of our knowledge, testing of Soviet anti-SDI 
elements had stopped. The issue practically disappeared from Politburo discus-
sions and political discourse. During the Washington summit in December 1987, 
Gorbachev basically told Reagan: you can go ahead and build what you want (of 
SDI elements), we do not believe it will work, but we will have the capability to 
counter it in a less expensive manner. 

Conclusion 
When one studies original sources, especially the Soviet documents that have 
become available, it becomes very clear that SDI did not play a big role in getting 
Gorbachev to disarm. In fact, considering all the information about the Soviet anti-
SDI programs – the symmetric response – it was destined to do just the opposite – 
to radically boost the Soviet military-industrial complex. And there is plenty of 
evidence – the best review is in Pavel Podvig’s article on the military components 
of the Soviet response – that it was already helping to create and invigorate Soviet 
defensive and offensive research and development of new and already designed 
systems. In the end, SDI did not have this effect because Gorbachev changed his 
mind and then changed his policy. 

Recent scholarship on the Soviet response to SDI changes the existing nar-
rative by showing that this response was comprehensive and massive in scale, 
and that it contained major symmetric, tit-for-tat, components that were pursued 
even as late as mid-1987. SDI was taken very seriously by the Soviet political 
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and military leaders prompting them to support numerous proposals and requests 
from the defense industry and intensifying the perception of existential threat, of 
a first strike from space. This perception of SDI – as putting weapons in space and 
creating a first-strike capability – has not disappeared and is still alive in current 
Russian concerns about U.S. ballistic missile programs. 

The change under Gorbachev was not as simple as switching from the sym-
metric to the asymmetric response under the influence of progressive scientists 
but involved a lot of learning, building trust and engaging in meaningful arms 
control. As Gorbachev built his political coalition and purged the military, arms 
control concerns and hopes took upper hand, the fear disappeared, and the testing 
stopped. As their perception of threat diminished, the Soviet leadership chose to 
reduce their armaments, rather than build them up whether in a symmetric or an 
asymmetric way. 
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4 Britain, SDI, and the United 
States, 1983–1986 
A Guarded Relationship 

 Edoardo Andreoni 

1983–1984: ‘Yes, But . . . ’ 
Despite the impression of a continually ‘special’ relationship with the United 
States and the ostensibly close personal bond between Ronald Reagan and Mar-
garet Thatcher, Britain was informed but not consulted on the launch of SDI. 1 

British Defence Secretary Michael Heseltine described the reaction in London 
as one of ‘despair’.2 The Ministry of Defence immediately questioned the tech-
nical feasibility and strategic desirability of abandoning deterrence for strategic 
defence, seeing SDI as an intrinsically flawed attempt ‘to provide a technological 
diversion’ from the  ‘essentially political problem’ of living in a nuclear world. 3 

Britain’s tense domestic political context in the early 1980s further complicated 
the government’s position. The Reagan administration’s belligerent approach to 
the Cold War had fuelled public anxieties over the arms race and the risks of a mil-
itary confrontation with the Warsaw Pact, in turn contributing to the emergence 
of a strong opposition to nuclear weapons and, especially, against the stationing 
of the so-called Euromissiles on British territory.4 Inasmuch as it was seen as an 
escalation of the military competition with the Soviet Union, SDI risked making it 
harder for the Thatcher government to maintain public support for its pro-nuclear 
and Atlanticist defence policy. At the same time, the initiative ’s long-term aim of 
making nuclear weapons ‘impotent and obsolete ’ seemed to undermine the ratio-
nale for deployment of new US missiles in Europe, thus playing into the hands 
of the anti-nuclear campaigners. Initially and for the whole of 1983, the British 
government thus kept the lowest possible profile on SDI, adopting a ‘cautious 
and non-committal ’ approach that sought to minimise negative domestic reper-
cussions while avoiding any criticism that could alienate Washington. 5 

In the spring of 1984, the presentation of the first budget request for SDI to 
Congress and the official establishment of the SDI Organization within the Penta-
gon confirmed the British government’s impression that the initiative ‘would not 
go away in the near future’ and was likely to play an important role in both trans-
atlantic and East-West relations.6 As a consequence, the Foreign Office and MOD 
undertook a more comprehensive assessment of SDI – a 70-page paper which 
confirmed the overwhelmingly negative perception emerged in the immediate 
aftermath of the     ‘Star Wars’ speech. 7 In addition to disappointment at the lack of 
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consultations by the Americans, the study expressed profound scepticism about 
the technical feasibility of a ‘leak-proof’ ballistic missile defence system, as well 
as concern over SDI’s impact on East-West relations, arms control (especially 
the 1972 ABM Treaty), 8 and transatlantic cohesion – as Europe would remain 
vulnerable to the Soviet non-ballistic nuclear threat and superiority in conven-
tional forces.9 Perhaps most importantly for the Thatcher government, SDI posed 
both military and political challenges to Britain’s independent nuclear deterrent. 
The long-term military consequences of the deployment of sophisticated anti-
ballistic missile defences by both superpowers for the recently purchased Trident 
system were deemed containable – thanks especially to its reliance on submarine-
launched ballistic missiles (SLBM), more difficult to intercept. However, the 
short-term political risks inherent in SDI were considered more worrying. The 
initiative’s explicit aim to eventually create the conditions for the elimination 
of nuclear weapons risked to directly undercut the rationale for modernising the 
British deterrent and could make it extremely difficult to maintain public support 
for the government’s nuclear strategy. 10 

In the light of these strong reservations, key members of Thatcher’s cabinet – 
especially Heseltine and Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe – seriously doubted 
the wisdom of pursuing SDI and believed that the US government should be 
persuaded to significantly limit its scope or even abandon it altogether. In their 
view, this objective could be best achieved indirectly, by encouraging the Reagan 
administration to resume arms control discussions with Moscow and reach an 
early agreement to strictly limit or ban completely military developments in outer 
space.11 Both ministers also argued that a deeper discussion of SDI with key allies 
in Europe and the formulation of a common position on the issue would maximise 
Britain’s ability to influence US policy in this direction. 12 

Together with some of her closest advisers, Thatcher did not fully share the 
FCO-MOD’s deeply negative evaluation of SDI nor, especially, did she endorse 
their policy recommendations. Despite attempting in later years to present herself 
as a supporter of Reagan’s initiative from the start, at the time the prime minister 
was sceptical that perfect defence against ballistic missiles could ever be achieved 
and deeply concerned by some of SDI’s potential short-term effects, most impor-
tantly on the preservation of nuclear deterrence.13 Nevertheless, in 1984 Thatcher 
also believed that it was too early to categorically rule out the feasibility or stra-
tegic wisdom of SDI and that a ‘prudent hedge’ should be maintained against the 
possibility of a Soviet breakthrough in similar technologies.14 However, her over-
riding reservation against pressuring Washington into agreeing on arms control 
agreements that would prevent the development of SDI was the potential damage 
to the Anglo-American relationship as well as her personal rapport with Reagan. 15 

For all these reasons, Thatcher quickly became convinced that, rather than out-
right criticism, giving qualified support to SDI as a research programme conducted 
within the limits of the ABM Treaty (which allowed research but prohibited the 
development and deployment of strategic defences) would best serve Britain’s 
security and diplomatic interests. The combination of public support for US 
policy and frank consultations in private would put Her Majesty’s Government 
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in a strong position to influence the decision-making process within the Reagan 
administration. Washington remained deeply divided between hardline support-
ers of SDI as a military necessity and those who mainly saw the initiative as 
a potentially formidable diplomatic tool in relations with Moscow. 16 Thatcher 
agreed with the latter faction, headed by US Secretary of State George Shultz; 
in her view, the Soviet leadership’s desire to avoid a new and costly phase of 
technological and military competition with the West could be exploited to obtain 
concessions in arms control negotiations.17 The continuation of SDI research was 
therefore important in order to maintain pressure on the Soviets, encourage dia-
logue, and help bring about the improvement in East-West relations which, by 
1984, Thatcher keenly sought. 18 

European policy was another important element which influenced the debate 
on SDI within the Thatcher government, in particular the conflict between the 
deep-rooted Atlanticist tradition in British foreign policy – to which Thatcher pas-
sionately subscribed – and the growing trend during the 1980s toward deeper 
European cooperation in foreign and defence policy. 19 Inasmuch as SDI was seen 
on the continent as an example of American disregard of European interests and 
an expression of the Reagan administration’s worrying isolationist and unilateral-
ist tendencies, it had served to strengthen such a trend.20 In the months follow-
ing the ‘Star Wars’ speech, Thatcher’s conversations with other European leaders 
had revealed their profound disillusion in US leadership.21 Despite differences of 
substance and rhetoric, both the French President François Mitterrand and Ger-
man Chancellor Helmut Kohl argued for deeper political integration and defence 
cooperation in Europe in response to the developments in US policy. 22 In the 
British cabinet, Howe and Heseltine were keen to explore possibilities for greater 
European political and defence cooperation, and to fully engage in the growing 
debate about the future of Europe.23 

On her part, Thatcher was sceptical about the drive towards more supranational 
integration of Europe ’s defence and foreign policy and remained convinced of the 
transatlantic orientation of British diplomacy.24 Far from being a mere article of 
faith, her Atlanticism was grounded in a pragmatic assessment of the best way to 
protect Britain’s national interests and magnify the country’s international influ-
ence and standing.25 These considerations and outlook led Thatcher to reject her 
ministers’ calling for a common European response to SDI and contributed to her 
decision to give qualified support to the US research programme. This approach 
fitted into a well-established pattern of British diplomacy since WWII, of care-
fully avoiding direct confrontations with the United States – and the damage that 
could derive to the ‘special’ diplomatic, security, and intelligence relationship – 
while trying to influence decision-making in Washington through consultations 
and close association with US policies.26 

Thatcher and Reagan first discussed SDI in person during a meeting at Camp 
David in December 1984. During the talks, Thatcher confirmed that she con-
sidered US research in ballistic missile defence justified and necessary in order 
to match Soviet efforts in the same field. 27 That said, the prime minister also 
expressed forcefully her doubts over the feasibility of SDI and concerns over 
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its implications for arms control and, especially, nuclear deterrence – which she 
vehemently defended as having ensured ‘forty years of unprecedented peace in 
Europe’.28 In exchange for Britain’s public support for SDI, Reagan agreed on 
the content of a four-point press statement that Thatcher gave after the meeting, 
which reflected the British view of SDI as a research programme to be conducted 
within the limits of existing treaties, and as an object of discussion and compro-
mise in US-Soviet arms control negotiations, due to resume in early 1985.29 

By obtaining the US administration’s agreement on the ‘Four Points’, which 
introduced a key distinction between SDI research and deployment and codified 
the ‘sanitised’ interpretation of the initiative preferred by Britain, Thatcher scored 
an important diplomatic success.30 However, the meeting did nothing to recon-
cile the fundamental difference between her perspective on SDI and Reagan’s 
own, unique conception of the initiative.31 As the president stressed repeatedly at 
Camp David, he remained strongly committed to the ‘moral’ dimension of SDI 
and to his original vision of the initiative as a catalyst for the abolition of atomic 
weapons.32 Despite her success in establishing a framework that allowed Britain 
to publicly endorse SDI, the strategy implemented by Thatcher at Camp David 
failed to contain the initiative’s most destabilising aspect – Reagan’s commitment 
to its nuclear abolitionist thrust. This ensured that the initiative would remain a 
source of transatlantic tensions in the following years.33 

1985: Cashing In, Opting Out 
In the immediate aftermath of the Camp David summit, the mood in the British 
government was of evident self-satisfaction, bordering on euphoria.34 The ‘Four 
Points’ were seen not only as a success in terms of public relations and a dem-
onstration of Britain’s restored international status and influence but also as sub-
stantial concessions to British demands.35 However, perhaps the most significant 
consequence of the meeting for future British policy – not only towards SDI – lies 
in the fact that it confirmed the validity, in the eyes of Thatcher and her close 
advisers, of the ‘never say no’ approach traditionally adopted by London in deal-
ing with problematic US initiatives.36 The inclusion of the ‘Four Points’ as the 
basis of the US approach on SDI for the renewed talks with the Soviets in January 
1985 further reinforced Thatcher’s instinct to keep following this line of action. 37 

That said, the Camp David agreement by no means resolved all British res-
ervations, and the prime minister herself was determined to continue high-level 
discussion of SDI with US officials. 38 The most profound and pressing British 
concern remained the anti-nuclear rhetoric employed by the US administration, 
especially the president, in the presentation of SDI. Thatcher told Reagan in Feb-
ruary 1985, 

We must not get into a situation where people were told that nuclear weap-
ons were wicked, immoral and might soon be rendered unnecessary by the 
development of defensive systems, otherwise public support for deployment 
of Cruise and purchase of Trident would be eroded . 
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The West would need to rely upon nuclear weapons ‘for many years yet’, she 
emphasised; it was vital ‘not to turn public opinion against them at a crucial 
moment’.39 

In response, Reagan not only agreed on the need to maintain NATO’s offensive 
nuclear capability but also reiterated that SDI ‘was designed to render obsolete a 
strategy based on the nuclear destruction of populations’, not to be used as a ‘bar-
gaining chip’ in negotiations with the Soviets. 40 Only a few weeks after the Camp 
David summit, the tense discussion in Washington exposed a fundamental differ-
ence of opinion between Reagan and Thatcher over the morality and future role of 
nuclear weapons.41 As a result Thatcher constantly felt the need, in her meetings 
and correspondence with Reagan and other US officials throughout 1985, to reit-
erate the vital importance of nuclear deterrence.42 At the same time, she did not 
put into question the approach formalised at Camp David, continuing to believe 
in the need for Britain to be perceived, at least publicly, as a strong advocate of 
SDI research and to avoid unconstructive criticism, working behind closed doors 
to influence US policy. 43 

Another important reason for continuing to support SDI research was the poten-
tial opportunity for British firms to participate in the US programme. Thatcher 
shared the view of her ambassador to Washington, Oliver Wright, that collabo-
rating on SDI could bring great technological and financial benefits for British 
industry, while also increasing London ’s influence on the future of the initiative. 
By contrast, hesitation could result in Britain ‘missing the bus’ and being excluded 
from the technological revolution that SDI was likely to ignite.44 To avoid such a 
prospect, in February Thatcher expressed her interest in the participation of Brit-
ish firms and scientists in the US programme, both privately to Reagan and dur-
ing a speech before a joint session of Congress. Inasmuch as it gave firm support 
to SDI research, while also arguing for the continued and vital need for nuclear 
weapons in order to prevent war, the speech summarised perfectly Thatcher’s 
‘dual track’ approach to the initiative in 1985. 45 

In the British cabinet, while recognising the value of the ‘Four Points’, Howe 
and Heseltine remained critical of SDI and kept arguing for coordinating with 
the other Europeans to pressure Washington into accepting strict limits on the 
initiative. Thatcher reacted to her ministers’ reservations by concentrating decision-
making on SDI into No. 10 – a development actively encouraged by the Ameri-
cans, who knew that the prime minister was the main restraint on ‘a very activist 
and hostile British position on SDI’.46 

In spite of being left at the margins of the central decisions, during 1985 
Howe and Heseltine attempted to moderate British policy on SDI. In March, 
Howe publicly criticised Reagan’s initiative as an inadequate solution to the 
security dilemmas of the nuclear era, describing it as ‘a new Maginot Line of 
the twenty-first century in space ’ – thus emphasising the ultimate failure of 
pursuing technological invulnerability rather than diplomatic solutions to inter-
national tensions.47 Heseltine’s scepticism was evident in his handling of the 
issue of participation in SDI. Opposed to British involvement from the start, 
he was deeply irritated by the absence of consultations before US Defense 
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Secretary Caspar Weinberger publicly invited allied governments to participate 
in the initiative in March 1985.48 However, he also saw in the clumsiness of US 
policy and the widespread disappointment it provoked within NATO (particu-
larly because of the imposition of a 60-day deadline) an opportunity to stimulate 
a joint European response to Washington’s invitation and avoid that individual 
countries could be  ‘sucked in ’ into supporting SDI beyond the conditions set out 
in the ‘Four Points’.49 

No. 10 did not see any good industrial or scientific reason for a common 
European response and suspected that Heseltine’s real motive was to strengthen 
opposition to SDI within NATO. 50 In fact, Thatcher viewed Britain as being in 
competition with its neighbours for the economic, technological, and diplomatic 
advantages of SDI participation, and remained convinced that the best way to 
    ‘cash in  ’ the credit gained in Washington by ‘giving a lead to European support 
for SDI ’ was to do so bilaterally. 51 

As a consequence, in the spring of 1985 No. 10 directed the MOD to start 
bilateral negotiations with the Pentagon. In the meantime, London remained 
ostensibly willing to discuss a coordinated European response to the broader tech-
nological and industrial challenge posed by SDI52 and even agreed to participate 
in the European technological cooperation programme launched by Mitterrand in 
April 1985, the Eureka initiative – while making it clear that US-UK cooperation 
on SDI would be a priority. 53 

Contrary to Thatcher’s wishes, the negotiations with Washington proceeded 
slowly and with difficulty; a memorandum of understanding was signed only in 
December 1985, making Britain the first country to officially sign up for participa-
tion in SDI.54 Throughout the negotiations, the Americans proved less forthcom-
ing than Thatcher expected, restricting access to the most advanced technologies 
and refusing to award Britain a fixed quota of SDI contracts. By 1990, the value 
of the contracts obtained by British companies amounted to 81.9 million dollars, 
a small fraction of London’s initial request of 1.5 billion dollars. 55 

While economically disappointing, the agreement can be seen as a success for 
Thatcher’s SDI policy. Arguably, the decision to participate in the initiative had 
never been primarily about financial or technological benefits but was essen-
tially political, the logical continuation of the approach adopted at Camp David 
in 1984. In this respect, Thatcher achieved her objective of making Britain the 
first country to sign up for the programme, securing a ‘front row’ position that 
she hoped to exploit to influence the future development of SDI and ensure that 
Washington continued to abide to the ‘Four Points’. 56 Once again, Thatcher had 
resisted the pressures within the cabinet towards a common European position, 
sticking instead to her preferred strategy of advancing British interests by close 
association with US policy. This outcome had not been achieved by building con-
sensus in Whitehall but by centralising control over foreign policy in No. 10, 
at a cost of widening existing divisions within the cabinet and the Conservative 
party over SDI and the broader orientation of Britain’s diplomacy. 57 Particularly, 
Thatcher’s Atlanticist position on SDI participation and adamant rejection of a 
common European response can be seen as having helped marginalise London in 
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the parallel yet interconnected debate about the relaunch of European integration, 
leaving once again the initiative to Paris and Bonn.58 

The debate over SDI participation also worsened personal conflict in the cabi-
net, particularly between Thatcher and Heseltine. Their profound difference of 
policy and personality become evident in the Westland Helicopters crisis of late 
1985, which ultimately led to Heseltine’s resignation and even threatened to bring 
the government down.59 While apparently successful, Thatcher    ’s approach to SDI 
in 1985 thus prepared the ground for future crises and foreshadowed some of the 
dynamics that would lead to the prime minister’s own downfall. 60 

1986: A Guarded Relationship 
Despite these underlying tensions and the less-than-satisfactory terms of the final 
agreement, by the end of 1985 the issue of Britain ’s participation in SDI was 
finally settled. Nevertheless, London remained uneasy about the evolution of US 
foreign policy – its focus shifting on the acceleration of the US-Soviet rapproche-
ment and on SDI’s implications for both arms control and nuclear deterrence. By 
early 1986, the initial European optimism about the new superpower détente had 
indeed turned into increasing concern. In London, as in other European capitals, 
the early enthusiasm for Mikhail Gorbachev had significantly cooled. The Soviet 
leader    ’s activism, bright intellect, and charm – at first famously considered by 
Thatcher as the attributes of a man with whom one could ‘do business ’ 61 –appeared 
now increasingly dangerous, being seen as instrumental to the same traditional 
Soviet interests and goals as his predecessors’.62 

The British government was especially concerned by the Kremlin’s increased 
ability to exploit the aspirations for peace and nuclear disarmament widespread 
among Western public opinion and by Gorbachev ’s progressively bolder arms 
control proposals and anti-nuclear rhetoric – epitomised by his January 1986 plan 
to abolish all nuclear weapons before the year 2000.63 The preconditions attached 
to Gorbachev’s proposal, most importantly the complete renunciation to space 
weapons, made it clear that its objective was to put pressure on Western gov-
ernments and divide the Alliance, by offering to public opinion the ‘poisonous 
chalice’ of complete disarmament and exploiting European scepticism over SDI. 64 

British concerns were greatly heightened by the positive reaction to the plan by 
the State Department and the White House, which was seen as a ‘sea change’ in 
the administration’s attitude towards arms control. 65 London feared that by wel-
coming Gorbachev’s abolitionist language – which echoed deliberately the anti-
nuclear rhetoric frequently employed by Reagan in relation to SDI – Washington 
would fuel unrealistic public expectations and fatally undermine popular support 
for nuclear deterrence.66 

At the same time, the British government considered a continuation of the arms 
control deadlock to be equally dangerous. Gorbachev ’s dynamism and propaganda 
skills increased the likelihood that the lack of progress on arms control would be 
blamed on the West, especially on Washington ’s commitment to SDI, creating 
grave difficulties at a domestic level and within NATO. 67 This prospect prompted 
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Thatcher to move beyond the position codified in the ‘Four Points’, advocat-
ing more actively a US-Soviet understanding on SDI.68 In particular, Thatcher 
encouraged Reagan to accept some restrictions or at least provide clarifications 
on the future of the programme beyond its research phase, in order to demonstrate 
Washington’s commitment to a negotiated transition towards defensive systems, 
eliminate Moscow’s propaganda advantage, and shift the debate back to offensive 
disarmament.69 This represented a substantial evolution of Britain’s position and 
is indicative of London’s growing concern about SDI’s role in East-West relations 
during 1986.70 

British anxieties intensified in the spring and summer, as some of Reagan’s 
other foreign policy decisions exacerbated transatlantic friction and apprehen-
sion. Among these were the airstrikes carried out against Libya in April 1986 – in 
retaliation for a terrorist attack against a West Berlin nightclub frequented by US 
servicemen – which resulted in particularly acute domestic and diplomatic dif-
ficulties for Thatcher, 71 and Reagan’s decision to cease to adhere to the unrati-
fied SALT II agreement and exceed its limits on the development and production 
of new strategic missiles later in the year. 72 These developments led to growing 
frustration in Whitehall towards Washington’s unilateralism in foreign policy and 
to a renewed questioning in the cabinet of Thatcher’s interpretation of the special 
relationship. Pointing to the rise in anti-American sentiments among British pub-
lic opinion, in particular young voters, Howe warned that the prime minister’s 
preferred approach of close association with Reagan and his policies might turn 
from an asset into a liability for the government in the upcoming general elec-
tion.73 The prospect of a breakdown of arms control negotiations, especially if 
due to the US president’s inflexibility on SDI, was considered the gravest danger 
for the Tories – at a time when the Chernobyl incident 74 had ‘heightened fears of 
all things nuclear’ among the public.75 

As on previous occasions, during the summer of 1986 Thatcher firmly resisted 
these internal challenges to her pro-American approach to foreign policy, reaf-
firming that there was ‘nothing to be gained’ from distancing from the Americans. 
‘Certainly we need to give them our candid advice’, she wrote Howe, 

The more we succeed in influencing their judgments, and are seen to do so, 
the better. But this will be achieved by the quality of our advice, the vigour 
of our diplomacy and the loyalty of our support when we think they are 
right – not by consciously drawing away from them or by losing ourselves in 
a Euro-consensus.76 

When a meeting between Reagan and Gorbachev was finally announced for 
October in Reykjavik, the British government worked intensely to ensure that 
its views and advice were relayed to the Americans. 77 On the key issue of SDI, 
Thatcher once again encouraged Reagan to reassure Moscow against a ‘sudden 
break-out from the research stage’ and to keep abiding to the limits posed by 
ABM treaty. 78 On most other arms control issues, the British position was more 
‘conservative’ than the one held by the pragmatists in the US administration, 
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who increasingly enjoyed Reagan’s support. On intermediate-range weapons, for 
instance, Thatcher disliked the so-called     ‘zero option  ’, which consisted in their 
complete elimination from Europe, preferring instead the establishment of equal 
ceilings for both sides. On strategic weapons, Britain supported a reduction by 
30% in the superpowers ’ arsenals, rather than Reagan’s July 1986 proposal to 
eliminate all offensive ballistic weapons in ten years, provided that an agreement 
was reached on strategic defences.79 

In the run-up to Reykjavik, these differences with the United States on arms 
control did not cause too much concern in London, because the prospect of an 
agreement seemed remote.80 Like the Americans, the British completely failed 
to anticipate Gorbachev’s concessions, greatly underestimating his desire to 
urgently make substantive progress on nuclear disarmament.81 Both the Soviet 
leader’s proposals in Reykjavik and the ‘cosmic’ heights reached by dialogue 
between him and Reagan came as a complete surprise and a shock to the Brit-
ish government.82 US officials were deeply impressed by the concessions offered 
by the Soviets during the talks, including the acceptance of the ‘zero option’ on 
INF and a proposal for a 50% reduction in strategic forces. ‘He was laying gifts 
at our feet’, recalls Shultz in his memoirs.83 The US delegation responded with 
even more radical counter-proposals, suggesting the elimination of all strategic 
ballistic missiles within ten years. The discussion spiralled and the two leaders 
came close to agreeing on the elimination of all nuclear weapons within the same 
time-frame, before their disagreement on the restrictions to be imposed on SDI 
research – which Gorbachev wanted limited to the laboratory – caused the talks 
to collapse.84 

The radical measures Reagan had been ready to agree or had proposed, which 
went far beyond anything discussed bilaterally and within NATO prior to the sum-
mit, sent shockwaves across the Atlantic. ‘My own reaction when I heard how far 
the Americans had been prepared to go was as if there had been an earthquake 
beneath my feet’, wrote Thatcher in her memoirs. 85 In her view, the elimination 
of all ballistic missiles – let alone all nuclear weapons – coupled with the imple-
mentation of the ‘zero option’ on INF, would have had devastating effect on the 
cohesion of NATO and on British security, spelling the end of nuclear deterrence 
and leaving Western Europe vulnerable to Soviet conventional superiority. An 
agreement on the lines discussed in Reykjavik would also have forced the UK 
government to abandon its plans to purchase Trident and to look for an alternative 
system in order to maintain an independent nuclear deterrent – with likely unsus-
tainable financial and political costs.86 

Immediately after the summit, Thatcher telephoned Reagan to convey Britain ’s 
anxiety about the political and security implications of the proposals made in 
Reykjavik.87 To the shock of British officials, the US president seemed unable to 
grasp the depth of Thatcher’s concerns or to offer the reassurances she sought. 88 

During the call, Reagan ‘spoke dismissively of the ABM Treaty’, which he seemed 
to consider as merely an obstacle in the transition from deterrence to defence, 
and appeared unconvinced that Soviet superiority in conventional weapons posed 
as grave a threat to Europe as Thatcher claimed, or that it made necessary the 
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preservation of nuclear deterrence: ‘The Russians don’t want war’, he affirmed. 
As Thatcher’s private secretary Charles Powell put it, the US president ‘showed 
no sign of backing down from his concept of eliminating nuclear weapons within 
ten years, indeed showed considerable pride in it  ’.89 

In the British government’s view, Reagan’s proposals in Reykjavik not only 
were deeply undesirable from a military standpoint but also carried grave domes-
tic political risks – directly undermining the Conservative party’s electoral strat-
egy for 1987.90 By proposing the elimination of all ballistic missiles in ten years, 
Reagan gave credibility to Labour’s radical defence platform, which included uni-
lateral nuclear disarmament and the removal of US bases from British territory, 
while undercutting the government’s arguments in support for nuclear deterrence, 
the purchase of Trident, and continued commitment to NATO. 91 During their post-
summit call, Thatcher made this clear to Reagan: ‘giving up nuclear weapons 
is the sort of thing that Neil Kinnock advocates. This would be tantamount to 
surrender’. 92 

Addressing the public opinion and security risks resulting from Reagan’s 
proposals in Reykjavik became the focus of Thatcher’s visit to Washington in 
November 1986.93 As in 1984, Thatcher resorted to her preferred tactic of com-
bining support for elements of Reagan’s policy – especially the decision to resist 
Soviet attempts to ‘kill’ SDI – with a frank expression of her concerns, in par-
ticular over the elimination of ballistic missiles in ten years’ time. 94 In Washing-
ton, she bluntly warned Shultz that such a prospect would undermine the security 
of Western Europe and ‘cause you to lose me and the British nation’. 95 At the 
same time, Thatcher overcame her reservations and gave full support to the ‘zero 
option’ on INF deployed in Europe; in exchange, she obtained Reagan’s agree-
ment on a five-point press statement containing key reassurances about the US 
administration’s future arms control policy. The most important of these was that 
priority would be given to an agreement on INF, as well as to a ban on chemical 
weapons and a 50% reduction in the superpowers’ strategic arsenals over five 
years. Crucially, the goal of eliminating the remaining offensive strategic weap-
ons in the subsequent five-year period was not mentioned in the statement, which 
instead reaffirmed the need for ‘effective nuclear deterrents based upon a mix of 
systems’. The statement also stressed that SDI research should continue, within 
the limits of the ABM treaty; noted the importance of eliminating conventional 
disparities in conjunction with nuclear disarmament; and reaffirmed the US inten-
tion to proceed with its strategic modernisation programme and to support Brit-
ain’s acquisition of Trident. 96 

Thatcher was highly satisfied with the outcome of the visit, which she could 
convincingly present to the British public as a success echoing the one of 
December 1984.97 As with the ‘Four Points’, Thatcher could not have achieved 
this objective if her concerns had not been shared by officials within the Rea-
gan administration, in this case the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 98 In addition, domestic 
political developments in the United States also played in Thatcher’s favour. The 
Democratic victory in the 1986 mid-term elections and the outbreak of the Iran-
Contra scandal considerably weakened the Reagan administration, contributing 



  
 

 

  

  
 

   

 

  

  

   

       

       
 

Britain, SDI, and the United States 67 

decisively to slow down the momentum towards nuclear disarmament after 
Reykjavik.99 

Like the Reagan-Thatcher meeting of December 1984, the second Camp David 
summit and the overall British reaction to Reykjavik are paradigmatic of both the 
strengths and limits of the ‘special relationship’ during the Thatcher era. On the 
one hand, the two episodes reveal how, on issues on which British and US posi-
tions diverged significantly – as on SDI and nuclear disarmament – Thatcher’s 
tactic of combining personal diplomacy and support for Reagan with a skilful 
exploitation of internal divisions in Washington allowed her to smooth out trans-
atlantic differences and influence US policy in a direction more favourable to 
British interests.100 On the other hand, on both occasions the prime minister’s 
approach consisted in circumventing rather than removing the causes of trans-
atlantic disagreement and friction, which tended to resurface as circumstances 
changed. Much like the ‘Four Points’, the November 1986 statement did not rep-
resent a triumph of British influence or Thatcher’s persuasive ability, but a fragile 
compromise; while not mentioning the elimination of all ballistic missiles, the 
statement did not explicitly discard it as a goal of US policy and was adopted 
because it contained language ambiguous enough to satisfy both parties. ‘There 
was neither an agreement, nor an agreement to disagree: it was more an agreement 
to pretend to agree’, writes Moore.101 

The American, and especially Reagan’s, visionary and universalistic outlook 
on key issues such as nuclear disarmament and SDI was indeed never reconciled 
with the more pragmatic, limited British view – the first reflecting the priorities 
and ambitions of a superpower, the second the preoccupations and interests of 
a medium-sized actor in international politics, firmly anchored in the European 
context.102 To Thatcher’s recurrent dismay, the Atlantic Ocean appeared in fact 
wider than the Channel on both SDI and nuclear abolition. 

After her trust in the US president was shaken at Reykjavik, Thatcher gave 
greater consideration to European alternatives to her pro-American foreign policy 
approach – appearing tempted by Mitterrand’s proposal, supported by the FCO 
and MOD, to intensify Anglo-French defence and nuclear cooperation, and even 
replace Trident with an alternative French system. 103 As historian David Reynolds 
notes, however, this was only a ‘temporary flirtation’, which was abandoned after 
the reassurances obtained from Reagan at Camp David.104 That said, Reykjavik 
left a profound mark on the British government’s perception of the US administra-
tion, and of Reagan in particular. As noted by Thatcher’s key advisor Percy Cra-
dock, ‘the serious unprofessionalism of the administration, the president ’s naive 
and obstinate vision of a non-nuclear world, the failure of consultation and the 
blatant disregard of European interests ’ displayed in Iceland were deeply alarming 
signs. Despite the ‘major achievement’ of Camp David, the impression remained 
in London during the following months that Reagan could not be entirely trusted 
if presented by Gorbachev with another opportunity for radical nuclear disarma-
ment: ‘we shall continue to fight to keep the Americans on the straight and nar-
row path ’ and ‘strengthen the fence erected at Camp David’, Cradock advised the 
prime minister. 105 In her memoirs, even Thatcher recognised that nuclear weapons 
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were ‘the one issue on which I knew I could not take the Reagan administration ’s 
soundness for granted  ’.106 In sum, while the events of late 1986 did not break 
Thatcher’ commitment to the special relationship, this became an increasingly 
guarded one.107

 Conclusions 
The SDI controversy can be seen as a critical ‘test’ for the ‘special relationship’ 
and for Thatcher’s confidence in Britain’s ability to influence decision-making 
across the Atlantic by virtue of its exceptionally close ties with the United States. 
As shown earlier, while there was broad agreement in London that the priority 
in dealing with SDI should be to limit its strategic, technological, and rhetorical 
challenge to nuclear deterrence, sharp disagreements quickly emerged on the 
best way to do so. These reflected deeper divisions about the overall conduct 
and objectives of British foreign policy. For those who, like Howe and Hesel-
tine, were sceptical about SDI’s potential advantages – as either a military pro-
gramme, a ‘bargaining chip’ in arms control negotiations, or the catalyst of a 
technological revolution – Britain needed to make common cause with its Euro-
pean partners and put pressure on Washington to limit or even abandon the ini-
tiative. For Thatcher and her close advisers, however, only a policy of public 
support for SDI, coupled with a private and nuanced expression of British views 
and reservations, would maximise London’s ability to influence the development 
of SDI and contain its most dangerous aspects. In other words, the imperative of 
protecting Britain’s fragile defence consensus and its nuclear deterrent had to be 
reconciled with the equally inescapable need to preserve the special connection 
with Washington, on which depended not only Britain’s security but also much 
of its diplomatic clout. 

Possessing a strong confidence in her ability to combine personal diplomacy, 
ideological clarity, and effective leadership, Thatcher adopted the traditional 
British approach of never saying ‘no’ but always ‘yes, but’ to unwelcome US 
policies in order to turn the SDI challenge into an opportunity to advance Brit-
ain’s interests. In her view, to succeed in promoting a limited version of SDI 
such as the one outlined in the ‘Four Points’ would have reinforced Britain’s 
role as a ‘bridge’ between Europe and America and, even more important, as an 
influential player in East-West relations – while also boosting her own stature as 
a world leader. 108 

The results of this approach appear mixed. On the one hand, at specific times 
the British government managed to have an important impact on US policy on 
SDI. On the other, these results were achieved, thanks to a ruthless centralisa-
tion of Britain’s SDI policy in the hands of the prime minister, which alienated 
senior figures in the cabinet, deepening the divisions between Atlanticist and 
Europeanist. Considering that, as demonstrated at Reykjavik, Britain’s strategy 
was unable to achieve its main objective of permanently defusing the destabilis-
ing anti-nuclear aspect of SDI, it appears that by investing so much in supporting 
the initiative Thatcher obtained less than she bargained for. 
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5 Germany and SDI, 1983–1986 
Anchoring US Extended Nuclear 
Deterrence and Westbindung for an 
Offense-Defense Future 

 Andreas Lutsch 1 

Introduction 
The approach which the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) took toward the 
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) in the mid-1980s emerged in the context of a 
tenacious consultation and bargaining process between the United States and its 
allies. This process was nestled in fluid transitions in East-West, transatlantic and 
intra-Western European relations. The world economy underwent dynamic trans-
formation, which increasingly pointed to sweeping Western advantage. The realm 
of defense technology was stimulated by powerful impulses of innovation in the 
competitive environment of the Cold War. 

Dealing with SDI within U.S.-led alliances pertained to the question of how 
the NATO deterrence and defense apparatus might or should be recalibrated in 
the medium run, that is, in the 1990s and 2000s, so as to achieve greater stabil-
ity in a ‘nuclear offense-defense world’ at a lower level of danger to America 
and American allies – without weakening deterrence, the assurance of allies and 
the assurance of the Soviet Union of the West’s non-belligerent intentions. Ger-
man officials and decision-makers viewed the SDI debate, including Germany’s 
emerging position toward SDI, through various lenses. These lenses were shaped 
by bureaucratic idiosyncrasies, the hyper-specialization of the discussion, and 
competing political agendas. The essences of the matter remained hard to com-
prehend. Gauging future trajectories of related developments was even harder. 

One perspective remained crucial: as a non-nuclear weapons state, bound to 
the ‘West’ and the United States in the framework of NATO, Germany considered 
nuclear deterrence provided by the United States, including a politically accept-
able nuclear brinkmanship doctrine, essential to its survival. In intra-alliance SDI 
consultations, German officials underlined the importance of the issue of how 
U.S. extended nuclear deterrence would work in the 1990s and 2000s when non-
nuclear strategic Ballistic Missile Defenses (BMD) might gradually (not abruptly) 
become components in the military arsenals of the superpowers which presup-
posed a dissolution of the ABM Treaty at some point. 

The chapter focuses on this perspective to examine the emerging approach 
which the FRG took toward the SDI between 1983 and 1986 and why Ger-
many finally supported SDI. A comprehensive analysis would have to take other 
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relevant perspectives into account and gauge their relative importance in com-
parison to the perspective, which is examined here, including perspectives on 
economic and financial aspects, the evolution of technology, technology-related 
transatlantic cooperation, in general, and missile defense-related cooperation 
projects, in particular. 

As the chapter strongly suggests, the role of government security experts was 
crucial in the complicated process of how Germany’s approach toward SDI crys-
tallized. In comparison, the impact of decision-makers – like Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl, Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher, or Minister of Defense Man-
fred Wörner – remains hard to understand. This also raises the profound question 
to what extent decision-makers like Kohl did conceive of SDI as an issue that 
required in-depth leadership engagement with deeper and extraordinarily sophis-
ticated levels of the SDI debate before making decisions. 

The chapter also presents new empirical insights, which originate from the 
first wave of declassification of German, British, and American archival materi-
als.2 The end of the Cold War and Germany’s reunification have received consid-
erable attention in scholarship. But historians have only begun to investigate the 
era of Helmut Kohl’s chancellorship, including the early years prior to 1989/90 
and Germany’s SDI policy. 3 Scholars can also build on strategic studies analy-
ses from the 1980s and 1990s.4 A difficulty and opportunity is to evaluate dif-
ferences between public appearance at the time and substance which becomes 
more directly ascertainable in declassified materials. However, empirical gaps as 
well as the breadth and specificity of new layers of declassified information also 
prompt a degree of humility regarding the ability of historians to make sense of 
relevant processes. 

Seen from today, three policy-relevant aspects should be noted upfront. First, 
neither superpower attempted to throw off the limitations of the ABM Treaty dur-
ing the late Cold War. Second, the paradigm of mutual deterrence through mutual 
vulnerability due to mutual threats with offensive nuclear systems remained basi-
cally intact in the strategic nuclear relationship between Russia and America. 
Third, since 2002, when the United States withdrew from the ABM Treaty, stra-
tegic BMD became an increasingly important element in the deterrence strategies 
of the United States and its allies in East Asia and Europe. In Europe, Germany 
participates in the so-called European Phased Adaptive Approach to BMD against 
limited ballistic missile attack by hosting the central command center of NATO 
air forces (Allied Air Command, Ramstein). And having served during the Cold 
War as a deployment country for two belts of air defense missiles in the Federal 
Republic’s Eastern border region, the German  Luftwaffe continues to contribute 
to NATO’s integrated air defense by operating Patriot missiles with a tactical 
antiballistic missile (ABM) capability. Moreover, German, U.S., and Italian com-
panies are developing a Patriot successor system called Medium Extended Air 
Defense System (MEADS). As this chapter suggests, Germany’s current approach 
to BMD continues to be shaped by trends stemming from assessments and poli-
cies which the Federal Republic had developed particularly during the SDI debate 
in the mid-1980s. 
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Perplexed in the Year of the Euromissiles 
There remained a fundamental difference in the policy outlook between German 
governments and ‘confrontationalists’5 in the Reagan government, irrespective of 
the change of government in the autumn of 1982, when the social-liberal coali-
tion broke up and the Christian Democrats won over the liberals to form a more 
‘Atlanticist’ government under Helmut Kohl, with Foreign Minister Genscher 
symbolizing a degree of continuity in terms of Ostpolitik and the CSCE process. 

The Reagan administration appeared to pursue a ‘strategy of high risks and 
costs that sought, by changing rather than containing an adversary, to make pos-
sible a world of much lower risks and costs’.6 It challenged the Soviet Union by 
exploiting economic, military, and ideological trends so as to accelerate a decline 
in Soviet power and enhance America’s position as the lead nation of the free 
world. In contrast, West Germany resisted framing its security policies in com-
petitive terms and abided by preferred notions of East-West stability. Though this 
status-quo-fixation remained limited by the claim that the German question was 
still open, the years in the run-up to the revolutions of 1989 witnessed the dreary 
heyday of West Germany’s willingness to acquiesce in, and ‘normalize’, the divi-
sion of Germany and Europe.7 

This fundamental difference in general policy outlook overshadowed the 
debate on strategic BMD, which was kick-started by Ronald Reagan’s SDI speech 
of March 23, 1983. Presidential rhetoric in the Reagan era had already taken on 
a life of its own. It had stirred up debates about the illegitimacy of Communism, 
and prevailing in war, even nuclear war, if NATO were ever forced to defend itself 
against Soviet aggression. Still, the embarrassment to the Kohl-Genscher govern-
ment caused by the surprise of the SDI speech was hardly more than marginal. 
The government had just been confirmed in the Bundestag election of March 6, 
1983, about two weeks before Reagan announced the SDI. The speech fueled 
confusion, anti-Reaganite criticism, anti-nuclear pacifism, and anti-American 
resentment in the German public in this year of the euromissiles. But the timing 
of Reagan’s speech had not aggravated the situation for Kohl, Genscher, and their 
parties during the crucial election campaign. Strengthened by the election results, 
the Kohl-Genscher government neither felt a need nor was it inclined to offer 
substantial comment in public on the U.S. President’s SDI speech. In the face of 
stagnating, and finally collapsing, INF negotiations, it remained preoccupied with 
withstanding mounting pressures in Germany and from the Communist world 
against deploying American PERSHING II and GLCM in Germany (starting in 
late 1983). At least in Kohl’s view, Germany finally stood firm in what he claimed 
to be “Germany’s hour of destiny” ( Deutschlands Schicksalsstunde): by carry-
ing out INF deployments, Germany re-anchored its policy of Western integration 
(Westbindung) and thus repulsed the idea of political experimentation made out of 
weakness which might place the country on the slippery slope toward some sort 
of neutralism.8 

The German government regarded INF deployments as crucial to establishing a 
modernized nuclear posture in Europe and to developing a politically acceptable 
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nuclear doctrine for selective initial and follow-on use options to credibly extend 
U.S. nuclear deterrence within the framework of ‘flexible response’ as the pre-
ferred strategic concept of NATO under conditions of mutual nuclear vulnerabil-
ity. Nuclear doctrine was one of the most sensitive issues to the Kohl-Genscher 
government. Discussions about nuclear doctrine shaped the context in which the 
government conceptualized the discussion about SDI and how to manage deter-
rence in a potential future context with offense-defense mixes in ballistic missiles 
on either side of the Iron Curtain. At the time when U.S. Reagan gave his SDI 
speech, NATO’s “winter exercise/civil military exercise” 1983 still took place. In 
German official circles, the exercise produced mixed, though in the final analy-
sis deeply unsatisfactory, impressions.9 The German government saw the INF 
deployments as a catalyzer for NATO to work out the so-called General Political 
Guidelines (GPGs) for the defensive use of nuclear weapons. The GPGs were 
adopted by NATO (except France) in 1986 and represented the outcome of an 
exceptionally long process that had begun in the late 1960s.10 For the Federal 
Republic at least, the GPGs were of paramount importance. They could politi-
cally validate the concept that credible threats of selective nuclear weapons use 
to restore deterrence – that is, deterrent threats which also had to be politically 
acceptable to NATO allies were viewed as a necessity of survival, given the for-
midable Soviet threat and East-West disparities in conventional and chemical 
weapons. A potential problem was this: if the Soviet Union at some point suc-
ceeded in establishing a much more significant BMD capability than it already 
had, it might perhaps protect itself against some of NATO’s Selective Nuclear 
Options (SEOs), to be carried out by Europe-based missile systems like PERSH-
ING II, and even selective Non-SIOP-options (NSOs), to be carried out by U.S. 
strategic missile systems.11 

Initially, and given the context of America’s massive arms build-up, Reagan’s 
SDI speech was – content-wise – not taken too seriously in German official cir-
cles. The president’s rather frivolously utilized the rhetoric of hope, progress, and 
sentimental utopianism which “held out to American citizens the unqualified hope 
that they need not forever live with the nuclear threat over their heads.”12 That uto-
pianism may also have been motivated by the idea that, if something in the field of 
strategic BMD was to be achieved, for example, research funding provided by the 
U.S. Congress, it required a “hard-sell campaign”13 targeted primarily at domes-
tic U.S. audiences. However, that utopianism in Reagan’s speech had immediate 
and unsettling side effects which concerned European governments because it 
cast doubt on the moral legitimacy of nuclear deterrence. European governments 
considered nuclear deterrence vital to their survival, and they struggled to uphold 
it against an unprecedented level of domestic protest and Communist pressure. 
The implication of the speech that Soviet BMD efforts were at least in the long 
run beneficial appeared “perplexing”14 since enhanced Soviet BMD capabilities 
were expected to undermine NATO’s flexible response strategy. In other words, 
Reagan’s utopian rhetoric strengthened a “depoliticized conception of security,” 
which was politically harmful, in that it “promoted a disorienting impression that 
nuclear weapons are in themselves a factor of insecurity” and that, if the nuclear 
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threat were diminished, other factors in the East-West competition (disparities in 
conventional and chemical armaments, ideology, etc.) would be of minor impor-
tance, if not irrelevant, in terms of security. 15 Kohl fundamentally disagreed at 
least with the last-mentioned implication of Reagan’s rhetoric. Kohl remained 
suspicious of the Soviet Union and Gorbachev’s intentions. In Kohl’s assessment, 
Gorbachev pursued the old strategy of establishing Soviet hegemony in Western 
Europe.16 

After Reagan’s SDI speech, it immediately became obvious to the German side 
in diplomatic exchanges that the apparent purpose of the envisaged U.S. research 
program permitted under the ABM Treaty was to re-examine the feasibility of 
strategic BMD options. This opened up a “very long-term perspective.” 17 U.S. 
officials assured their German counterparts that the United States was serious 
about not limiting potential benefits to the United States and about not rushing 
ahead with development, production, or deployment decisions without prior 
allied consultations. The United States, it seemed, was also serious about examin-
ing the degree to which the security of U.S. allies might be enhanced by BMD 
systems in their respective countries. German officials recommended “salvation 
through consultation.”18 They signaled that, if and when SDI took shape, Ger-
many expected the United States to engage in timely, confidential, substantially 
thorough, and not predetermined consultations. 

The fact that the U.S. President had tied his prestige to the rigorous conduct of 
research into the feasibility of BMD represented merely the latest, though dra-
matic, signal that the U.S. government was determined to review its BMD policy. 
The speech was a situational surprise but hardly came unexpectedly, consider-
ing other trends and factors: technological improvements, including research by 
the U.S. Army and the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) 
on non-nuclear approaches to disable missile reentry vehicles like, for example, 
achieving kinetic collision with interceptors and directing energy to reentry 
vehicles with lasers; the existence of a deployed Soviet BMD system protecting 
Moscow in the absence of an American BMD system since 1976; related Soviet 
research, development, and modernization efforts; the contested issue of vulner-
ability of U.S. ICBM silos to Soviet nuclear missile threats; a fierce debate in the 
United States since the 1970s about whether to do something about it (and, if so, 
what); the rhetoric of U.S. leaders and officials on nuclear strategy since 1981 
which stressed ‘prevailing’ rather than ‘countervailing’; the enduring controversy 
about how to interpret Soviet strategic culture, specifically Soviet views on the 
strategic nuclear balance and nuclear deterrence; signs in 1981 and 1982 that the U.S. 
government, pushed by BMD advocates in Reagan’s transition team and the 
U.S. Senate, positioned itself to re-open the BMD debate.19 These trends and fac-
tors had already alluded to what the Reagan speech seemed to have ignited: that 
the United States sought to systematically re-examine, and perhaps fundamen-
tally alter, the role which modern strategic BMD systems might play in the future 
deterrence strategies of the United States, or even of the superpowers. 

Even this shift hardly came as a surprise because the German government had 
played an assertive role since the mid-1970s in reassessing Soviet strategic culture. 
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Germany had successfully prompted NATO – particularly an initially reluctant 
American alliance hegemon – to adopt a ‘dual-track’ approach in order to push 
back against what leaders in Bonn believed to be a Soviet attempt to destroy 
European and particularly West German confidence in U.S. nuclear protection 
by shifting the regional nuclear balance of power to Soviet advantage. However, 
INF deployments, based on a rationale to make U.S. extended nuclear deterrence 
more credible, were deliberately not conceived by the German government in a 
war-fighting (let alone war-winning) sense. Such framework would have pointed, 
inter alia, to the consideration of greater numbers than the envisaged maximum 
of 572 warheads on INF launchers, a missile reload capability, the application of 
survivability as a guiding principle, and rejection of the idea that INF might be 
bargained away entirely in arms control negotiations. 

Hence, what appeared to be an ongoing transition in U.S. strategic thinking 
and policy from Carter to Reagan tended to be a source of concern in German 
specialist circles. Standard German understandings of the rationale of the 1979 
‘dual-track decision’ had fitted into the Carter administration’s framework of the 
“countervailing strategy,” which in itself seemed to blend in with established 
trends of previous U.S. nuclear policies that put the emphasis on graduated, con-
trolled nuclear escalation options to extend deterrence more credibly in the age of 
strategic parity. 20 The framework of the “countervailing strategy” had not ruled 
out a limited role for strategic BMD in the future as a potential point defense to 
protect key military forces like ICBMs or military infrastructures. But the Reagan 
administration seemed to consider a fundamentally different approach to strategic 
BMD, namely, to exploit strategic BMD  extensively perhaps even for the purpose 
of large-scale area defense within a nuclear war-fighting approach to extend U.S. 
nuclear protection.21 Of course, the issue of strategic BMD deployments at best 
loomed on the horizon. 

The preliminary German views in 1983 on the SDI ‘vision’ remained colored 
by this assessment of an apparently emerging U.S. approach. Yet in the Reagan 
administration, German reservations on strategy issues frequently evoked con-
sternation and the stereotype of neurotic German behavior. 22 U.S. officials sought 
to assure their German counterparts that strategic BMD would only enhance U.S. 
extended deterrence because BMD would help to “recouple” U.S. and Western 
European security by making the United States less vulnerable in most plausible 
scenarios of limited Soviet missile strikes against military targets in America. 23 

Still, German experts initially expressed great reservation in confidential settings. 
The head of the German delegation to the High Level Group (HLG) of the NATO 
Nuclear Planning Group (NPG), General Tandecki, addressed the issue in the first 
HLG meeting after Reagan’s speech: if both superpowers exploited BMD tech-
nology so as to make strategic missiles “neutralizable,” the likelihood of “tacti-
cal nuclear war against NATO-Europe” would greatly increase. 24 Still, it was not 
lost on German specialists in 1983 that the United States remained adamantly 
committed to protecting Europe, that this was a prime motivator for the nascent 
U.S. BMD review, and that it could not even be ruled out that, in the long run 
and due to American techno-economic prowess, the U.S. might regain a position 



 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 
  

  

Germany and SDI, 1983–1986 79 

of “absolute strategic superiority”25 even if the Soviets too built up a large-scale 
BMD architecture. 

By late 1983, not much had happened on the SDI front, in part because the 
INF issue took the center stage throughout the year. SDI and the many com-
plex questions related to it would have to be examined thoroughly if a vigorous 
research program would really take shape. This remained to be seen. Within the 
German government, preliminary views on SDI had already been framed within 
a profoundly skeptical mental model on the whole American idea of reevaluating 
BMD, though the idea was not approached in a spirit of negativism and aversion 
to change. In the face of powerful Communist pressure to paralyze and break 
Germany’s determination to deploy INFs, a basic sense predominated: “the true 
challenges to the military security of Western Europe reside[d] not in the U.S. SDI 
but in the actual and potential capabilities of the Soviet Union.”26 

Reducing Uncertainty about SDI 
The SDI debate entered a new phase when the SDI Organization (SDIO) of the 
U.S. Department of Defense was established on the basis of President Reagan’s 
National Security Decision Directive Number 119 of January 6, 1984. The pro-
jected scope of the program left no doubt that the United States was determined 
to engage in a vigorous research program to examine the feasibility of strategic 
BMD options – at least in its initial phase within the boundaries of the ABM 
Treaty. 

From early 1984 on, the U.S. government launched SDI-related consultations 
with key allies in Europe and Japan. U.S. officials led, informed, and listened. In 
NATO fora, a myriad of questions was considered. The German government took 
a keen interest in those consultations and especially in U.S. intelligence estimates 
of the Soviet BMD program and related Soviet intentions.27 Officials were also 
eager to comprehend U.S. views on the implications of SDI for the future of deter-
rence. Implications for the arms control process, the political state of the NATO 
alliance in the 1990s and for East-West, American-Soviet, Soviet-West German, 
Franco-German, and intra-EC-relations were also important. Consideration of 
some sort of German industry participation in SDI research, as well as the issue 
of spinoffs for other defense-related and civilian sectors, set in only slowly in late 
1984 at the end of Ronald Reagan’s first tenure as U.S. President. 

In parallel, NATO moved on with the modernization of its nuclear deterrence 
apparatus as more and more PERSHING IIs and GLCMs were put in place.28 The 
economic boom in Western industrial nations, and in West Germany in particu-
lar, unfolded forcefully after years of stagflation. Western, and particularly U.S., 
defense expenditures peaked. The European Community’s drive to complete the 
internal market, as agreed in the Single European Act in February 1986, was in 
full swing. Those developments gave rise to a greater sense of optimism through-
out the capitalist world, whereas the socio-economic situation in the Soviet Union 
and the Soviet empire in Central and Eastern Europe ossified into an ever-gloomier 
state.29 
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In SDI-related consultations since early 1984, the U.S. government sought to 
bring across several key messages to its European allies. In April 1984, the U.S. 
delegation provided a first detailed briefing at the NPG meeting in Çeşme, Tur-
key. It was followed by various U.S. briefings, especially in the North Atlantic 
Council. During the April 1984 NPG meeting, U.S. Secretary of Defense Caspar 
Weinberger and later also the chief of the SDIO, General Abrahamson sought to 
convey some key arguments: 

• The Soviets would engage in extensive BMD research no matter what the 
United States did. 

• Technological progress was inevitable and both superpowers would continue 
ABM Treaty compliant BMD research. 

• The United States would not permit the Soviet Union to prevail in that com-
petition and sought to demonstrate the feasibility of a multi-layer non-nuclear 
strategic BMD system. 

• Potential decisions on the development and production of feasible strategic 
BMD options could not be made sooner than in the late 1980s or early 1990s, 
and initial BMD deployments could almost certainly not take place before the 
early 2000s.30 

However, the repeatedly proclaimed U.S. willingness to engage in some sort of 
SDI-related sharing, not just with U.S. allies but “if need be” with the Soviet 
Union, as Germans noted Weinberger’s claim in the NPG, left behind a puzzling, 
if not disturbing, impression.31 Superficially seen, it also appeared to be naïve 
because “Soviet hostility” to SDI meant that there was “little chance of a co-
operative transition to a defense-dominated world.”32 The curiosity that an anti-
communist hawk of Weinberger’s caliber subscribed to that strange American 
proclamation within the NPG suggested that the ‘offer’ to Moscow might well 
be about something else. Was it a red herring, wrapped in the Christmas paper of 
an all-too cooperative appearance? Was it a “trick to drag the Soviet Union into 
massive and wasteful expenditure and provide an opportunity to spy on what it 
might have”33? In the NPG, there were no clear signs for the validity of the notion 
that the United States sought to deceive the Soviet Union in order to compete 
with it more effectively. But in the unsurprising absence of such clear signs and 
in the context of skyrocketing U.S. defense spending, could the idea of ‘sharing’ 
SDI technology with the ‘evil empire’ be taken seriously as a demonstration of 
U.S. sincerity? The absence of ‘overt’ signs could hardly be taken as proof of the 
invalidity of the deception hypothesis. Apart from this, it mattered greatly to Ger-
man specialists that the U.S. government repeatedly declared that benefits of SDI 
research were supposed to be shared with U.S. allies despite the impression that 
the effort mostly seemed aimed at improving the situation of the United States of 
America.34 

U.S. SDI policy remained something of a riddle and interagency tensions in 
Bonn added to it. In the Auswärtiges Amt, there was confusion about why Wörner 
deemed it necessary to inspire a report in the German press after the NPG meeting 
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in Çeşme which depicted him as taking on Weinberger during that meeting by 
criticizing, if not opposing, SDI, even though it remained more than unclear 
as to whether Wörner had done so. 35 Wörner was under pressure due to the so-
called Kießling affair, one of the greatest political scandals in the history of the 
Bundeswehr.36 Under these conditions, it may have appeared beneficial to him to 
appear tough vis-à-vis the alliance hegemon on a matter that remained obscure 
(‘Star Wars’) to and widely unpopular (‘arms racing’) with many constituencies in 
the German public. Contemporary analyses took the view that ‘Wörner’s critical 
perspective’ as reported in the press after the NPG in Çeşme reflected the sub-
stance of the government’s assessment of SDI. 37 As the new evidence indicates, 
this view should be treated with caution. 

In fact, a constructive, though not unconditionally positive, German approach 
to SDI crystallized over the course of many rounds of consultations with the 
U.S. and in NATO throughout the year 1984. That year can hence be regarded 
as a formative period with regard to the basic understanding, and basic politi-
cal stance of, the German government regarding SDI. Only on that basis did 
the government move to formal and public endorsement of SDI in early 1985: 
Speeches given by Kohl in early 1985 appeared as “the key expression of West 
German SDI policy” throughout the 1980s.38 Germany’s specific positions per-
taining to SDI matured only after that formal policy endorsement. The crucial 
year of 1984, when German views on SDI shaped up in the context of confiden-
tial consultations, also witnessed the establishment of interdepartmental working 
groups of specialists from the Chancellery, the  Auswärtiges Amt and the Ministry 
of Defense as well as of other groups within those offices and bilaterally with 
French officials. 

Which key hypotheses shaped the emerging basic understanding of, and politi-
cal stance within, the Kohl-Genscher government regarding SDI? The provisional 
analysis presented here is limited to offering concise answers concentrated on 
main points and new empirical insights. 

First, due to an in-depth exposure to U.S. intelligence, German specialists 
became aware of the U.S. finding that the Soviet Union had almost certainly 
achieved a capacity to deploy within a rather short timeframe a large-scale BMD 
program in addition to the Moscow site, if it wanted to.39 

Second, a Soviet breakout from the ABM Treaty was hence a possibility, the 
installation of a large-scale strategic BMD program in the Soviet Union would 
be dangerous, but a Soviet breakout was deemed unlikely because it was esti-
mated that, if the ABM Treaty fell apart, U.S. superiority in BMD technology and 
deployments would be the “most likely” outcome, considering the pace and scope 
of SDI.40 

Third, SDI was expected to be highly stabilizing in the short run because – as 
long as SDI was carried out as a research effort to examine the feasibility of 
potential BMD options without a pre-determined decision on development, pro-
duction, and deployment – it would increase incentives for Moscow to conform to 
the ABM Treaty and to rejoin the Geneva strategic offensive arms reduction nego-
tiations.41 If the United States did not pursue an SDI research program, the Soviet 
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Union would feel more motivated, or even provoked, to break out of the ABM 
Treaty sooner rather than later in order to achieve advantages in the nuclear bal-
ance detrimental to Western security. In Bonn, this third key hypothesis remained 
intact throughout the mid-1980s despite an antagonistic tendency of unease which 
was on the rise in specialist circles in NATO Europe. Besides BMD enthusiasm on 
the part of the Reagan government, one root cause for this unease, which – from 
the perspective of German specialists was greater in Britain and France than in 
Germany – was the widespread judgment (often intended as deliberate criticism) 
“that the SDI research program went beyond what was necessary to provide a 
hedge against Soviet actions.”42 

The fourth hypothesis which shaped the emerging basic understanding within 
the German government was this: in the long run, as of the early 2000s, strategic 
BMD systems would likely become instruments within then-more complex deter-
rence strategies of both superpowers and that would certainly happen in a process 
of gradual transition toward an offense-defense world in the strategic ballistic 
missile sphere with less than fully predictable disruptive but not revolutionary 
effects, no matter whether one, or both, of the superpowers were to opt for a point-
defense-approach or in favor of extensive area defense with strategic BMD.43 

This fourth hypothesis had specific implications: 

(a) A potential transition to an offense-defense world would not bring nuclear 
deterrence or mutual vulnerability between the superpowers to an end. 

(b) Trade-offs arising about first-strike stability during a potential transition 
phase would have to be considered before making decisions on BMD. But 
even a future situation with large-scale strategic BMD architectures on either 
side, that is, in the United States (perhaps also in NATO) and in the Soviet 
Union, it was estimated, would not represent “fundamental change.” Military 
instruments for managing U.S. extended nuclear deterrence, based on threats 
with selective nuclear use options which were central to NATO’s flexible 
response strategy, might be adapted over time. The principle of managing 
extended nuclear deterrence on the basis of selective nuclear threats (SEPs 
and NSOs) would remain intact. If and when Soviet defenses against bal-
listic missiles were improved, NATO strategy might have to rely more on 
bombers or cruise missiles, bearing in mind that the United States sought to 
competitively expand its bomber and cruise missile advantages in the nuclear 
balance.44 

(c) The estimate that even large-scale strategic BMD architectures on either 
side would not represent “fundamental change” was considered to be bad 
news for the United Kingdom and France, given their interest in maintain-
ing limited nuclear ballistic missile capabilities. This, it was felt, was largely 
why the British and the French appeared to be almost violently opposed to 
the perspective of an offense-defense world in the sphere of strategic bal-
listic missiles. This was also why they seemed to be much more concerned 
than German officials about negative implications of SDI. Yet, the idea 
of seeing France and Britain in the ‘nuclear club’ of the early twenty-first 
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century (at least), including the view that the French and British controlled 
nuclear forces “in trust for Europe” whatever that might mean,45 had car-
ried some weight in Bonn at least since the ‘Ottawa Declaration’ of 1974 
and continued to do so in the mid- and late-1980s:46 Within the context of a 
new Relance Européenne on the EC level, the mid-1980s witnessed Franco-
German efforts to give fresh impetus to the WEU and Franco-German 
security relations with an eye to strengthening NATO, as well as German 
pressure vis-à-vis France for the purpose of wielding influence on the man-
agement of French nuclear forces.47 

(d) It was also judged that German interests regarding potential strategic BMD 
options did not completely overlap with those of Japan either, though the 
positions of the FRG and Japan could be seen as similar in light of crucial 
metrics which applied cross-regionally such as economic strength, partner-
ship with the United States, status as non-nuclear weapons states (codified by 
NPT membership), and a position as ‘umbrella states’ (benefiting from U.S. 
nuclear protection) with de facto potentials to produce and acquire nuclear 
weapons systems. In Bonn, Japan was seen to be interested in BMD, also 
because BMD cooperation with the United States would appear to Japan as 
a “chance to leap over the stage of defense with its own nuclear weapons 
which was withheld to it.” But because Japan did not face a “threat of con-
ventional invasion,” Japan was thought to have more to gain from BMD than 
Germany. 48 

(e) Finally, the question of to what extent U.S. extended nuclear deterrence 
might be enhanced by gradually adding strategic BMD options to the West-
ern deterrence architecture (in the 2000s, if at all) – despite a likely com-
petition including Soviet steps to improve the role of strategic BMD in 
Soviet strategy – was too convoluted to permit anything more than premature 
answers under the circumstances of the mid-1980s. The available evidence 
suggests that most German experts did not raise the question whether U.S. 
strategic BMD options could enhance U.S. nuclear protection. A basic expec-
tation was that, if thought through as long as SDI matured and if handled with 
care when decisions on development, production, and deployment might be 
considered, adding strategic BMD options to the Western deterrence architec-
ture could well have stabilizing effects and give impetus to the arms control 
process to reduce quantitative levels of strategic arms. Among the various 
pros and cons, at least a few stood out. 

One of the stabilizing effects was expected to be a strengthening of U.S. extended 
nuclear deterrence due to a lower U.S. vulnerability to selective nuclear attack 
with ballistic missiles in most plausible limited war scenarios. Another stabilizing 
effect might be the countering of Soviet ballistic missiles with BMD in Europe, 
especially of ‘strategic’ missiles like IR/MRBMs, so as to degrade a crucial part 
of the Soviet nuclear threat to Europe.49 

However, it remained indisputable that the continental United States could 
more easily be made more secure with BMD than Europe.50 Two central cons 
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reflected this fact. First, it remained unclear to what degree the Soviet military 
threat to Europe in general – in light of disparities in the conventional and chemi-
cal balance and of the threat of invasion – could be reduced, if the West opted 
for deploying a certain measure of strategic BMD in the United States or even in 
Europe. Second, strategic BMD options in the 2000s might make it more likely 
that wars involving the superpowers would be confined to regionally limited wars 
in the – then presumably less likely – event that deterrence failed. 51 Such failure 
of deterrence, in turn, would necessarily impose greater costs on a front-line coun-
try than on more remote allies like Portugal or Canada. 

The Pull of Alliance Logic 
Over the course of intense consultations on SDI from early 1984, much of the 
confusion that had surrounded SDI since 1983 was replaced by a sense that uncer-
tainties had been meaningfully reduced. On that basis, a provisional consensus 
view emerged at least among government experts in Bonn with a certain need to 
know. To be sure, there still was an array of open questions, less than conclusive 
answers on key issues, provisional conclusions about strategic implications of 
SDI, and the general difficulty of making assumption-based estimates of action-
reaction dynamics in a competitive East-West environment. But security experts 
came to see that German policy was – and should also in the future be – strongly 
pulled into the direction of following through on the logic of alliance politics, 
including the logic of preserving Germany’s Westbindung and U.S. nuclear pro-
tection, while at the same time seeking to inject at least some opportune elements 
into the coming intra-alliance and East-West BMD discussions. For example, this 
included a reminder that the Soviet Union too had “legitimate security interests.” 
West Germany’s overall role – which would not be decisive in any case – might 
thus be that of some sort of “Stabilisator,” a Western-integrated “stabilizer” 
within increasingly more complex East-West-relations. 52 Some steps to carry out 
this kind of concept suggested themselves: 

• formal political and substantially qualified support of SDI and hence frustra-
tion of the Soviet Union’s efforts to win over Germany against SDI; 53 

• sympathetic consideration of the idea of fostering German industry coopera-
tion with the SDI program, an idea which the U.S. government had begun to 
hold out since late 1984;54 

• an attempt to exercise a measure of “influence” on U.S. thinking, policy, and 
planning regarding SDI, which, it was assumed, would only be possible if 
Germany took a supportive approach. 55 By default or design, a caveat loomed 
in the background. Engaging with the United States to “influence” U.S. SDI 
policy would increase the political cost of a U.S. SDI policy that appeared 
unpreferable from a German perspective. “Influencing” might thus help to 
secure a kind of minimal quality of U.S. SDI policy – “to preclude disadvan-
tages to Europe’s security.” 56 The idea of achieving more than that opened up 
murky prospects. 
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Conditional Policy Support 
After the re-election of Ronald Reagan as U.S. President in late 1984 and a reas-
suring declaration on SDI heralded by Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher in 
late 1984,57 the Kohl-Genscher government quickly came out strongly, though 
not unconditionally, in favor of SDI by politically committing Germany in pub-
lic.58 Kohl, who remains associated with a meager reputation on matters relating 
to military strategy, especially nuclear strategy, 59 gave two central speeches in 
February and April 1985, one at the  Internationale Wehrkundetagung in Munich 
(nowadays known as the Munich Security Conference) and one to the Bundestag. 
In between, namely in March 1985, the Soviets returned to the negotiation table in 
Geneva. This was taken in Bonn as further evidence for the stabilizing influence 
of SDI. And the United States spelled out an unprecedented offer, namely that 
allies were invited to participate in SDI research.60 

In his Bundestag speech on 18 April 1985, Kohl pointed to the Soviet BMD pro-
gram and potential Soviet non-compliance with the ABM Treaty. He proclaimed 
that SDI, a research effort in compliance with the ABM Treaty for the purpose of 
examining the feasibility of strategic BMD options to enhance U.S. and European 
security, was “justified, politically necessary, and lies in the security interest of 
the West as a whole.” SDI also offered a “chance” for nuclear risk reduction in the 
long run. Kohl asserted that an “automatic sequence of research, development and 
deployment of strategic defense systems will and must not happen.”61 Kohl thus 
underlined proclamations by his government that Germany expected the United 
States to engage in consultations prior to any decisions, including decisions on 
systems development.62 Kohl also laid out what he called “vital” requirements in 
regard to SDI: no “decoupling” between U.S. and European security, “no zones 
of different security in NATO,” “unchanged validity of flexible response” in the 
absence of a better alternative, avoiding instabilities during a potential transition 
to an offense-defense world in the sphere of strategic ballistic missiles, and the 
centrality of arms control and arms reduction to achieve greater stability and secu-
rity. 63 Finally, Kohl added “criteria and conditions” pertaining to potential research 
collaboration between interested German industrial companies and SDI.64 

Considering Kohl’s speech as well as speeches given by Genscher and Wörner, 
the political attempt was made in public to sweep the notion that Germany did not 
consider a ‘collective’ European answer to SDI a necessity under the carpet. This 
was another way of saying that the approaches to BMD of France and Germany 
in particular differed quite fundamentally 65 – despite all situational activism, rhe-
torical promulgation of European solidarity, invocation especially by French poli-
cymakers of an alleged need for a European demand of ‘equality’ vis-à-vis the 
U.S., French anti-SDI alarmism, and a more or less simultaneous move to the 
founding of EUREKA,66 which appeared to be a much more obscure project than 
SDI. In Bonn, it was felt that Europeans could only in close partnership with the 
United States seek to prevent detrimental tendencies which might arise from the 
superpowers’ still rather slow oscillation toward reconsidering the role of strate-
gic BMD.67 
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After Kohl’s statement of late April of 1985 on Germany’s principal interest 
in considering to foster participation by German industrial companies in SDI 
research, much political energy was spent in 1985 and early 1986 to work out, 
and conclude, a German-American government-to-government arrangement that 
made research cooperation between the SDIO and German private companies 
possible.68 According to Horst Teltschik, Kohl’s foreign and security policy advi-
sor, the process of reaching those agreements was to a large degree about learn-
ing about facts, opportunities, and limits of SDI research. Germany had to be 
informed as accurately as possible to influence American “architecture studies” 
about potential paths for BMD development, production, and deployment.69 

In 1985 and 1986, initiating and managing the participation of German com-
panies in SDI remained politically salient tasks. According to SDIO statistics of 
February 1987, the share of German contractors ($48 million) amounted to about 
50% of the total volume of research assignments which the SDIO had assigned 
to foreign countries or foreign companies ($95 million). Yet, the ‘German’ share 
appeared “not even as a quantité négligeable,” considering the massive SDI bud-
get and the huge American military, industrial, and scientific capacities. 70 

Leaving the issue of spin-offs through participation in SDI research aside, 
which remained highly disputed in Germany at the time, when German private 
companies joined the SDI enterprise the Kohl-Genscher government became more 
assertive about bringing forward its strategic views on BMD and related matters 
vis-à-vis the Reagan administration. Within the German government’s framework 
of assumptions, estimates, and policies pertaining to SDI, an additional claim was 
made in public especially since late 1985 by Bundeswehr leaders, Wörner and 
other senior figures in the West German defense community: no matter how SDI 
progressed, it was more important in the face of the Soviet military threat to also 
invest in Europe-based non-nuclear anti-tactical missile defense (ATM) systems, 
including anti-tactical ballistic missile defense (ATBM) systems. 71 That, it was 
argued, had to be a transatlantic effort too, which implied an expectation of U.S. 
leadership and U.S. investments. 

In the grand scheme of things, the United States had asked for and secured Ger-
many’s policy support for the purposes of SDI and hence for a potential offense-
defense mix in strategic ballistic missiles to extend U.S. nuclear deterrence more 
effectively in the long run. Germany, through conditional endorsement of SDI 
and German industry participation in SDI, sought to reshape the discussion on air 
defense to convince the allies, and the United States in particular, to adopt Germa-
ny’s preference of recognizing “defense against attacking [tactical] missiles . . . as 
a central new element,”72 which was claimed to be more important than strategic 
defense. 

Conclusion 
To examine why the Federal Republic of Germany supported SDI, this analysis 
focused on one perspective which remained crucial to German decision-makers 
and security officials during the mid-1980s: How deterrence would function in 
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a potential future situation when – upon dissolution of the ABM Treaty – non-
nuclear strategic BMD systems might gradually become components in the super-
powers’ military arsenals. This is not to say that other perspectives were irrelevant 
or unimportant. In fact, other relevant levels of Germany’s approach toward SDI 
remain to be systematically examined elsewhere, including economic and finan-
cial aspects, the evolution of technology, technology-related transatlantic coop-
eration, and missile defense-related cooperation projects. Though the issue of 
how strategic ballistic missile defense would impact on deterrence in the future 
was deemed crucial at the time, it would be premature to make a high confidence 
judgment at this point about the relative weight of various drivers which impacted 
on the evolution of Germany’s approach, including strategic and military calcu-
lations, managing Germany’s position within NATO, managing Germany’s role 
within the process of European integration, considerations of how SDI might 
affect East-West relations, economic interests, and the desire to develop advanced 
technologies. 

The BMD debate was shaped by at least two contextual aspects. First, in con-
trast to the Reagan administration, German governments resisted framing their 
security policies in competitive terms. Second, the search within NATO for a 
politically acceptable nuclear doctrine to credibly extend U.S. nuclear deter-
rence continued and culminated in the adoption of the GPGs of 1986. Preliminary 
German views in 1983 on the emerging SDI were framed within a profoundly 
skeptical mental model on the idea of reevaluating strategic BMD. Yet, through 
consultations and U.S. intelligence briefings that started in early 1984, a construc-
tive, though not unconditionally positive, German government consensus on SDI 
crystallized. It rested on key hypotheses which concerned 

(1) estimates of the capacity of the Soviet Union to deploy a large-scale BMD 
program; 

(2) the judgment that a Soviet breakout from the ABM Treaty was unlikely; 
(3) the judgment that SDI was stabilizing in the short run; and 
(4) the estimate that, if strategic BMD were introduced in the 2000s, a gradual 

transition would ensue with less than fully predictable disruptive but cer-
tainly not revolutionary effects. 

On this basis, a central political realization emerged: regarding BMD issues, 
German policy was and would be strongly pulled into the direction of preserving 
Germany’s  Westbindung and U.S. nuclear protection while at the same time seek-
ing to stabilize East-West-relations. 

That, in turn, called for an attempt to influence U.S. SDI policy so as to assure 
a minimum quality of this policy. After Ronald Reagan’s re-election, the German 
government came out strongly, though not unconditionally, in favor of SDI. For-
mal political support was given by Kohl between February and April 1985. And 
the U.S. offer to participate in SDI research was favorably received. This opened 
a promising perspective on how to garner economic and technological benefits 
from missile defense research and development cooperation with the U.S. within 
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highly specialized public-private partnership arrangements. In 1985 and 1986, 
initiating and managing the participation of German companies in SDI also gave 
rise to greater German assertiveness to reshape the broader air defense discus-
sion even in public. According to Germany’s prioritization in the final years of 
the Cold War era, the need for moving ahead, on the basis of transatlantic and 
German-American cooperation, with investing in ATM systems was more press-
ing from a defense policy standpoint than examining the feasibility of strategic 
missile defense. 
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Forderungen an SDI,” in Loyal 1 (1986), 6–9. 

47 Lothar Rühl, “Der Aufschwung der sicherheitspolitischen Zusammenarbeit seit 1982,” 
in Karl Kaiser and Pierre Lellouche eds., Deutsch-französische Sicherheitspolitik: Auf 
dem Wege zur Gemeinsamkeit? (Bonn: Europa Verlag Union, 1986), 27–47; Frédéric 
Bozo, “The Sanctuary and the Glacis: France, the Federal Republic of Germany, and 
Nuclear Weapons in the 1980s (Part 1),”  Journal of Cold War Studies 22, 3 (2020), 
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Miller (DoD-ISP) suggested in late 1985, German industrial cooperation might be 
helpful to the U.S. government to better secure SDI funding from Congress. Yet, con-
sidering that the projected scope of SDI over the course of five years was about $26 
billion in total (80 billion DM) and that the West German defense budget was 26 bil-
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59 Schwarz, Kohl , 440f. 
60 On Weinberger’s letter of invitation to Wörner of 26 March 1985: memorandum Loeck, 

28 June 1985, AAPD 1985. Hitherto, the “normal case” was U.S. unilateral action and 
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aus SDI für Strategie, Rüstungskontrolle und Politik,” in Europa-Archiv 41, 1 (1986), 
89–98, 90. It is unclear whether the Kohl-Genscher government was miffed about the 
tone of Weinberger’s letter, which insisted that governments respond substantively 
within 60 days. The first government delegation arrived in the United States on 10 June 
1985 to explore related issues. 

61 Verhandlungen des Deutschen Bundestages, stenographische Berichte, 10. Wahl-
periode, 132. Sitzung (Bonn: 1985), 9715–9720. See also Kohl’s speech at the  Weh-
rkundetagung on 9 February 1985: Bulletin des Presse- und Informationsamts der 
Bundesregierung (Bonn, 14 February 1985). Kohl’s speeches suggested that the 
German government did not view Soviet violation of, or non-compliance with, the 
ABM Treaty as proven. U.S. government assessments of the BMD state of affairs in 
the Soviet Union seemed more assertive up to the point of potential politicization to 
legitimize U.S. political preferences. Particularly Weinberger’s sharp tone in the NPG 
Meeting in Luxemburg in late March 1985 seemed indicative: memorandum Schauer, 
28 March 1985, AAPD. In early 1987, Kohl still pushed back. He said that “he was 
against a unilateral turning away [by the U.S.] from the strict interpretation of the ABM 
Treaty”: MemCon Kohl-Nitze-Perle, 25 February 1987, AAPD 1987, doc. 53. 

62 Declaration of the Federal Government, 27 March 1985, Bulletin des Presse- und 
Informationsamts der Bundesregierung (Bonn, 14 February 1985). 

63 Verhandlungen [. . .], 9715–9720. 
64 Ibid. 
65 See the encounter at the WEU meeting of foreign and defense ministers on 22/23 March 

1985: memorandum Pfeffer, 24, April 1985, AAPD 1985; Dietl,  Strategic Defense Ini-
tiative , 69. 
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67 Memorandum Edler von Braunmühl, 13 June 1985, AAPD 1985. 
68 On the two agreements of 27 March 1986 and accompanying documents, see Kaiser, 

SDI, 571; Kabinettsprotokolle of 18 December 1985 (TOP 3) and 9 April 1986 (TOP 9). 
69 Teltschik, Deutsche Überlegungen. 
70 Memorandum Oesterhelt, 25 May 1987, AAPD 1987: The SDI-budget amounted to 

$3.5 billion in FY 1987 alone. The SDIO had assigned 66 contracts to eight nations 
with a total volume of $95,166 million 

• 17 contracts with German companies amounting to $48,336 million; 
• 24 contracts with the UK amounting to $29,963 million; 
• 6 contracts with Israel amounting to $10,653 million; 
• 4 contracts with France amounting to $3,408 million; 
• 11 contracts with Italy amounting to $2,249 million; 
• 2 contracts with Canada amounting to $0,42 million; 
• 1 contract with Belgium amounting to $0,093 million; 
• 1 contract with the Netherlands amounting to $0,043 million. 

71 Bundestag speech by Wörner, 13 December 1985, in  Verhandlungen des Deutschen 
Bundestages, stenographische Berichte, 10. Wahlperiode, 185. Sitzung (Bonn: 1985), 
14101f.; Rühl, Raketenabwehr; Manfred Wörner, “A Missile Defense for NATO-
Europe,” Strategic Review 14 (Winter 1986), 13–19. The German delegation to the 
HLG had already made a similar point at the HLG meeting at Tampa, Florida, in early 
February 1984: Dietl, Strategic Defense Initiative , 39. 

72 Wörner, Missile Defense , 18. 



 

  

 

  
 

 6 Italy and the SDI Project 
 Envisioning a Technological 
Breakthrough for the Whole Alliance? 

 Marilena Gala 

The Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) became a matter of public debate when 
President Ronald Reagan launched the programme, on 23 March 1983. In a 
televised address, the US leader announced his government’s plans to invest on 
defensive measures to counter ‘the awesome Soviet missile threat.’ He alluded 
to the possibility to intercept and destroy strategic ballistic missiles before they 
reached their targets on US soil, or that of US allies. He called upon ‘the scien-
tific community in our country . . . to turn their great talents now to the cause of 
mankind and world peace, to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weap-
ons impotent and obsolete.’1 The announcement astounded many in the public 
and among the experts, both in the United States and abroad. It was preceded by 
consultations with a very limited number of close advisors. The president, in fact, 
wanted to keep low the risk of leaks that would provide Capitol Hill with the time 
and opportunity to oppose the pursuit of an SDI project entailing the expansion 
of the defence budget.2 Likewise, consultations excluded even the closest allies. 
Reagan managed to design his speech as an appeal for the mobilisation of national 
prowess and inventiveness to serve the cause of peace and disarmament, in spite 
of the military build-up his administration had carried out for the last couple of 
years. In Italy, the reaction was of some amazement. The supposed magnitude 
of investments needed for the US programme and its likely effects on strategic 
stability between Washington and Moscow were the aspects Italian newspapers 
focused on during the first days after Reagan’s speech. Indeed, the US project 
was potentially revolutionary for NATO strategic posture and the security of its 
members.3 

This chapter provides the first analysis of the Italian response to SDI as it 
evolved from 1983 to 1986, thanks, in particular, to the Andreotti papers avail-
able at the Istituto Luigi Sturzo in Rome. The importance of those documents is 
undeniable because Giulio Andreotti was one of the most powerful and prominent 
politicians Italy has had since the founding of the Republic in 1946. Between 
1983 and 1989, he was the foreign minister of successive coalition governments, 
ensuring continuity in Italian foreign policy during that crucial decade. Indeed, 
the reconstruction of the Italian response to SDI is facilitated by such continuity 
that however cannot compensate for the lack of access to other important archives 
in Italy. This work, in fact, has benefited also from the primary sources available 
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at the US, British, and French archives. Thanks to multi-archival research, it is 
possible to contextualise the Italian reaction to the US defence initiative and dis-
tinguish a number of interesting features of the way Italy responded. The approach 
Rome adopted was influenced mostly by both Italy’s non-nuclear weapon status 
among the European nations advocating arms control and its ambition to remain a 
relevant NATO ally among the most industrialised and technologically developed 
countries of the world. In order to let the Italian response emerge in all its differ-
ent aspects, the chapter begins with a brief account of the first reactions of major 
European countries to the US idea of space defence. Such reactions were affected 
by the SDI agenda the US government seemed ready to establish between 1983 
and 1984 and on which the Europeans feared they had no influence, in spite of 
their commitment to deploy NATO intermediate nuclear forces (INF) by the end 
of 1983. The central section of the chapter focuses on the Italian position in order 
to highlight its salient features. In fact, Rome approached SDI paying attention to 
never neglect, first, a strong coordination with other European allies; second, an 
adequate demonstration of deep interest towards the reassurances and offers the 
US administration provided in the meantime on a bilateral basis. 

A Test for the Alliance Cohesion 
In the United States, since the end of 1982, a group of military and strategic 
experts – most of them already members of the National Security Council 
(NSC) – had been working on the idea of changing the US strategic posture from 
an offensive to a defensive one. 4 That shift looked both desirable and attain-
able to the US administration. It was desirable, inter alia, because of the grow-
ing influence acquired by the Freeze movement, which attempted to prod the 
White House to halt the arms race holding US investments in nuclear weapons 
at the extant level. The US administration, which rejected such approach, needed 
to devise possible countermeasures in order to neutralise the risk of failure for 
its negotiating tactics. In Geneva, in fact, the United States intended to tackle 
the strategic arms reduction treaty (START) talks with the Soviet Union from 
a position of strength, measured in numbers and destructiveness of the respec-
tive strategic systems.5 But the ‘pro-defence’ shift appeared also an attainable 
goal to the Western superpower. According to Admiral Watkins, the US Chief 
of naval operations, the United States had reached encouraging advances in the 
field of directed-energy weapons and high-speed computers. 6 Those technolo-
gies, in particular, opened the way to the prospect of a defence system capable of 
striking incoming rockets armed with nuclear warheads well before they would 
reach their targets on US territory. Implicit in the shift propounded by the Reagan 
administration was a revision of – or even a withdrawal from – the anti-ballistic 
missile (ABM) treaty of 1972.7 

The possibility that Washington would take such a step in the near future was 
enough to make European NATO partners concerned about the prospects of suc-
cess of the arms control process. But among the European allies, the two nuclear 
powers were the first to worry about the strategic and political consequences of 
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the programme Reagan had launched. Both British and French small deterrents 
risked future irrelevance in case the two superpowers started an arms race in 
the outer space. According to a first, interim assessment prepared for the British 
Prime Minister by its Ministry of Defence, Reagan’s speech provoked ‘a number 
of questions which are likely to prove less than helpful in the context of main-
taining public support for national and NATO nuclear policies.’ At stake were 
both the credibility of the US commitment to arms control and the extension over 
Europe of the US deterrent. At first glance, the shift of emphasis from deter-
rence to defence implied the chance to confine a nuclear exchange exclusively 
to Europe, while both superpowers remained immune behind the shield of their 
improved defense capabilities.8 The two European nuclear powers wanted to pre-
serve the political and military role of their national deterrents and, therefore, 
needed to counter the US administration’s rhetoric about the immorality of deter-
rence. France, being a member of the Alliance but not part of NATO’s integrated 
military command structures, was bound to be the more outspoken, articulate 
critic of the two. In June 1984, Paris launched a set of proposals for outer space 
arms control at the Geneva Conference on Disarmament. The French bid included 
a renewable five-year ban on the development, testing, and deployment of any 
direct energy weapons.9 In short, Washington and Moscow should have commit-
ted to serious negotiations aiming at containing the danger of an arms race in 
space.10 The government in London concurred on this ultimate goal but tended to 
be more cautious in displaying its misgivings towards the SDI programme. This 
was an express desire of Prime Minister Thatcher, who did not want to appear to 
be telling the White House what to do in a field where the United States had a 
great deal more technical knowledge than the United Kingdom.11 Still, according 
to both the Foreign and Defence ministries in London, British supreme interest 
was to favour arms control measures in space.12 

During the previous couple of years, Alliance cohesion had been under strain 
and, in 1983, European allies felt no need to add an ulterior motive for tension with 
Washington. 13 When SDI was launched, no one in Europe expected the defence 
shield to be implemented in the near future, or in the medium term, for that mat-
ter. European allies remained sceptical about such an achievement and preferred 
to take ‘a cautious and non-committal line in public.’14 Italian newspapers quoted 
scientists like Arthur Schawlow – who won the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1981 
for his work in developing the laser – to point out that the programme announced 
by the US president in his speech and then sketched out by other government 
agencies was much closer to fiction than to a realistic plan founded on scientific 
discoveries.15 Italian opinion makers preferred to draw the attention of the pub-
lic to the need to pursue and not jeopardise the arms control process.16 In fact, 
1983 was the year of the INF deployment in Europe, where protests against such 
planned military build-up had been mounting for months.17 

In Italy, the early 1980s were marked by discontinuity in the tradition of coali-
tion governments led by prominent members of the Democrazia Cristiana (DC). 
In 1983, after a government formed by Giovanni Spadolini – leader of the Partito 
Repubblicano, who stayed in power from June 1981 to December 1982 – new 
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political elections opened the way to the first government led by a socialist, the 
secretary of the Italian Socialist Party (PSI), Bettino Craxi.18 The DC had long 
guaranteed a firm pro-Atlantic orientation in Rome, despite the fact that the Ital-
ian one was the strongest Communist party of the West. After a decade – the 
1970s – which had strained the capacity of resilience of the Italian system at both 
the socio-political and economic levels, in the early 1980s Italy was betting on 
an attempt to relaunch its role both in Europe and within the Atlantic commu-
nity. 19 Craxi, in particular, spent his years as prime minister trying to demonstrate 
that the PSI was at least as much reliable as the DC to confirm Italian loyalty to 
NATO. At the same time, the socialist leader consistently tried to conceive and 
pursue foreign policy moves that would help to highlight Italian national interests 
though within the framework of Atlantic alignment and European Community 
membership, while regaining the Italians’ attention to foreign policy matters. 20 

The discussions developed around the issue of the deployment of INF provided 
Rome with the opportunity to acquire visibility and political relevance at a deci-
sive moment for NATO. 21 With its commitment to be a deploying country, Italy 
actually ensured that the implementation of the dual-track decision would meet 
all the crucial conditions established during the inter-allied negotiations preced-
ing the NATO resolution of December 1979. 22 Despite the activism of the anti-
nuclear movement and mounting mobilisation of the Italian public, Rome stood 
firm to its decision to install cruise missiles at Comiso military base.23 Hence, 
with the approaching of actual deployment, any open debate about the possibility 
to develop a defence system in space could easily rebound on the cohesion of the 
domestic front. Moreover, in principle, SDI posed a serious risk to future Euro-
pean security and defence. Both French and German Defence ministers, who met 
in November 1983, concurred that SDI might easily unleash a space arms race 
without enhancing Western security, while the danger of reversing the Alliance 
strategic doctrine, with the related decoupling consequences, was bound to grow 
stronger. 24 

During the summer of 1984, the US administration entered into a process of 
intensified political consultation with key Western partners on space defence 
matters. The countries involved were Britain, France, West Germany, and Italy. 
According to the report provided by the British embassy in Washington, all Euro-
pean interlocutors gathered in the US capital for approaching discussions in an 
open-minded and deliberately non-antagonistic style. Nevertheless, they did not 
hide their concerns that they expected the US government would fully take into 
account. What emerged from that series of meetings, however, was rather puz-
zling for the European countries. According to the British embassy in the United 
States, ‘they themselves [the US officials] have no settled view or answers on 
many of the questions raised.’ In the same report, UK officials noticed that the 
perceived uncertainty was ‘not simply a function of the fact that SDI technical 
feasibility studies are several years from completion.’25 

Undoubtedly, in 1984, the deployment of a comprehensive strategic defence 
system seemed a chimaera to the most knowledgeable part of the US administra-
tion. Still, a research programme in the field of defence technology, like SDI, 
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could be useful even when it did not ensure the availability of a foolproof system 
in the foreseeable future. President Reagan looked for re-election in November 
1984, knowing the role that renewing arms control talks with the Soviets could 
play in that regard.26 Hence, in the autumn of 1984, after his re-election, President 
Reagan focused on the resumption of bilateral negotiations in Geneva, and the 
contribution of missile defence to the establishment of a strategic balance serving 
the security interests of the United States. Reagan’s desire to render all nuclear 
weapons impotent and obsolete was soon replaced by a more pragmatic aspi-
ration. As a leak-proof system against ballistic missiles was widely discounted 
within the administration, SDI proponents now argued that ‘the chief virtue of 
their efforts’ was to enhance ‘the present strategy of deterrence.’ 27 In particular, 
as the US president wrote to Prime Minister Thatcher in the early days of 1985, 
the US objective was ‘the stabilization of the relationship between offensive and 
defensive arms, whether on earth or in space,’ as well as a radical reduction of the 
offensive nuclear arsenals. 28 

At the beginning of January 1985, US Secretary of State, George Shultz, and 
his Soviet homologue, Andrei Gromyko, met in Geneva, where they discussed 
the steps to take next in order to re-launch bilateral negotiations for arms reduc-
tions. SDI was indeed the most controversial issue between the two superpowers. 
Gromyko worked hard to convince Shultz to accept the Soviet formula based on 
the principle of a single negotiation, though developed along three distinct chan-
nels. In other words, according to the Soviets, any regulations of strategic arse-
nals, INF, and defence space systems were to be pursued in parallel by different 
groups of negotiators. No success in arms reduction measures would be possible, 
unless accompanied with similar results concerning defence technologies. By so 
doing, Moscow clearly hoped to acquire leverage it could use to put pressure 
on the White House, in case Americans would remain adamant on the develop-
ment of SDI.29 The US administration was well aware of that, when it acceded 
to Soviet request. Meanwhile, Washington considered the appropriate initiatives 
for protecting its priorities from unwelcome Soviet interferences. In order to curb 
the potential room for manoeuvering gained by the Kremlin through the linkage 
established in Geneva, one of the moves available to the Reagan administration 
was to convince its European allies to support openly and steadily the US plans 
for developing space defence.30 

By mid-1985, this mission was not yet accomplished.31 The major obstacle 
to the White House goal of gaining full allied support was the French staunch 
opposition shared also by the governing Spanish Socialist Party in the first months 
of that year. 32 The British government, conversely, had become rather accom-
modating, especially after the bilateral meeting between Thatcher and Reagan at 
Camp David, in December 1984. London, however, thought it was imperative for 
the continuing unity of the Alliance that the US position on the issues raised by 
the SDI programme could ‘be consistently and cogently explained and justified 
to European publics as well as to the American people.’ 33 With this condition 
met, Britain was willing to issue a declaration advocating the prosecution of the 
programme in the prospect of its due inclusion within the framework of future 
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negotiations with Moscow. 34 Likewise, the German and Dutch capitals appeared 
‘cautiously positive’ towards the opportunity to carry out SDI and voice their 
support in that regard. The Italian government, for its part, seemed to favour an 
allied general approval of the US space defence programme. As 1985 could be a 
turning point in Geneva, Rome did concur on the need to deny any political lever-
age to Moscow that might become efficacious for dividing the Alliance. 35 Addi-
tionally, Italy acknowledged that any attempt to ban the pursuit of the research 
needed to develop SDI was doomed to fail at that moment. In fact, any increase 
in the US military budget would more likely gain public support – and approval 
by the Congress – if it were justified as defence system necessities rather than as 
improvements of offensive capabilities. Moreover, the space defence programme 
launched in 1983 promised the achievement of important breakthroughs in several 
technology sectors. At the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), therefore, 
experts assumed that the US government would undoubtedly reassert its commit-
ment to the development of SDI. The Reagan administration appeared determined 
to carry out research in the field of high-speed computers, laser beams, and any 
other directed energy devices, because their outcomes were expected to turn cru-
cial for the economic and infrastructural progress of the United States, as well as 
for the improvements of its military capabilities.36 

Italian Reaction to SDI: Anything Peculiar? 
The US resolve to conduct research for the development of SDI went hand in 
hand with the diplomatic manoeuvres Washington undertook in order to get a 
plain approval of space defence from its allies. During the first half of 1985, 
multilateral meetings were scheduled among either the NATO members or in the 
framework of the most industrialised countries. The meeting of the seven most 
industrialised countries convened in Bonn in early May and the NATO Council of 
Lisbon in early June 1985, in particular, provided the Reagan administration with 
the opportunity to insist with its Western partners and offer them to participate in 
the US space defence programme.37 Multilateral meetings with allies were com-
plemented with bilateral talks the US officials held with representatives of single 
European governments. The United States launched a sort of courtship of its allies, 
whose success depended also on General Abrahamson, the Director of the Stra-
tegic Defence Initiative Organization (SDIO). 38 In the summer of 1985, he was 
to visit European capitals in search of the support to SDI that Washington needed 
for enhancing its negotiating position in Geneva. By so doing, he provided allied 
governments with the opportunity to discuss the aspects of the US space defence 
programme they considered disquieting. 

In late May 1985, before his trip to Europe, Abrahamson met with the Italian 
ambassador to Washington, Rinaldo Petrignani. Their conversation touched upon 
the different political, technological, and military dimensions of the prospective 
US defence initiative. In his report to the Foreign minister, Petrignani explained 
what he understood of the future steps the United States was devising in the realm 
of space defence. Being an experienced diplomat, he also provided the Italian 
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government with his assessment of Abrahamson’s responses and proposals on 
the issues concerning SDI, concluding his long note with clearly qualified sup-
port for the White House’s brainchild. Petrignani’s report highlighted first that 
Abrahamson himself discounted a fool-proof defence system as utopian. Despite 
this, the US general advocated space defence contending it would have stabilising 
effects. The Italian ambassador, however, was sceptical. He questioned that the 
supposedly enhanced deterrence between superpowers might bring about posi-
tive military and strategic effects to Europe. To the Italian ambassador, the most 
relevant and likely outcomes for European NATO countries were the higher risks 
of a war limited to the European continent, along with the need to review the 
Alliance strategy by increasing the role of conventional forces. With regard to 
European countries’ participation to SDI, the Italian ambassador’s report referred 
to different possibilities grouped into two main categories aiming at either the 
creation of a space defence system based in the United States or at a joint Euro-
American effort in which European industry could participate directly, or through 
inter-governmental accords.39 

At the Italian Foreign Ministry, in the first months of 1985, the bureau of Politi-
cal Affairs seemed to give more credit to the prospects propounded by the US 
administration, concerning the future of strategic stability and Western security, 
than the Italian ambassador in Washington would in the following months. In their 
first reports and analyses, officials from the Political Affairs bureau did not openly 
raise doubts about the US declarations on the expected stabilising effects of the 
deployment of new defence devices in the outer space. In principle, Italian repre-
sentatives did not like to dispute the assessments presented by the US counterpart, 
especially when Americans attributed the doubts of space defence critics to the 
traditional – not to say old-fashioned – strategic conceptions of allies.40 

The Italian attitude toward SDI, however, did not depend exclusively on the 
openness Rome wanted to demonstrate to the strategic rationale embraced by 
the Reagan administration about the new generation of defence systems. Italy 
intended to coordinate with its European partners. The informal meeting of Euro-
pean Foreign ministers, scheduled for 8–9 June 1985 at Stresa, provided a good 
occasion for beginning discussions in a properly multilateral European frame-
work. At the MFA in Rome, Italian experts laid the groundwork for Andreotti’s 
participation at the Stresa meeting, highlighting the shifting logic of deterrence 
propounded by Washington. According to the report of the Italian Foreign Min-
istry, the US administration was not rejecting the tenets of nuclear deterrence; 
rather, the ostensible purpose of the US defence system was, ‘as far as it con-
cerned nuclear ballistic missiles, to replace deterrence by retaliation with deter-
rence by denial.’41 Even in the most realistic occurrence of a new generation of 
defence systems deployed exclusively to protect military targets on US soil, Ital-
ian officials seemed to believe that SDI would redress significant imbalances and 
help the White House to gain important psychological advantages towards the 
Soviets. Additionally, if some specific conditions were met in the medium term, 
Western countries would likely achieve the result of forcing Moscow to accept 
remarkable reductions of its strategic capabilities. Among the conditions listed in 
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the Italian analysis, two in particular looked paramount, namely the US successful 
pursuit of SDI – especially if accompanied with comparable Soviet backwardness 
in space defence – and the Alliance’s overall support for it. 42 

During the several meetings European governments had had in the first half of 
1985, allied leaders had clearly pointed out that their support to SDI could be full 
and convinced if SDI was limited to research.43 Washington, in the meantime, had 
finalised its own schedule and signalled the US determination to move ahead with 
the actual SDI research programme by the autumn of 1985. In other words, 1985 
was the deadline for NATO to decide its stance about space defence. Rome, along 
with other European capitals, needed more insights in order to deliberate about 
the extent and conditions of their respective contribution to the SDI programme. 
Italian Defence Minister Giovanni Spadolini attempted to obtain further infor-
mation from his American counterpart, Caspar Weinberger, during their meet-
ing in Brussels in late May 1985. The head of the Pentagon, however, remained 
non-committal concerning the specific sectors where the United States expected 
meaningful Italian participation. He preferred to provide generic reassurances, 
while leaving Abrahamson’s mission to Europe – scheduled for August – the task 
of discussing the still undecided details.44 

Before General Abrahamson left for Europe, in late July, an Italian delegation 
went to the United States, where it arrived on 23 July. The delegation included 
high-ranking officials from the ministries of Foreign Affairs, Defence, Industry, 
University, as well as members of the National Council for Research. The rank 
and number of agencies involved indicate that it was a serious endeavour on the 
Italian part to lay out the basis of future cooperation on SDI with both the US 
administration and industrial lobbies operating in Washington. 45 Unfortunately, 
there are no documents available on that Italian mission to the United States, 
whereas the record of Abrahamson’s trip to Italy in August does exist and shows 
that the visit of the director of SDIO provided the Italian government with a valu-
able opportunity to understand both the possible dimension and implications of its 
involvement in the US space defence programme. What Abrahamson highlighted 
during his talks with the Italian interlocutors was the importance the US adminis-
tration attributed to future intergovernmental accords – even in the simplest form 
of agreed minutes – for regulating technology transfers, secrecy and security 
guarantees, intellectual property and related royalties. Interestingly – despite the 
advocated intergovernmental agreements – before he met with some of the Italian 
ministers, Abrahamson had stopped by in Turin, where he discussed SDI-related 
matters with Gianni Agnelli, Italy’s most prominent industrialist at that time. 46 

The extent of the involvement of the Agnelli group was not soon defined, as 
any plans for European countries’ participation in SDI research and development 
(R&D) was still at its embryonic stage in 1985. The most advanced negotiations 
with Washington on that matter had been conducted by London, while the remain-
der of the European NATO partners were deliberating about the advantages they 
might gain through their contribution to SDI.47 In Rome, Italian participation 
in US space defence R&D seemed to be the only way to get a say – no matter 
how small – about the future programme and its promising applications in both 
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military and civilian domains. This was the political aspect concerning SDI that 
Italy found crucial to address in the discussions with its continental partners. The 
Italian government assumed that the chances of affecting US decisions in relation 
to both the future development and the strategic role of SDI would increase pro-
portionally to the occurrence of a twofold commitment from European allies: first, 
their direct involvement in the US defence programme; second, their engagement 
in the promotion of intra-European coordination. 

Italy was not alone in urging a coordinated allied response to the United States. 
In fact, SDI concerned aspects of the military, security, and economic life of West-
ern European countries so crucial to prompt West European capitals to resume 
multilateral consultations within the framework of a continental defence organ-
isation like the Western European Union (WEU). That process had started since 
the Spring of 1985. Quite soon, divergences surfaced showing that European 
partners were divided between those – the French – who intended to give prior-
ity to an overall (negative) political appraisal of the US defence programme and 
those – the other countries – which preferred to take time and subordinate their 
response to the test of the US actual plans for European involvement, once they 
would be fulfilled.48 Among WEU members, Rome was indeed one of the coun-
tries contesting the French approach because it was bound to turn untimely and 
unnecessarily biased. According to the Italian government, the ultimate strategic 
and political meaning of the SDI programme could be appraised only after its 
single parts would be defined in their specific R&D purposes.49 Hence, Rome 
preferred to remain cautious and refrain from voicing its definitive opinion about 
SDI while reasserting the importance of European countries’ direct contribution 
to it. Only direct participation, the government in Rome continued to argue, could 
guarantee the Europeans some influence on the US decision-making process con-
cerning space defence. To its WEU partners, Italy even mentioned the case of 
INF (namely the long NATO discussion about the deployment of theatre nuclear 
forces) to make its point about the most effective path Europe could choose in 
order to be heard in Washington. 50 

WEU was only one of the fora where the Europeans attempted to coordinate 
their reaction to SDI. In fact, the possibility of participating in US space defence 
materialised while the members of the European Community (EC) were ponder-
ing the opportunity to re-launch investments in advanced technologies, which 
would help Europe to keep the pace with the United States in strategically impor-
tant sectors. If the ‘general volume of European spending in research and devel-
opment’ was inadequate to preserve European future economic capabilities and 
international standing, then the European partners should propose possible solu-
tions for increasing those funds and directing them towards the more promising 
technologies.51 The so-called high technologies, which included inter alia infor-
mation technology, had emerged as a specific negotiating issue within the EC 
since April 1985, when Paris launched its own idea of an R&D programme in sev-
eral advanced technology fields. Eureka, the initiative promoted by France, was 
envisaged as an Agency aiming at reinforcing the competitiveness of European 
industry. 52 The sectors deemed technologically relevant for the project ranged 
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from the laser to high-speed computers, from robotics to artificial intelligence. 
Eureka received general support among the EC members. The European Council 
in Milan, which Italian Prime Minister, Bettino Craxi, chaired in June 1985, even 
called for setting up a new community to be devoted to European technological 
development.53 

It was hardly surprising that the Alliance debate on SDI eventually reproduced 
the familiar pattern of transatlantic divisions in which the French and US pro-
posals reflected alternative, if not opposing, visions and courses of action. In a 
situation in which the two projects epitomised two alternative grand strategies, 
the Italian government wanted to avoid taking sides. Therefore, while supporting 
Eureka and its possible broader by-product in the form of a European Technology 
Community, Rome also carried out bilateral contacts with Washington. 

During 1985, one of the best opportunities to talk about some practical aspects 
of the SDI research programme at the highest level of the US administration was 
Vice President George H. W. Bush’s trip to Italy. The Italian government wanted 
to understand how to make the future outcomes of research on SDI fully avail-
able to the Italian partners – both single companies and research institutes – that 
might contribute to their achievement. Rome was wondering about the provi-
sions that would help the Italian authorities to guarantee that national industry 
and the defence apparatus would benefit without restrictions from the technologi-
cal breakthroughs pursued together. Clearly, from the Italian perspective, direct 
funding of the SDI research programme could guarantee full access to both mili-
tary and civilian applications for the Italian companies and institutes. Yet, Italy 
seemed to ponder on that possibility more for coordinating closely with the other 
EC partners – especially the Federal Republic of Germany – than for devising 
a realistic plan for large public investments, in the short term. 54 European co-
financing was not a request advanced by Washington. Rather, the United States 
had pointed out that European countries’ participation in research on SDI was not 
conditional on their financial contribution. Italy, however, believed that European 
governments needed at least to take the responsibility to negotiate with the US 
administration in order to concur on the legal framework regulating technology 
transfers, intellectual property, and any joint industrial uses of prospective sci-
entific advances. From the Italian standpoint, this was the only way countries 
like Italy, or the FRG, could contain the drawbacks of the limited competitive-
ness characterising their national industries, if compared with the US or Japanese 
ones. Moreover, for Rome, those talks with the US administration could turn use-
ful in redressing the balance of military exchanges, which was disproportionally 
favouring the United States.55 

Intra-European consultations remained pivotal to the Italian government 
throughout the whole period of the definition of its involvement in SDI. True, 
Italian attitudes and decisions were especially affected by what West Germany 
seemed intent on doing, as Andreotti explained to Shultz in November 1985. 
Coordination with all WEU countries, however, continued to be a guiding prin-
ciple in Rome.56 This was a political priority that the Italian Foreign minister had 
well spelt out to the US Secretary of State since the preceding September, when 
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the two men met in New York at the margins of the opening session of the United 
Nations General Assembly. In fact, with the Soviet leader’s visit to Paris planned 
in early October, and the approaching of the US-Soviet summit in Geneva sched-
uled for late November 1985, Shultz attempted to use his conversation with his 
Italian counterpart to secure a public announcement of the Italian support to SDI. 
Andreotti’s response, however, left no doubt on the future conduct of the govern-
ment in Rome: no official stance on the SDI programme would be taken without 
coordinating with the other WEU members. 57 

In 1986, Italy was to show full consistency with such an approach. While the 
Italian government negotiated the framework agreement with Washington, it 
remained constantly in contact with its European partners. In March, planning for 
the visit Secretary Shultz would pay to Italy at the end of that month, Andreotti 
was advised to refrain from expressing a definitive assessment of the political 
implications and the strategic rationale of SDI. Rome, in fact, continued to adhere 
to the principle that SDI could be supported and pursued, if it helped the stabilisa-
tion of the strategic balance between the two superpowers and enhanced deter-
rence without jeopardising the one extended over Europe.58 

The first official discussion the Craxi government held on the participation of 
Italian companies and research institutes in SDI R&D occurred in mid-November 
1985.59 The further step of formalising Italy’s involvement in the US defence pro-
gramme would be a parliamentary debate scheduled approximately for the first 
half of 1986.60 In the aftermath of the success of the Geneva summit of November 
1985 between President Reagan and the new Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, 
Craxi knew he had an important card to play in Parliament for gaining strong 
support for Italian participation in SDI. In fact, such participation was now rec-
oncilable with the Italian commitment to the arms control process. Accordingly, 
in early 1986, Rome was able to focus on the negotiation of a framework agree-
ment whose main purpose was to ensure that Italian companies would get equal 
conditions with those guaranteed to the US firms involved in SDI R&D. The idea 
was to prevent Italian industry being penalised by the complex procedures the Pen-
tagon had established in order to regulate access of foreign partners to SDI con-
tracts. Likewise, Italian companies would be assured full access to the technology 
transfers Italy could use for both military purposes and economic advantages. In 
short, as 1986 seemed decisive for defining European participation in SDI, Italy 
was determined not to miss that appointment. In mid-March 1986, a delegation 
of Italian industrialists went to Washington with the goal of gaining a first-hand 
apprehension of the technological cooperation offered by the US administration. 61 

Then, over the next months, the US Defence Secretary was able to announce to 
Minister Spadolini that at the next NATO ministerial meeting the United States 
would officially select the Italian SNIA-BPD as one of the European affiliates in 
the space defence programme.62 The group of European partners so established 
was to work on the preliminary study of a defence system devised for the Euro-
pean theatre. It comprised three consortia: one from France, the other from the 
FRG, and the third from Italy. Italy was on board; the contract obtained, however, 
was rather small: the figure of two million dollars mentioned in the documents 
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is definitely low by the levels of the US investments in space defence decided in 
the 1980s.63

 Conclusions 
The low level of investments planned in Italy is an interesting detail, which how-
ever by itself does not epitomise the peculiarity or ordinariness, compared to other 
European allies, of the story of the Italian reaction to SDI. Some further remarks 
are needed to complete the picture of the Italian case. In the early 1980s and 
despite the renewed cold war tensions between Washington and Moscow, Euro-
pean governments were still conditioned by the political attractiveness détente 
exerted towards the respective national publics and electorates. In that regard, 
Italy was no exception. During the few years of bilateral and multilateral intra-
allied negotiations on the US defence initiative, the concerns for the possible 
backlashes of SDI on the arms control process emerged as paramount in both 
Italian newspaper articles and Foreign Ministry’s memos prepared for Andreotti. 
Italy, like other Atlantic allies in Europe, feared the development of a space shield 
on US territory because it entailed the risk of decoupling. Yet, even in the most 
optimistic prospect, this was a distant scenario, whereas the danger of a new arms 
race in the outer space – with the related end of the ABM treaty – appeared immi-
nent and realistic. At the same time, especially since early 1985, the government 
in Rome had become aware of the determination with which the Reagan admin-
istration pursued its SDI project. The White House was the strongest supporter of 
the idea of a new generation of defence systems developed through the advanced 
technologies that the United States intended to use to reassert its own supremacy 
on the Soviet Union. As no ally – even Britain – was able to dissuade Washington 
from investing its political clout and its money in the SDI programme, for Italy 
the best and only choice at hand was to embrace the plans for developing SDI 
and accept its rationale. With equal realism, the Italian government pondered the 
options Italy had available for ensuring the most effective protection of national 
and European interests. Referring to European interests is necessary because 
Rome quite soon realised that no national priority could be efficaciously pur-
sued outside of the European and Atlantic frameworks. After Reagan’s re-election 
in November 1984 and his administration’s attempt to re-launch negotiations in 
Geneva, Italy formulated a strategy toward SDI guided by a twofold assumption. 
On the one hand, Italian and other European countries’ involvement in the SDI 
project might help them to catch up with the most advanced economies in strategi-
cally important and technologically advanced sectors. On the other, such involve-
ment (inasmuch as coordinated among European allies) was perceived as the only 
instrument Italy had for exerting significant influence on the US administration’s 
decisions on a set of issues crucial for the future of the Alliance and European 
security. Last but not least, Italy, as a European non-nuclear-weapon power, was 
well aware that by participating in SDI R&D, Rome and Bonn were offered the 
possibility of bypassing some of the restrictions the two countries had accepted 
by signing the non-proliferation treaty. Though the opportunities for research and 
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production did not concern nuclear weapons, the inclusion of missile technology 
represented the other side of the coin of a potentially more autonomous defence 
capability for both European partners. 
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7  France’s Reaction Towards 
the Strategic Defence Initiative 
(1983–1986) 
Transforming a Strategic Threat Into 
a Technological Opportunity 

 Ilaria Parisi 

On 23 March 1983, Ronald Reagan gave a pivotal speech in which he announced 
a vast research programme, called the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI). The 
United States opened up the possibility of the attractive and long-awaited perspec-
tive of a world that could be free from any nuclear threat. Breakthroughs in high 
technology, such as informatics, communications, lasers, and micro-electronics, 
would finally enable the creation of a hermetic defence system against nuclear 
missiles: any nuclear weapon that would target American soil would be destroyed 
during its flight using either kinetic- or directed-energy weapons. At least, this 
was what Ronald Reagan believed when delivering his speech, soon renamed the 
‘Star Wars’ speech. 1 By the end of March 1985, the American Defence Secre-
tary, Caspar Weinberger, officially invited the European allies to participate in the 
American project. In so doing, he gave them the possibility to foresee fruitful and 
generously funded Euro-American cooperation in the area of high technology, 
and the merit to help the American President put an end to the nuclear threat. By 
1983, the sole perspective of a world free from nuclear weapons was sufficient 
to impassion American public opinion. By 1985, potential European participation 
in the programme would show that SDI was not merely Reagan’s visionary plan 
but a transatlantic project to overcome the nuclear threat through new technology. 
These two elements were intended to convince Congress to allow the initial 26 
billion dollars for the investment Reagan envisaged for the military-industrial-
spatial complex to enact the SDI.2 

The enthusiastic (even if somewhat doubtful) reception of the March 1983 
speech in the United States was not widely shared in France and neither was 
the 1985 proposal to join the SDI. Both initiatives endangered European inde-
pendence and condemned the continent to depend on the United States from a 
strategic and a technological point of view. As fascinating as it could be, France 
believed that the idea of a space shield that was able to intercept and destroy 
nuclear missiles would dramatically change the strategic environment. Assum-
ing that this was feasible, Reagan’s plan would give the United States a strate-
gic advantage over the Soviet Union, as Washington would ideally be shielded 
from a Soviet nuclear attack. This was enough reason to encourage the Soviets 
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to start a new and costly arms race to keep up with the American developments. 
Medium and small powers would prove unable to match American investments 
in defence systems, and they would be totally left behind in the event of a space 
American-Soviet arms race. In this event, they could not but strategically depend 
on American protection. France, which based its security policy on the national 
independence paradigm, could not accept such a unilateral shift. Furthermore, 
besides the strategic issues, investments in high technologies associated with SDI 
would certainly allow the United States to achieve several breakthroughs in high 
technology, with important industrial and economic benefits. Again, as long as 
Europe could not invest heavily in this field, it had to rely on a technological 
dependence upon its American ally. 

France’s criticism of the SDI and the decision not to join the programme in 
1985 came after a careful analysis of pros and cons of the American initiative. 
Nevertheless, this episode received little attention in the literature, with three 
main exceptions. In 1991, French journalists Pierre Favier and Michel Martin-
Roland offered a first account of the French posture on the SDI in the second of 
four volumes of their history of François Mitterrand’s presidency. They relied 
on oral history, memoirs, and private archives of French actors involved in this 
debate, and they provided a detailed account of the evolution of French posture 
towards the American initiative. A first primary sources-based work dates back 
to 2013, when Paul Chaput published his MA dissertation on France’s reaction to 
the SDI and the emergence of the European technological initiative, the Eureka 
project. First disclosures in Mitterrand’s presidential papers helped him to out-
line French scepticism, careful consideration of, and possible European response 
to the American challenge. In 2019, Frédéric Bozo slightly evoked the extent to 
which the SDI was a strategic challenge to France.3 Nevertheless, there is more 
to Mitterrand’s refusal to the Reagan’s project than the mere criticisms of a vision-
ary, if not illusionary, plan, and the strong defence of French strategic and tech-
nological interests. 

Based on French archival sources from the presidential and the diplomatic 
archives based in Paris, this chapter will demonstrate that the French refusal to 
join the SDI initiative was intended to preserve both French and European inde-
pendence in the strategic and technological fields. First, France expressed its will 
to preserve a strategic stability based on nuclear deterrence as long as a new, 
non-nuclear, effective security system might be created. Second, France refused 
to endorse the SDI project and invited the European partners to refuse the proj-
ect as well, in order to prevent a Euro-American technological divide by instead 
stimulating a European technological effort to match the largest competitors in 
this field, namely the United States and Japan.4 

Facing the Strategic Threat of the SDI 
From a strategic point of view, François Mitterrand refused to join SDI as it was 
highly unrealistic and supposed to endorse a new strategic concept that, from a 
French perspective, was a threat to strategic stability, and conflicted with French 
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security interests. Nevertheless, France could not make the mistake of underrating 
the effect of a speech that promised the abolition of nuclear weapons and the shift 
towards a new, less dangerous security system. In 1983, with the Euromissiles 
crisis looming in the background and the deployment of American intermediate 
nuclear forces set for the end of November 1983, such a proposal was eager to 
gain consensus in Western public opinions. A simplified translation of the SDI 
speech seemed to put the debate on a binary plan: the SDI was a step towards 
peace, while rejecting the SDI was a clear endorsement of nuclear war. Western 
European governments would experience serious difficulties in explaining that 
the SDI could not accomplish what Reagan promised, at least for a very long time. 
The 1985 American proposal to associate European allies to the SDI complicated 
the picture even more, and France interpreted the American proposal as a test 
of European loyalty towards the major ally. 5 All these factors contributed to the 
elaboration of the French posture on the SDI, which was a balanced presentation 
of pros and cons of the American initiative, and suggestions of possible alterna-
tive solutions to problems addressed by the SDI, the nuclear threat and the ques-
tion of the militarisation of space. 

French diplomacy believed that Reagan’s speech of March 1983 was a per-
sonal initiative intended to calm down the rise of the Freeze, the American anti-
nuclear movement. On 29 March 1983, the French Ambassador in Washington 
wrote that one of the aims of Reagan’s speech was to ‘to overtake the evolution 
of the pacifist movement in the United States by suggesting an intellectually 
simple and a morally fascinating alternative to nuclear offensive deterrence.’ 6 

Even before becoming president in 1981, Ronald Reagan declared that he was 
astonished by the fact that there was no way to stop a nuclear retaliation and 
became fascinated by the possibilities offered by technological research; as 
a result, he allowed his entourage to work on this.7 Nevertheless, in 1983, 
research could not guarantee that these technologies could effectively meet 
defensive needs and Reagan’s speech appeared more to his allies as an expedi-
ent to mitigate claims from peace activists than as a solid project.8 Although 
Reagan’s domestic concerns were widely shared in the Alliance, as European 
states faced similar protests against the deployment of the American Persh-
ing and Cruise missiles since 1980, Mitterrand believed that the tactics of the 
American president were dangerous. In fact, by luring the anti-nuclear forces 
with a promise of an imminent withdrawal of all nuclear missiles as a result 
of an efficient defence shield, Reagan risked stoking anti-nuclear sentiment, 
while he knew perfectly well that such a perspective was fragile and yet-to-
be-confirmed.9 The SDI then appeared more as an expedient to boost tech-
nological research (we will come back to this later), if not an expedient to 
obtain a huge defence budget from the Congress. On 21 November 1983, Denis 
Delbourg, a French technical adviser, expressed his scepticism concerning the 
American vice president George Bush’s strong support for a hermetic ABM 
system based on SDI technologies. Hubert Védrine commented on this in the 
following terms: “1. If it is utopic, we should not fear it. 2. If it is ineluctable, 
we should slow it down and be prepared for it.”10 
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France was well aware of the fact that research on defensive systems was not 
new in the United States.11 The 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missiles (ABM) Treaty allowed 
the United States and the Soviet Union to conduct laboratory tests. By the end of 
the 1970s, new technologies made it theoretically possible to create kinetic- and 
directed-energy weapons that had the same strength as a nuclear attack without 
the consequences associated with nuclear use (fallout, etc.). It seemed possible 
then to exploit new technologies to respond to the Soviet Union’s increased mod-
ernisation of defence systems and anti-satellite technologies (ASAT) that the 
United States thought would lead the enemy to soon acquire a military and stra-
tegic advantage.12 French analyses on this were less optimistic. In May 1984, 
the Centre d’analyse et de prévision (CAP) at the Quai d’Orsay believed that 
Soviet research on ABM systems could effectively lead to a defence system able 
to reduce the capacity of penetration of American missiles, but the fact remained 
that these systems could not promptly react to missiles like the Cruise or to the 
developing Stealth technology, both being difficult to intercept with radar. More-
over, Soviets were lagging behind in informatics, which was an essential part 
of the American ABM programme. 13 With respect to the ASAT systems, Hubert 
Védrine admitted in December 1984 that the Soviets were acquiring an advantage 
in this area, probably with the intent of asking for a moratorium in the next years. 
Nevertheless, the United States were not far from developing new ASAT systems, 
more effective than the Soviet ones and probably operational in the second half of 
the 1980s; the United States would probably reject any kind of moratorium on the 
development of these systems.14 Beyond its feasibility, the SDI was then eager to 
accelerate the already existing space race in which the Americans and the Soviets 
engaged since the late 1960s. A note by the CAP of March 1985 recalled that 
the SDI speech per se was much more a fact of developing new technology with 
possible military fallout than a fact of developing the militarisation of space. It 
was Reagan’s emphasis on the space dimension of the SDI that, on the one hand, 
created a general enthusiasm among the anti-nuclear public opinion, and, on the 
other hand, alerted the allies to possible changes in the American deterrence pos-
ture and disarmament policies.15 

European allies were particularly scared of possible changes in the American 
deterrence posture, and France was not an exception to this.16 It is somehow hard 
to know the very first thoughts of François Mitterrand on the SDI, but certainly he 
expressed his concerns against Reagan’s initiative shortly after Reagan’s speech. 17 

A first public demonstration of Mitterrand’s thoughts on SDI should be identified 
in the speech the French President delivered at the UN General Assembly in Sep-
tember 1983. On this occasion, Mitterrand delivered one of his most accomplished 
and largely underrated speeches on the motivation underlying nuclear deterrence. 
He also briefly mentioned that Reagan’s misleading anti-missiles projects were a 
threat to the military balance. Mitterrand was not new to this kind of public talk on 
security issues. Since his election in 1981, when the Euromissile Crisis was at the 
top of the security agenda, he publicly condemned any attempt to upset the nuclear 
balance. The SS-20s deployment was then designed at as a deliberate Soviet chal-
lenge to Western security and the European allies had to respond similarly, should 
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the USSR refuse to find a negotiated solution by the end of 1983.18 During his 
famous Bundestag speech in January 1983, Mitterrand maintained that 

peace should be constructed [and] nuclear weapons, an instrument of deter-
rence, [should] ensure peace, whether one would like it or not (qu’on le sou-
haite ou qu’on le déplore), as long as the balance of forces exists. Only such 
a balance could allow good relations with Eastern countries, our neighbours 
and historical partners.19 

And he continued: ‘as long as this situation remains unchanged, as long as a col-
lective defence system could not be developed, how can we renounce this means 
of preventing conflicts?’20 Similar ideas were expressed during the September 
UNGA 1983 speech, albeit with a stronger emphasis on how to better reduce 
reliance on nuclear weapons without giving up security. For this, he stated that 
the arms control process should, first, reduce the strategic arsenals of the two 
superpowers, second, reduce the gap between conventional and nuclear forces 
and finally, stop the race to anti-missiles, anti-submarine and anti-satellite weap-
ons. Space should not become another area of military competition among the 
two superpowers and he tentatively suggested amending the 1972 ABM treaty to 
ban any weapon in space and to favour a peaceful use of space technologies – the 
ABM treaty only banned nuclear weapons in space and limited the number of 
defence systems on land.21 

But by the end of 1983, Mitterrand was far from having said his last words on 
space issues. On 7 February 1984, he even seemed to depart from his September 
1983 speech, as he said that space weapons would rapidly become a reality. 22 If 
one ignores the motives behind this pronouncement, and the real intention of this 
purpose (was it provocative? was it a change of Mitterrand’s mind?), one might 
realise that already by mid-1983, Mitterrand asked his entourage to analyse the 
feasibility of Reagan’s project. Hubert Védrine, his diplomatic counsellor, and 
Jacques Attali, his special adviser, both concluded by the first half of 1984 that 
SDI was a utopic perspective. While Védrine suggested that France should avoid 
any involvement in the American initiative, Attali was a proponent of keeping an 
eye on the American research on high technology for civil and military use, so 
that Europe could follow suit and not be left behind by the United States.23 Mit-
terrand’s stance on SDI was then a mix of these two suggestions that resulted in a 
third solution to the SDI problem. From a French point of view, the SDI initiative 
emerged from a military problem, the Soviet’s accomplishments in anti-missile 
and anti-satellite systems. For this, the SDI was nevertheless not a response, as 
there was no guarantee that this system would work and that this would permit a 
shift towards a new strategic stability based on defence instead of offence. 

The core of Mitterrand’s argument against Reagan’s initiative was that the SDI 
speech opened a perspective of a new deterrence doctrine that would relaunch 
the arms race. Defence systems were supposed to ensure mutual assured survival 
(MAS), meaning that no missile could hit the territory that then would be shielded 
with the new defence system. Also, MAS would outdate the mutual assured 
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destruction doctrine (MAD), implying deterrence based on the threat of massive 
retaliation. However, the United States seemed the only nuclear power which 
could afford such a change in its nuclear doctrine. The Soviet Union could have 
followed (with large investments that were decidedly out of reach for its fragile 
economy), but smaller nuclear powers were condemned to strategic inferiority 
as they did not have the means to follow the United States in their ‘negotiated 
transition’ through defensive systems. 24 As Védrine wrote in December 1984, ‘the 
problem was not the American SDI system, but the possibility that the Soviet 
Union might build a similar system’, this would turn the French force de frappe 
into an obsolete system and France into a vulnerable power. 25 Nevertheless, a 
Franco-American meeting of February 1985 made it clear that the United States 
would not abandon nuclear deterrence completely, instead they would reinforce it 
by relying on both defensive and offensive systems. 26 By 1986, it became all the 
more clear that ‘creating new weapons is possible, but any attempt to substitute a 
security system based on deterrence with a security system based on defence sys-
tems is, presently and for a long time, utopic.’27 Furthermore, it was argued that 
deterrence ‘would not be replaced, even if it would be completed and adapted.’28 

From a French point of view, although the maintaining of nuclear deterrence 
preserved the credibility of the force de frappe and Western security, a mixed 
defensive-offensive deterrence was however unsuitable as it had the unwelcome 
consequence of generating over-armament.29 

The SDI was bound to become a challenge for arms control, and this was another 
point of concern for the Elysée. The French response to the military problem of 
anti-satellite and anti-missile systems resulted in the promotion of a peaceful use 
of space technology and the presentation of a plan to demilitarise space. By April 
1984, France promoted a joint European effort to build a spy satellite and a space-
manned orbiting station, so that Europe could collect its own military intelligence. 
Such an accomplishment would resolve the European conundrum of a continent 
which sought for lesser strategic dependence on the United States but had no other 
solution to plan a military action and would have to resort to US spy satellites 
as it had none of its own – the Falklands War abruptly reminded Europe of its 
satellite gap.30 The Federal Republic of Germany was the first partner to receive 
such a French proposal for a joint effort to construct a European spy satellite and 
a manned space station.31 However, the FRG, like other European partners, had 
already engaged in similar projects with the United States, which had put pressure 
on their partners as not to reduce their political and financial engagement in these 
common projects.32 Thus, the European positive reception of the French initiative 
did not enable a strong commitment to this new project.33 France certainly did not 
resign from pursuing its initiative, but it was quite evident that a European spy-
satellite and space-manned orbital station was a long-term perspective. 

Parallel to French efforts to promote a peaceful use of space and to give Europe 
a chance to have an independent space policy, Paris promoted the demilitarisation 
of space during the plenary session of the Conference on Disarmament held in 
Geneva on 12 June 1984.34 The French representative congratulated the recent 
American-Soviet initiative to start the talks on space issues. Following the Soviet 
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withdrawal from the INF and START negotiations in December 1983, there was 
only a faint chance of resuming the arms control negotiations. In the first half of 
1984, space issues seemed to finally bring the United States and the Soviet Union 
close enough to have a common interest to talk about future arms control dis-
cussions. Nevertheless, the French representative also affirmed that space affairs 
concerned the international community as a whole and he called upon the other 
members of the Conference to take action against the militarisation of space. For 
this, he suggested four lines of action. 

First, he called the two superpowers to limit anti-satellite systems in the low 
atmosphere and to prohibit anti-satellite weapons in the high atmosphere. Second, 
he called on all states to agree to the prohibition of the deployment of kinetic-
energy systems on earth, in the atmosphere and in space for five years, and to 
forbid any tests on them. Third, he suggested reinforcing the 1975 space conven-
tion, according to which any object sent in space had to be declared. Finally, he 
called the United States and the Soviet Union to extend immunity to some space 
objects of third countries.35 The French plan was criticised in the United States. 
After the March 1983 speech on SDI, the United States discussed bilaterally with 
their allies their plan for an increased American presence in space. France was 
no exception and the United States regretted that France went public with its 
thoughts rather than use the bilateral channel that already existed.36 European 
partners like the FRG and Great Britain fundamentally agreed with the reason 
underlying the French proposal and the scope of the French purpose, but they did 
not want to publicly harm the United States and found themselves embarrassed 
by the French initiative.37 Whatever the reasons behind the hesitation of February 
1984, by June, France officially rejected any attempt to militarise space and then 
contested any initiative that was contrary to this principle. 

The French posture on the SDI was then fixed in Mitterrand’s television inter-
view of 16 December 1984 and reaffirmed in interviews French representatives 
released by January 1985, except for a nuance.38 Although the French government 
stood firm on the rejection of the militarisation of space, it did not want to put the 
blame on those who fell under the charm of Reagan’s project, slightly admitting 
the legitimacy of exploring new military possibilities in space.39 A note by CAP 
of March 1985 acknowledged the evolution of the French public posture on the 
SDI ‘on at least two points: the analysis of defensive deterrence as a destabilizing 
factor of deterrence is no longer the French posture on the issue; we admitted the 
legitimacy of research, and implicitly of tests’, but in any case not the realisa-
tion of a defence shield.40 As far as the SDI did not endanger second-retaliation 
capabilities, one might agree that it did not endanger nuclear deterrence either, so 
exploring the feasibility of the project did not represent a change in the nuclear 
balance. The question arises as to the reasons behind this adjustment of the French 
public stance towards the SDI. We can only formulate the following hypothesis 
and wait for a confirmation from the archives. As we previously admitted, France 
could not ignore the enthusiasm that Regan’s March 1983 speech sparked in pub-
lic opinions. France perfectly knew that the SDI would cause troubles among the 
European allies, which had to face a twofold pressure: they had to manage the 
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expectations of public opinion on the closer, illusionary end of the nuclear threat, 
and they had to cope with the American wish to have the support of the European 
allies to the concept behind the SDI. The French June 1984 plan for the demili-
tarisation of space received a cold welcome among European allies as it openly 
called into question, and criticised, the American strategy into space; although 
the European allies shared French suggestions on the issue, they could not risk an 
open confrontation with the United States on their security strategy, from which 
they profited. One of the explanations for the French flexibility on its public pos-
ture might then be seen as an attempt to soften the difference between French and 
European positions on the SDI, in a way that any future French proposal for a 
European move on space and technological issues would not be considered as an 
ultimatum to any American project. 

In January 1986, it became evident that a strategic transition through defensive 
systems was bound to remain an American dream. In July 1983, the CAP at the 
Quai d’Orsay speculated on whether high technology could effectively lead to the 
creation of a space shield. Its conclusion was that X-ray lasers, chemical lasers, 
electron lasers, and meson lasers, or a defence shield based on a combination of 
these different systems, could only partially protect from a nuclear attack. In a 
note of the end of December 1984, Hubert Védrine wrote that American scientists 
and military envisaged the deployment of a space shield by 2000; however, both 
were hesitant about it being 100% hermetic. In 1986, it was evident that Reagan’s 
impressive project would not be fully accomplished.41 To Mitterrand, SDI was 
able to serve the Western strategic interests better if the United States accepted 
to use it as a bargaining chip in the new Nuclear and Space Talks (NST), that 
resumed in Geneva in 1985. As scientists became more and more critical of the 
perspective of an invulnerable space shield, France believed that the United States 
had an absolute interest in accepting the Soviet requests to limit the development 
of defence systems, as to obtain success on the agenda of arms control.42 Never-
theless, as the French Ministry of the Foreign Affairs stated in March 1985: 

The most important consequence of the SDI will be the enhancement (dopage) 
of the research skills of the American economy. . . . These qualitative improve-
ments will ensure an effective advantage to the US industrial competitiveness 
and risk causing a ‘brain drain’ phenomenon to the detriment of Europe. 43 

Once France understood that the feasibility of a defence shield based on SDI was 
all the more uncertain, Mitterrand engaged to face the real threat SDI posed for 
Europe: the risk of European technological backwardness. 

Facing the SDI as a Technological Challenge 
The SDI supposed a quantum leap in high technology and large American invest-
ments in this field would certainly widen the technological gap between the two 
sides of the Atlantic. Worse still, the March 1985 American proposal to associate 
European companies to SDI projects risked halting any European effort to build 
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a strong technological industry. This trend would create a European dependence 
on technological goods, freezing out the European Community from the tech-
nological and industrial competition with the leading powers, the United States 
and Japan.44 According to Mitterrand, Europe should develop its own expertise 
in technological goods, and this led to his attempt to stimulate a joint European 
effort with the creation of EUREKA (European Research Coordination Agency) 
in April 1985. 45 

As might be expected, the French initiative appeared to the United States as a 
method of boycotting the American offer to associate the allies with SDI. 46 Only 
two weeks before the official announcement of EUREKA, the American Defence 
Secretary, Caspar Weinberger, sent a letter to the European partners inviting them 
to let the United States know within 60 days whether they would be interested in 
participating in some selected SDI projects. France received a copy of this letter 
on 28 March, when Weinberger met with the French Defence Minister Charles 
Hernu. However, France had already been informed of the American action at 
the end of February, when a delegation of the Strategic Defence Initiative Orga-
nization (SDIO) came to Paris to explore whether there was the possibility of 
French participation.47 In a note written the day before Weinberger’s arrival, 
Hubert Védrine had already foreseen the problems of the American initiative. 
First, any participation in the program would be considered an endorsement of 
the strategic concept of the SDI. Second, the 60-day delay was clearly intended 
to obtain the political approval of an essentially technological cooperation. Third, 
Euro-American cooperation on anti-missile technologies was a violation of the 
1972 ABM treaty. Finally, there was no proof that Europe could use defensive 
technology for its own defence as short-range missiles remained very difficult to 
intercept and even more difficult to destroy during their flight. 48 

The European partners agreed with France that Weinberger was only seeking 
firm European political approval of the SDI. Still in early 1985, Europe was dis-
cussing the effectiveness of the American initiative and was all the more doubtful 
about the possibility of shifting from an offensive deterrence to a defensive one. 
Nevertheless, Europe remained fascinated by the possibility of accessing the col-
laboration with American research on high technologies, a field in which the 
United States had an advantage over Europe, if only in terms of investments.49 

From a French point of view, the American proposal for transatlantic technologi-
cal cooperation was less attractive than it seemed and even opened up the path 
for an exploitation of European technological skills without effective industrial 
and economic benefits for Europe. European companies would presumably be 
subcontractors in the American projects and their participation would then be 
limited to one-time projects or even limited parts of a single project. European 
skills would in turn be profitable to the American research but it was unlikely 
that they could acquire skills to be used in return. Contrary to its partners’ expec-
tations, France believed that any European participation in the SDI would only 
produce a brain drain, which would rapidly increase the technological gap with 
the United States and which would end any European chance of becoming a 
technological hub.50 
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The European disagreement on SDI was then worsened with the approaching 
60-day deadline. During the 22–23 April Western European Union (WEU) meet-
ing of 1985, the European countries discussed the opportunity to send a coordi-
nated reply to Weinberger’s letter, but each country reserved for itself the right to 
decide individually on the essence of the offer. 51 In June 1985, they agreed to cre-
ate an ad hoc group within the WEU to analyse the chance to coordinate a Euro-
pean response to the question of whether to be associated with the SDI. France 
agreed to participate in this WEU study but asked to produce a consultative report 
instead of sharing a proper European position on the affair, given its concerns on 
the profitability of a Euro-American cooperation.52 However, with the Bonn 1985 
summit of industrialised countries approaching on 2–4 May, the United States 
was eager to obtain a strong, public, political approval of their initiative and sug-
gested in April that SDI should be mentioned in the political declaration of the 
summit.53 Needless to say, such a declaration was intended to have a European 
endorsement of the strategic concept which was implicit in the SDI. France firmly 
refused to agree with the United States, as Mitterrand told Reagan the day before 
the summit and during the dinner of 3 May 1985. Prior to the summit, French 
diplomats had even secretly prepared an alternative version of the final declara-
tion concerning the SDI, in case the United States insisted on submitting their text 
to the convenors. Ultimately, the French text was not distributed as the United 
States renounced their declaration.54 In Mitterrand’s view, any official statement 
in favour of the American project, be it the approval of a declaration on the SDI in 
Bonn, or an official response to Weinberger’s proposal, would signify the French 
endorsement of the SDI and, implicitly, of his strategic implications: Mitterrand 
did not believe in Reagan’s visionary plan to free the world from nuclear weap-
ons, but at the same time he wanted to avoid a public clash with the American 
president on what was supposed to be one of his major goals for his second term. 

The American pressure on Europe could only exacerbate the domestic debate 
European governments were facing concerning the opportunity to join the SDI. 
By mid-1985, it became clear that Europe was eager to cooperate with the United 
States on the research aspects of SDI, and even more when America decided to 
split the SDI projects into two categories – civil-focused and military-focused – 
so that partners could join research without participating in the military effort. 
However, France was convinced that Europe needed proper continental techno-
logical growth, to eventually compete or cooperate with US industries on the 
same level.55 This was the reason behind the launch of EUREKA, and the French 
renewed their efforts after the Bonn summit to suggest to its European partners an 
alternative (but not an ultimatum) to SDI.56 

EUREKA was intended to facilitate cooperation among European research lab-
oratories and industries so that already excellent European technological research 
could improve and could easily be applied for industrial purposes, consequently 
enhancing their economic growth.57 The idea of a European initiative to achieve 
this aim emerged in Paris in January 1985, but when France officially submitted 
its idea of a European platform able to boost European skills in high technology, 
it had not yet defined the form and the content of such an initiative.58 Following 
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Germany’s positive reaction to this idea in April 1985, and the European-wide 
interest in the initiative by June, France then gradually outlined the ins and outs 
of EUREKA, following a tight schedule.59 At the Milan European Council in 
June 1985, France obtained the political approval from its European partners and 
presented four projects which were ready to start under the EUREKA label. 60 

On 17 July 1985, EUREKA was officially launched, although some important 
practical issues still needed to be fixed. From a French perspective, EUREKA 
should have had a very light coordinating structure, for example, by using only 
a single director or a small directive committee created ad hoc for each project. 
However, the European partners insisted on the creation of a permanent secre-
tary, whose mission was to evaluate, coordinate, and follow up on projects on a 
case-by-case basis. The secretary would certainly cooperate with the European 
Commission, but France made a case for EUREKA to be excluded of the Com-
munity mechanisms, the policies of which were unsuitable, geographically lim-
ited, and time-consuming for the purpose of EUREKA. After some months of 
intense negotiations, the Eureka Charter was finally signed at the conference held 
in Hanover in November 1985. Some practical issues still remained to be fixed 
(e.g. structure and location of the secretariat, financing methods), but the core of 
the French requests was satisfied.61 

Despite Mitterrand’s criticisms of SDI and his engagement in the launch of 
EUREKA, his attitude did not make a consensus in France. When Jacques Chi-
rac became prime minister in March 1986, and constructed the first cohabitation 
of the French Fifth Republic, he tried to distance himself from the presidential 
outlook on a number of topics, the SDI included. He pretended that the French 
refusal to participate in the SDI would be a mistake and promptly displayed his 
divergence with the president when meeting with Helmut Kohl and Margaret 
Thatcher shortly after his election.62 The prime minister believed that France 
could only remain competitive in high technology if it cooperated with the United 
States. The motivation behind Chirac’s reaction is subject to discussion. He could 
have a political reason for this: with the presidential election of 1988 approach-
ing, Chirac was motivated to challenge Mitterrand to win the Elysée, but he could 
also have had the personal belief that Europe could not become competitive in 
the technological field without the United States. The fact remains that Mitter-
rand never encouraged nor prevented French companies to apply for SDI projects 
(indeed, some of them did): on the one hand, it was out of the question for the 
president to give any political endorsement to SDI; on the other hand, it was also 
impossible to limit the freedom of action of private companies that were only 
encouraged to find a European way to realise their projects.63 

Despite the strong French engagement into the promotion of EUREKA, this 
initiative did not have the enthusiastic reception the SDI had in 1983. The SDI 
had a greater charm, that was perhaps the result of successful marketing action.64 

EUREKA, unlike the SDI, failed to mobilise public opinion and hid behind a 
great and daydreaming project, not unlike SDI, as an idea of a world free of 
nuclear weapons.65 By the end of 1985, European partners mostly joined SDI: the 
FRG allowed German companies to apply for the American tenders but refused to 
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officially engage financial resources for this; Great Britain made the same choice 
but also publicly endorsed the SDI. These choices did not affect the existence of 
EUREKA, which survived SDI, but symbolically certainly reduced the value of 
the European project, at least in 1986. 

Conclusion 
The French attitude towards Reagan’s SDI should not be perceived as a mere rejec-
tion of the principle of an American initiative, as Mitterrand’s refusal to endorse 
the SDI during the summit of the industrialised nations held in Bonn in May 
1985 seemed to suggest. More than the SDI per se, the French president feared 
the long-term consequences of this initiative. First, the deployment of a strategic 
defence system would naturally lead to the disruption of the East-West strategic 
balance and would oblige other nuclear powers to follow the United States if it 
wanted to keep their deterrence attitude up to date. So, SDI implied the rise of a 
new nuclear arms race, in which medium powers, like France, could not compete. 
Second, the SDI was the final outcome of a wide plan of huge investments in 
new breakthrough technologies with a high economic impact. This meant that 
the technological gap between the United States and Europe would soon be too 
vast, should Europe refrain from adopting a proper technological plan or resign 
to rely on a vague United States promise to share the result of their technological 
research with the Allies. 

The French SDI rejection is then embedded in France’s will to preserve the 
strategic stability based on nuclear deterrence as far as there was no alterna-
tive security system and was deeply rooted in Mitterrand’s will to give Europe a 
chance to become a major competitor in the emerging technological competition. 
Mitterrand’s attitude on SDI was deeply rooted in his grand design for Europe 
and more specifically, for France. The president’s rejection of SDI expresses Mit-
terrand’s will to move Europe and France away from the American hegemony on 
Western affairs so that Europe could become an independent international actor 
and establish cooperation with the United States on an equal basis. 
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8 Canada’s ‘Polite No’ to SDI 
A Question of Sovereignty? 

 Luc-André Brunet 

Despite its role as a founding member of NATO, Canada is largely absent from 
existing international studies of the late Cold War. On the Strategic Defence 
Initiative, Canada’s position was unique within the Atlantic Alliance, given the 
degree of cooperation between Canada and the United States on continental 
defence. Indeed, with the bilateral North American Aerospace Defence Command 
(NORAD) and the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line, Canadian and American 
defence was closely integrated; Canada was thus the NATO member most likely 
to be directly implicated by the SDI announced by Reagan in March 1983. More-
over, September 1984 saw the election of Brian Mulroney, the most unabashedly 
pro-American Canadian Prime Minister of the Cold War era. Throughout his time 
in office (1984–93), Mulroney vocally pursued a policy of supporting the Reagan 
and Bush Administrations on defence, arms control, and East-West issues. 

Given the degree of aerospace defence cooperation between the two countries, 
and Mulroney’s pro-Reagan stance on many defence issues, it is therefore surpris-
ing that Canada refused to take part in the research programme for the SDI. In his 
memoirs, Mulroney explains the decision by claiming he ‘found the thought of 
the weaponisation of space and the creation of another costly arms race extremely 
disconcerting’ and that his relationship with Reagan permitted him to be frank 
about this disagreement: ‘true friends must look their counterparts in the eye and 
feel no hesitation in offering up the unvarnished truth’. 1 The most recent mono-
graph on Canadian foreign policy under Brian Mulroney, meanwhile, points to 
Canada’s decision on the SDI as an ‘example of Mulroney’s refusal to cave in to 
the Americans when Canadian interests were involved’; this interpretation is simi-
larly maintained in other studies of Mulroney and his foreign policy. 2 Canada’s 
negative response to join Reagan’s ‘Star Wars’ initiative is presented as a prin-
cipled stand taken by Mulroney to protect Canadian interests and to prevent an 
arms race in outer space. Drawing on newly declassified archival materials from 
Canada, the United States, and the UK, this chapter challenges this depiction by 
revealing how the Canadian government arrived at its decision on SDI.3 Specifi-
cally, the motivating factor was Mulroney’s priority of launching free trade talks 
with the United States, and the SDI decision rested on the assessment of how 
much cooperation with the Reagan administration the Canadian electorate might 
tolerate. 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003104674-11 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003104674-11


  
 

 

 

 

 
  

  

 

130 Luc-André Brunet 

Canada and the ‘Second Cold War’ 
The federal election of September 1984 saw one of the most significant political 
shifts in Canadian history. The left-leaning Liberal Party, in power almost continu-
ously since 1963, was reduced to just 40 seats in the 282-seat House of Commons, 
while the Progressive Conservative (PC) Party secured the largest parliamentary 
majority ever seen in Canada, with 211 seats and over 50% of the popular vote. 
Aside from the dramatic change in parliamentary arithmetic, the 1984 election 
ushered in notable changes in Canadian policies.4 Under the premiership of Pierre 
Elliott Trudeau (1968–1984), the Canadian government had often espoused Cana-
dian nationalism and what many saw as soft anti-Americanism, evidenced by 
such policies as the National Energy Program (NEP) and the Foreign Investment 
Review Agency (FIRA), designed respectively to encourage ‘oil self-sufficiency’ 
and to restrict takeovers of Canadian companies by American ones; the Canadian 
foreign minister in the early 1980s later recalled that ‘Trudeau’s whole approach 
to foreign policy was a “Canada First” policy’.5 Such protectionist measures led 
to strains in the relationship with the Reagan Administration, with whom Trudeau 
openly clashed. By contrast, Brian Mulroney, leader of the PCs since 1983, cam-
paigned on a pledge to restore ‘super relations’ with the United States and to 
give Reagan ‘the benefit of the doubt’. 1984 thus saw a general shift in Canadian 
policy away from a leftish stance that sometimes strained relations with Washing-
ton to a more right-wing agenda on which rapprochement with the United States 
featured prominently. 

NATO’s 1979 dual-track decision and the ensuing Euromissile Crisis were 
reflected in Canada.6 As prime minister, Trudeau had supported NATO policy and 
the timely deployment of INF, distancing himself from proposals to delay or can-
cel deployment.7 While Canada saw the rise of peace activism in the early 1980s, 
the controversy was not over the deployment of Cruise and Pershing II missiles 
in Western Europe, but rather over Trudeau’s decision to allow the Americans to 
test air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) in northern Canada. While the deci-
sion on Cruise testing helped improve Trudeau’s stock in Washington, it had a 
disastrous effect on his reputation domestically, particularly as Trudeau generally 
cast himself as a proponent of peace and nuclear arms control. The revelation in 
March 1982 that Cruise missiles were to be tested in Canada sparked widespread 
protests across the country and provided a single issue behind which disparate 
local, regional, and national groups united. By 1983, major cities such as Toronto 
and Vancouver regularly saw marches of thousands of protesters, who argued 
that the Cruise tests amounted to Canada contributing to an American-led nuclear 
arms race. 

This was the context in Canada when President Reagan announced the Strate-
gic Defence Initiative in a televised address in March 1983. The scheme, Reagan 
explained, would involve placing anti-ballistic satellites in outer space to pro-
vide a shield from missiles, thereby protecting the United States and its allies 
from any possible nuclear attack from the Soviets. The announcement exacer-
bated the tensions of the ‘Second Cold War’ and was seized upon by opponents 
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of INF deployment – and indeed of Cruise testing in Canada – as a dangerous 
escalation of the arms race into outer space. To make matters worse, the Ameri-
cans had not consulted with their allies before announcing SDI. Interestingly, 
Reagan’s statement coincided with a visit to Ottawa by Vice-President George 
Bush, who was encouraging Trudeau to maintain his support for Cruise testing in 
Canada despite domestic opposition. Bush also had the unhappy task of explain-
ing the SDI to Trudeau. Canada’s ambassador in Washington, Allan Gotlieb, 
recorded that ‘Trudeau seemed quite shocked’ by the initiative, and particularly 
the implications for the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty. 8 Later that year 
Trudeau cautioned Reagan that in his view ‘the scheme was potentially deeply 
de-stabilising’.9 

In October 1983, partially in response to the pressures of the Canadian peace 
movement, Trudeau launched a peace initiative aimed at promoting dialogue 
between the superpowers and encouraging progress on arms control negotiations, 
while maintaining Canadian support for INF deployment. Among Trudeau’s pro-
posals was a call for an anti-satellite ban to avoid the weaponisation of space, 
which had clear implications for the nascent SDI. Ultimately none of Trudeau’s 
proposals found broad support within NATO or among the nuclear weapon states, 
and instead managed to annoy several of Canada’s allies, with Margaret Thatcher 
being the most hostile to the initiative. While Trudeau’s peace initiative failed 
to have an impact internationally, it nonetheless proved remarkably popular 
at home. Trudeau’s efforts were supported broadly across the country and the 
political spectrum, and even peace groups who were fighting against Cruise tests 
openly endorsed the initiative. It also demonstrated Canada’s ability to pursue an 
independent foreign policy, distinct from Washington’s, which contributed to its 
domestic popularity. 10 Consequently, in the 1984 election candidates of all par-
ties came under pressure to commit to continue Trudeau’s efforts at peace and 
nuclear arms control; both Mulroney and Liberal leader John Turner campaigned 
on promoting arms control and East-West dialogue, while affirming their support 
for Cruise missile testing in Canada and the implementation of NATO’s dual-track 
decision. 

Following the PC landslide, Mulroney arranged for an early trip to Washing-
ton to meet with Reagan. Meeting in the Oval Office barely two weeks after the 
election, Mulroney assured the president that he had campaigned on the pursuit 
of closer relations with the United States, particularly in the economic sphere and 
that his election victory ‘was a massive endorsement of this position’.11 That very 
day, however, Canada’s new Secretary of State for External Affairs, Joe Clark, 
was addressing the UN General Assembly in New York. Clark, who had served 
briefly as prime minister in 1979–1980, had been the PC spokesperson for arms 
control and disarmament since 1983 and pushed for the party to remain engaged 
in this area. At the UN, he pledged that the new government would maintain peace 
and nuclear arms control as a ‘constant, consistent, dominant priority’ in foreign 
policy. 12 With the SDI, the Canadian government faced a challenge in pursuing 
the two foreign policy priorities of closer relations with the United States and 
pushing for nuclear arms control. 
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The Mulroney Government and the SDI, September 
1984–March 1985 
By the end of 1984, the Canadian Government was sceptical of the benefits of the 
SDI. Visiting Downing Street in mid-December, Joe Clark suggested to Margaret 
Thatcher that the Allies ‘advise the US Administration to agree to limits on further 
research and development’ to prevent a new arms race in outer space. Thatcher 
disagreed, saying ‘the Americans must have the knowledge to develop a system if 
the need ever arose’, adding that it would be impossible to verify whether a coun-
try was pursuing research and development in this area. ‘The point where the cru-
cial decision had to be taken was that of moving from research and development 
to production. Mr Clark suggested that it would be difficult to resist the momen-
tum at that stage. The Prime Minister disagreed’. 13 In the event, Thatcher met with 
Reagan at Camp David later that month and convinced Reagan to adopt the ‘four 
points’ put to him by Thatcher, which entrenched the divide between research and 
implementation, which the UK supported, and implementation and deployment, 
which Reagan agreed would only take place after international negotiation.14 

This clarification of the American approach to the SDI allayed some of Clark’s 
concerns, and in January 1985 – the very day Reagan was being inaugurated for 
his second term – Clark made a statement in the House of Commons setting out 
his government’s position on the SDI. He reiterated the decoupling of research 
and implementation agreed between Reagan and Thatcher the previous month, 
saying that while ‘it is only prudent that the West’ undertake research, ‘actual 
development and deployment of space based ballistic missile defence systems . . . 
would have serious implications for arms control and would therefore warrant 
close and careful attention by all concerned’.15 An hour before he addressed the 
House, Clark rang the American Embassy to forewarn them and to summarise the 
points he planned to make in his statement. He assured them that ‘in his personal 
views (the) elements (of his address) seemed in line with [the] US position and 
[were] generally supportive’. The American officials privately agreed, recording 
that Clark was ‘supporting the US Government as fully as politically possible 
without making an open-ended commitment of Canadian support’.16 Reagan rang 
Mulroney four days later ‘to express particular appreciation for recent comments 
by the Canadian Foreign Minister, Joe Clark, endorsing our Strategic Defence 
Initiative. We were very pleased, not only with Mr Clark’s endorsement but with 
his wider acceptance of US foreign policy positions’, adding that given the politi-
cal situation in Canada, he appreciated that ‘it took considerable political courage 
to take such a forthright stand’.17 

While Clark had expressed reservations about the United States advancing with 
research on the SDI to Thatcher, just one month later he publicly endorsed Ameri-
can research in this area. The decoupling of research and implementation proved 
decisive in allowing the Canadian government to endorse the American project, 
and Clark’s statement as well as the consideration shown by Clark and Mulroney 
by keeping the Americans fully informed contributed to Mulroney’s overarch-
ing aim of improving relations with the United States. The following month, 
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the Canadian government further clarified its position, with Clark stating in the 
House of Commons ‘that Canada would not be involved in SDI in any way’.18 As 
the Director for Arms Control and Disarmament in the Canadian Department of 
External Affairs explained to the FCO, Clark had ‘gone on record as saying that 
the Canadians would not take part in any SDI-related activities and would not join 
in research’.19 For the Canadian government, this position struck the right balance 
between endorsing American research without getting directly involved. Clark’s 
statements also allowed the Canadian government to present itself as a defender 
of arms control, insofar as they cautioned against the deployment of any missile 
defence system which opponents claimed would trigger a new arms race in outer 
space. 

In an interview with a Canadian news magazine in early March, it was put to 
President Reagan that while the Canadian Government supports the SDI, ‘there 
has been an uproar each time it has been suggested that defense cooperation could 
lead to our actual involvement in the program’. Reagan reassuringly responded 
that ‘we have absolutely no intention of pressing any of our allies to participate in 
this program. It will be entirely up to Canada to decide the extent to which, if at 
all, it wishes to share in the research efforts’. 20 Later that month, Reagan and Mul-
roney met in Québec City for their first bilateral summit. While both Canadian 
and American records of the Reagan-Mulroney bilateral meeting on defence and 
arms control issues at the summit remain classified, the available evidence sug-
gests that Reagan reiterated the position he had expressed in his interview earlier 
that month, namely that he appreciated that Mulroney would endorse American 
efforts without committing to Canadian involvement. Accordingly, at the summit 
the two governments agreed on a statement that the US research effort in SDI ‘is 
prudent and is in conformity with the ABM Treaty. In this regard, we agree that 
steps beyond research would, in view of the treaty, be matters for discussion and 
negotiation’.21 This reaffirmed that the Canadian Government supported Ameri-
can research and development of the SDI, while maintaining that deployment 
must be preceded by negotiations. The statement, along with an agreement to 
renew the DEW Line (to be renamed the North Warning System) of NORAD in 
the Canadian Arctic, seemed to publicly confirm the close relations between the 
two countries on defence matters in particular. The successful summit came to 
be known as the ‘Shamrock Summit’, a reference to the two leaders’ Irish back-
ground and the fact that the summit took place on St Patrick’s Day. The positive 
rapport between the leaders was on full display at the summit dinner when they 
sang ‘When Irish Eyes Are Smiling’ together. 

Unfortunately, this positive atmosphere of North American cooperation was 
quickly dissipated by comments made by the US Secretary of Defense Caspar 
Weinberger during the summit. In a brief television interview in Québec, Wein-
berger asserted ‘that Canada might eventually be asked to station anti-cruise 
weapons on its soil’, implying that such actions would be taken regardless of 
the position of the Canadian Government. According to  The Toronto Star, ‘to his 
dismay, the 67-year-old US Defense Secretary emerged as the star of the Sham-
rock Summit, managing in one brief television interview to overshadow President 
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Ronald Reagan, re-ignite the nuclear weapons controversy and create a nasty 
headache for the Canadian government’.22 Weinberger’s ill-advised comments 
overshadowed the statements made by Reagan and Mulroney and opened the lat-
ter to criticism in the Canadian press and from the opposition that he was sacrific-
ing Canadian sovereignty in the pursuit of closer relations with the United States. 

Weinberger created an even greater crisis for the Canadian Government the 
following week. In the margins of a Nuclear Planning Group meeting of NATO 
defence ministers in Luxembourg on 26 March, Weinberger handed his counter-
parts a brief letter inviting their governments to participate in the research pro-
gramme for the SDI. To this unexpected invitation was attached the stipulation 
that governments must respond ‘within 60 days’, specifying ‘the areas of your 
country’s research excellence that you deem most promising for this program’. 23 

Weinberger’s letter was met with annoyance in many NATO capitals. After hav-
ing the Reagan administration publicly and privately reassure the Canadian gov-
ernment earlier that month that they would not be pressured into participating 
in SDI research, the United States was now doing precisely this. Moreover, no 
warning was given to NATO governments before hard copies of the letter were 
handed out by Weinberger at the Luxembourg meeting, which ensured that every 
NATO leader felt she or he had been surprised by the invitation; indeed, the letter 
was released to the press before it was even received by all NATO governments. 
To add insult to injury, many leaders bristled at the 60-day deadline the Americans 
had imposed on the offer. Mulroney instructed his ambassador in Washington, 
Allan Gotlieb, to protest to US Secretary of State George Shultz, with a ‘furious’ 
response conveying that Mulroney ‘feels “blindsided” or “tricked” or personally 
let down’. Reagan’s National Security Advisor, Bud McFarlane, admitted that ‘the 
White House view was that the handling of the SDI issues was inexcusable’.24 Ty 
Cobb of the NSC similarly confessed that ‘frankly speaking, our insensitive han-
dling of some issues (SDI, potential placement of missiles in Canada . . .) have 
bruised Mulroney’s feelings and caused him some political embarrassment’. 25 

Weinberger belatedly sent follow-up letters to his NATO counterparts rescinding 
the 60-day deadline and explaining that his first letter was not intended to be read 
as an ‘ultimatum’, but the damage had been done.26 At the end of April, a still-
aggrieved Mulroney complained to Thatcher that: 

the United States Administration had handled its allies clumsily on the issue. 
Mr Weinberger’s ultimatum on participation in research had been offensive. 
He had also been provocative on Canadian television about the possibility of 
deploying SDI related weapons on Canadian soil without even consulting the 
Canadian government.27 

Weinberger’s invitation to allies to participate in the SDI research programme 
placed the Mulroney government in a difficult position. From January through 
March 1985, the Canadian government repeatedly endorsed American research in 
this area, while unambiguously stating that Canada would not be taking part in the 
research programme. At the time, such a position was positively received by the 
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Reagan Administration. With the unanticipated invitation to have Canada join the 
project, however, Mulroney found himself having to choose between committing 
a politically difficult U-turn on his position of keeping Canada out of the SDI or 
refusing to join the programme and thereby risk straining the relationship with the 
United States, which he was seeking to strengthen. 

Crafting a Canadian Response, March–September 1985 
Upon receiving the invitation to join the SDI programme, Mulroney set up a Spe-
cial Joint Committee on Canada’s International Relations, led by rookie MP Tom 
Hockin and Senator Jacques Flynn. The committee organised hearings across the 
country, featuring testimony from peace groups, defence experts, and firms inter-
ested in participating in the SDI. Many saw this as a means of kicking the issue 
into the long grass, particularly as the committee’s report was expected months 
after the initial 60-day deadline would have passed. To put pressure on the gov-
ernment, the opposition Liberal Party created their own Liberal Task Force on 
Peace, Security and World Disarmament, headed by shadow foreign minister Jean 
Chrétien. This task force of Liberal MPs organised their own hearings across the 
country, with peace groups heavily represented. They published an interim report 
in July that argued forcefully against Canadian participation in the SDI, reflecting 
Liberal Party policy on the question.28 Meantime, Mulroney appointed a senior 
civil servant, Arthur Kroeger, to lead a separate investigation into ‘the economic, 
strategic, and scientific implications for Canada if we participated in the pro-
gram’.29 He also sounded out MPs from different wings of the Progressive Con-
servative Party and Canadian diplomats abroad. 

While these studies were proceeding, the Americans increased pressure on the 
Canadian government to reach a positive decision. In May, Clark met his opposite 
number, George Shultz, who had been briefed that ‘Clark (and Mulroney) [were] 
politically embarrassed by [the] sudden Weinberger invitation to participate in 
SDI’. Shultz assured Clark that they ‘appreciate your skillful management of SDI 
controversies in Canada, amid difficult circumstances’ and added that they ‘hope 
Canada eventually decides to sign on for [the] SDI research effort’. 30 Meanwhile, 
it was decided that letters should be sent from Reagan to several allied leaders, 
including Mulroney, to encourage a positive response on SDI. As Bud McFarlane 
explained, ‘without making a direct request, th[is] letter . . . should hopefully help 
to spur [a] positive Canadian . . . [decision] on participation in SDI research’.31 A 
letter was duly sent from Reagan to Mulroney underlining the importance of Alli-
ance solidarity and reassuring him that ‘we have made no decision to go beyond 
research’. Reagan also noted Mulroney’s ‘steadfast endorsement of the prudence 
of our research program and your thoughtful consideration of possible Canadian 
participation’.32 

Within Cabinet, there was an enduring division over the question chiefly 
between Clark at External Affairs and the Minister for National Defence. The 
latter portfolio was initially held by Bob Coates, a long-standing ally of Mul-
roney who had helped dislodge Clark as PC leader in 1983. Coates was firmly 
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on the right of the party and took a ‘hawkish view of Star Wars’; the  New York 
Times described him as ‘a hard-liner on military issues who admired Secretary of 
Defense Caspar W. Weinberger’. 33 In November 1984, however, while visiting 
Canadian Forces Base Lahr in West Germany as one of his first overseas trips 
as Minister for National Defence, Coates snuck off the base with two aides to 
spend the night in a strip club. The  Ottawa Citizen broke the story the morning 
of 12 February 1985, and that afternoon Coates announced his resignation in the 
House of Commons. Weinberger, for his part, struggled to understand why his 
counterpart had to resign over the issue: ‘in this day and age no one, he remarked, 
resigns for simply going into a bar with stripteasers or hookers present. He found 
the whole affair very mysterious’. 34 Coates was replaced with Erik Nielsen, a 
World War II veteran and longtime MP. The Americans reported the appointment 
positively noting ‘Mulroney’s choice of the experienced, tough-minded Nielsen 
signals continued, if not enhanced, commitment to increasing Canada’s military 
contribution to the Western Alliance’. 35 Nielsen proved to be a staunch advocate 
of Canadian participation in the SDI, thereby continuing the clash between the 
ministers for National Defence and External Affairs on this issue. 

On 23 August, the Special Joint Committee submitted its long-awaited report 
on SDI to the Cabinet but failed to provide a decision on the issue. The Ameri-
can Embassy in Ottawa reported that ‘the committee’s Tory majority refused to 
decide on the issue and tossed the hot potato back to the government’, while the 
opposition committee members from the Liberal and the socialist New Demo-
cratic parties reaffirmed their opposition to Canadian participation in the SDI. 36 A 
week later, Clark wrote to Cabinet colleagues affirming that ‘after consultation, 
in particular with the Minister of National Defence, it seems clear to me that no 
consensus has yet emerged’ within Cabinet. 37 

Ahead of a Cabinet meeting on 5 September at which a decisive discussion of 
the SDI question was scheduled to take place, Clark circulated a memo to Cabinet 
setting out his recommendation on the SDI. In it, he stressed that in inviting allies 
to participate in the research programme, the United States was primarily ‘seeking 
political endorsement of SDI’, rather than looking to genuinely involve allies in a 
research collaboration. In Clark’s assessment, 

the political endorsement of the SDI has in effect been satisfied for the US 
both in the Luxembourg Communique of March 1985 issued by NATO 
Defence Ministers and in the public recognition by a number of governments, 
including Canada, that US research is prudent in the light of Soviet research 
into ballistic missile defence systems.38 

As such, Clark argued that, having already provided such support, Canadian par-
ticipation in the SDI would be unnecessary on these grounds. The other consid-
eration in favour of Canada joining the research programme was the potential of 
economic spin-offs and specifically job creation in Canada – a priority of the PC 
Government, given the difficult economic situation in Canada at the time. On this 
point, however, Clark emphasised that the Special Joint Committee concluded 
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that they had ‘not received evidence that participation [in the SDI] would result in 
significant job creation in Canada’, a conclusion ‘confirmed by the Government’s 
own confidential assessments’.39 Indeed, Mulroney had been briefed that Cana-
dian participation in the multi-billion-dollar research programme would result in 
no more than a paltry $30 million per year in contracts for Canada.40 Moreover, 
Clark pointed out that ‘current efforts to reduce government expenditures and 
limited resources available for research also suggest that, in any event, it would 
be difficult to make available new government funding’. 41 Some business leaders 
even advised that ‘Ottawa should stay out of Star Wars’, as they were confident 
that ‘Canadian firms can benefit from the $40 billion SDI research budget without 
Ottawa committing itself to a binding formal agreement’.42 

On the grounds that government-to-government participation would yield neg-
ligible economic benefits, and that political endorsement could be decoupled from 
direct participation in the initiative, Clark concluded that ‘there would appear at 
this time to be no specific role for government involvement in the SDI’.43 He 
added that such an announcement by the government ‘should be accompanied 
by a reaffirmation of the importance the Government attaches to arms control’, 
particularly the ABM Treaty and the US approach to the Geneva negotiations, as 
well as Canada’s ‘determination to make an effective contribution both to NATO 
and to the defence of North America’ through NORAD. 44 

In the Cabinet meeting, the issue was decided when Mulroney came down in 
favour of Clark’s recommendations and the latter’s memo became the basis of 
Canadian policy on the SDI. On 7 September, Mulroney announced that the Cana-
dian government supported American SDI research within the boundaries of the 
ABM Treaty and that Canadian firms and universities would be free to bid on 
research contracts related to the SDI, but that the Canadian Government would 
not be participating in the programme. The position, described by Mulroney as 
‘an honourable compromise’, was quickly dubbed Canada’s ‘polite no’ to Star 
Wars. 45 

A ‘Polite No’ to Star Wars . . . and an Enthusiastic 
‘Yes’ to Free Trade 
While Clark’s arguments regarding the political endorsement of the SDI and the 
limited economic spin-offs for Canada were undeniably factors in this decision – 
and have been identified as such in early studies46 – newly available archival 
evidence suggests that Mulroney’s decision to not have Canada participate in the 
SDI research programme was motivated overwhelmingly by an altogether differ-
ent consideration: the priority of launching free trade negotiations with the United 
States. Ever since Mulroney’s meeting with Reagan in Washington in September 
1984, the prime minister had been pushing for greater economic cooperation with 
the United States, which he considered the key to reviving Canada’s economy. 
Mulroney dismantled the protectionist NEP and FIRA during his first year in 
office and planned to announce the opening of free trade talks with the United 
States in September 1985. Given this overriding policy priority, Mulroney found 
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that the SDI decision could be a particularly useful tool for managing domestic 
politics, specifically concerns about protecting Canadian sovereignty in the face 
of closer cooperation with the superpower. 

In the spring of 1985, the British High Commissioner in Ottawa, Sir Derek Day, 
had noted that while ‘over defence, arms control and East-West issues [Mulroney] 
has taken a pro-NATO, pro-US line’, Day warned that the Canadian Prime Min-
ister ‘has to protect his flank against criticism for undue subservience to the US’, 
predicting ‘this will temper his response on e.g. participation on SDI research’.47 

He later observed that on the SDI, ‘the Canadian [government’s] desire to avoid 
being seen as a slavish follower of US policies looms large’. 48 

In June, the CIA similarly reported that ‘the Tories have been under constant 
attack from the media and the opposition for making excessive concessions to the 
United States on such matters as foreign investment and acid rain’, explaining 
that ‘Mulroney himself is more vulnerable on all bilateral issues than was Trudeau 
because he lacks a reputation for being hard-nosed with Washington’. The report 
warned that ‘with decisions approaching on SDI, the renewal of NORAD, and 
the possible initiation of a campaign for liberalised bilateral trade – all likely to 
involve even closer US-Canada ties – we think that Mulroney probably believes 
that he must establish his credibility as a nationalist’.49 Mulroney and his foreign 
minister were clearly thinking along these lines. In March 1985, Clark explained 
to Mulroney that 

over the next few months . . . we need to find some areas where our actions 
can define a difference between Canada and the United States. We cannot 
create artificial differences, but we should not miss the opportunity to assert 
genuine differences of approach, particularly when that assertion involves no 
direct conflict with US policy. 50 

The Canadian Government’s priority remained pursuing closer bilateral economic 
ties with the United States, which involved not only maintaining good relations 
with the Reagan administration – which Mulroney had successfully established in 
his first months in office – but also the visible demonstration of Canada’s indepen-
dence from the United States in order to reassure public opinion within Canada. 

Such considerations were given new impetus with the eruption of another crisis 
in bilateral relations in July 1985. The Canadian Government was informed that 
the American icebreaker  Polar Sea would be travelling through the Northwest 
Passage – a series of straits between Canadian islands in the Northwest Territo-
ries. The long-held Canadian position is that these are internal Canadian waters, 
while the Americans consider it an international waterway. Controversially, the 
Canadian government was informed of the Polar Sea’s voyage, but the Americans 
did not request permission to travel through what are, in the Canadian view, inter-
nal Canadian waters. First reported by the Canadian press at the end of July, the 
Polar Sea affair became yet another example of the Americans’ seeming disregard 
for Canadian sovereignty and of taking advantage of Mulroney’s policy of eagerly 
pursuing closer relations with the United States.51 
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The American Embassy in Ottawa reported that 

the cooperative approach taken by the Canadian Government towards the 
Polar Sea passage has unleashed a torrent of criticism from the political 
opposition, academics and the media charging that . . . the new supportive 
relationship of the Mulroney Government with the US has once again led to 
an erosion of Canadian interests. The issue has become politically extremely 
sensitive.52 

The Canadian peace movement, for its part, was also intensifying its anti-SDI 
activities over the summer of 1985. In May that year, a long-standing court chal-
lenge brought by peace groups to prevent Cruise missile testing by the Canadian 
Government was finally rejected by the Supreme Court, a decision that effectively 
brought the anti-Cruise campaign in Canada to its unsuccessful conclusion. The 
leader of Operation Dismantle, one of Canada’s largest peace groups, announced 
that the peace movement ‘would now turn their attention elsewhere – in fact to 
SDI’.53 Canada’s leading peace organisations cooperated over the summer of 
1985 to plan ‘a Canadian campaign to stop Star Wars’. 54 As early as March 1985, 
the Director for Arms Control at Canada’s Department of External Affairs warned 
that ‘for Canada the SDI would be as actual now as INF was for Europe’.55 Peace 
groups also informed the Liberals’ interim report on the SDI, released in July, 
which argued strongly against Canadian participation and which added to pres-
sure on the government to turn down the American invitation. 

It was against this backdrop that a Cabinet retreat was held in Mulroney’s 
hometown of Baie-Comeau, Québec, in August 1985 to discuss the upcoming 
parliamentary session. The Cabinet was briefed in particular on the challenges 
facing Canada-US relations: 

Concerns in Canada about national sovereignty have been stimulated by the 
debates on SDI and enhanced trade, as well as by the Polar Sea’s Arctic cross-
ing. Given the number of potentially high profile Canada-US issues before the 
Government (e.g. trade enhancement . . . SDI, NORAD, Northwest passage), 
it would be useful to consider the linkages between individual measures.56 

It was also noted that 

the US Administration appears more relaxed about the timing and the formal-
ity with which allies signal their desire to participate in SDI research. . . . The 
decision on SDI will have to take into account the coherence of Canadian 
defence and arms control policy, as well as the broader relationship with the 
United States.57 

Cabinet was also prompted to consider ‘how can the crucial issues affecting 
the Canada-US relationship over the near term be sequenced and linked? These 
include: trade enhancement, SDI’.58 
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Interestingly, the Special Joint Committee on Canada’s International Relations 
set up by Mulroney in the spring of 1985 had been charged with looking at just 
two specific issues: in addition to the SDI, it was asked to study bilateral trade 
with the United States. Aside from highlighting the centrality of bilateral rela-
tions with the United States in the PC Government’s view of international relations, 
this also reveals that these two seemingly separate issues were linked by the Gov-
ernment and that the committee was responsible for considering them together. 
Several witnesses who testified at the committee’s hearings over the summer of 
1985 commented on the linkage between the two questions. As the director of 
United Auto Workers Canada noted, the two issues ‘are not separate questions. 
They are linked in the most fundamental way. . . . The debate on free trade is . . . 
very much a debate about how much we treasure our sovereignty. The debate on 
Star Wars is about how we will use the sovereignty we still have’. 59 

Following the Committee’s ambiguous report – which endorsed free trade 
negotiations with the United States but refused to offer a recommendation on the 
SDI – events proceeded briskly in the first week of September (a week made even 
more eventful with the birth of Mulroney’s fourth child on 4 September). As we 
have seen, on 5 September Clark affirmed that Cabinet was still divided over the 
SDI. That day, the Macdonald Commission, headed by former Liberal finance 
minister Donald Macdonald, released its highly anticipated report, which advised 
the Canadian Government to pursue free trade negotiations with the United 
States. Also that very day, the Prime Minister’s Office ordered Ambassador Got-
lieb to immediately return to Ottawa – taking the highly unusual step of sending 
a plane to Washington to bring him to the Canadian capital as quickly as possible. 
Meeting at the prime minister’s residence, Mulroney explained to Gotlieb that he 
had made several decisions that directly impacted Canada-US relations. ‘First, he 
planned to propose a free-trade agreement with the United States. . . . Secondly, 
Mulroney decided that the government will not participate in SDI’. Mulroney 
explained that while he would continue to publicly endorse American research 
efforts in this area, ‘the Opposition, the NDP, the media, all the anti-US elements 
in our society, would make SDI participation by Canada the endless focus of 
debate, hostility, and division’. Gotlieb concluded ‘that the PM saw these . . . deci-
sions as linked, political trade-offs among each other’. 60 

At the inner Cabinet meeting the following day, Mulroney ‘announced that he 
intended formally to ask the US Government on September 17, 1985, to enter into 
negotiations with Canada leading to the liberalization of Canada-US trade’.61 It 
was explained that 

domestically, conclusions of both the Special Joint Committee on Canada’s 
International Relations looking into the issues of SDI and bilateral trade with 
the US and the MacDonald Royal Commission have created a public ground-
swell favourable to the opening of negotiations with the US.62 

An extensive communications strategy was circulated, which stressed that this 
trade liberalisation did not constitute a weakening of Canadian sovereignty. 63 
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Mulroney publicly announced the Government’s decision on the SDI the next 
day, 7 September, having first spoken with Reagan on the telephone to explain 
the Canadian position.64 He reaffirmed Canada’s support for America’s research 
efforts in the SDI and insisted that Canada is ‘always the first to provide sup-
port to the United States’. While Canadian firms and universities would be free 
to participate in the research, Mulroney stated that ‘Government-to-Government 
cooperation would not be in Canada’s interest because the Government of Canada 
would not be in a position to “call the shots”’, adding that the ‘decision reflects 
Canada’s sovereign status and independent foreign policy’. 65 Mulroney’s decision 
was received positively by the opposition Liberals, the NDP, and nearly all Cana-
dian media outlets.66 Leaders of the Canadian peace movement also welcomed 
the announcement, while demurring that Mulroney was ‘making the right deci-
sion for the wrong reason’, namely that he ‘decided to say no because otherwise 
he would be “walking into a political minefield” with Canadian public opinion’, 
rather than because ‘Star Wars research is dangerous to the world’. 67 In the event 
public opinion in Canada was fairly divided over the SDI; according to one poll 
published at the end of August, 42.3% opposed Canada joining the SDI research 
programme, with just 40.5% in favour. 68 Importantly, the Cabinet was briefed 
that ‘opinion polls show support for SDI especially if there is the prospect of 
significant employment spinoffs’. On the other hand, ministers were briefed that 
‘recent industrial studies have shown limited economic spinoff benefit from SDI’. 
As such, they could expect that support for the SDI, based on the prospect of job 
creation, would diminish when these jobs proved illusory. 69 

In the days that followed Mulroney’s SDI announcement, the prime minister 
made a series of statements and public appearances to squeeze every drop of 
political capital from the SDI decision. On the news programme Question Period, 
Mulroney explained the thinking behind his Government’s decision on the SDI: 

It was my view – and the view of my colleagues – that above and beyond 
everything else is the independence of this country and our capacity to con-
duct an independent foreign policy as we determine it. . . . Our sovereignty 
and our independence are the hallmark of this government.70 

A few days later, the PMO communicated to the Reagan administration ‘that 
political pressures [in Canada] require that they make some announcement about 
the commencement of US-Canada discussions this week’.71 Mulroney sought 
to take advantage of the credibility he had gained by standing up to the United 
States over the SDI in the name of the defence of Canadian sovereignty to quickly 
announce closer economic ties with the United States. This was confirmed in a 
telephone call between Mulroney and Reagan on 26 September, during which 
the SDI decision was not even mentioned; within weeks it was already water 
under the bridge and the ‘super relations’ Mulroney had strived to establish with 
the Reagan administration were fully intact as the leaders pursued bilateral trade 
liberalisation.72 The Canada-US Free Trade Agreement was ultimately signed 
in January 1988, despite consistent accusations from the opposition that the 
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agreement compromised Canadian sovereignty and would turn the country into 
the 51st state.73

 Conclusion 
Canada’s negative response to the American invitation to join the SDI research 
programme saw an ardently pro-American Canadian government reject an initia-
tive highly valued by President Reagan. Until March 1985, Mulroney and Clark 
went to considerable lengths to publicly back the American initiative, while reas-
suring Canadians that their country would not be directly involved in the project. 
Weinberger’s surprise invitation to join the SDI research programme upended the 
Canadian position and placed the Mulroney government in a difficult situation. 
The Polar Sea episode of July 1985 was another American action that left Mul-
roney vulnerable to accusations of failing to protect Canadian interests and sov-
ereignty. In such circumstances, the Mulroney government considered the range 
of bilateral issues and chose trade-offs to ensure that its priority, liberalised trade 
with the United States, which was hoped would revive the Canadian economy, 
could proceed unhindered. Giving the Americans a ‘polite no’ allowed him to 
present himself as the champion of Canadian sovereignty in the face of American 
demands which were not in Canada’s national interest – precisely the image he 
wanted to convey to Canadians as he launched controversial free trade negotia-
tions with the United States. 

Paradoxically, the ‘polite no’ was not an expression of strains in the bilateral 
relationship or even of reservations over the SDI programme. Indeed, the Cana-
dian decision whether to join the SDI research programme had astonishingly little 
to do with the SDI itself. Other chapters in this volume show how the desire to 
influence American policy on SDI, the fear of falling behind in terms of technol-
ogy, or the potential of SDI to disrupt the strategic situation determined European 
governments’ responses to the American invitation. For the Canadian govern-
ment, by contrast, the decision on SDI rested primarily on the assessment of how 
much cooperation with the Reagan administration the Canadian electorate could 
tolerate. In this, participation in SDI was seen as a pawn that could be usefully 
sacrificed to demonstrate Mulroney’s commitment to Canadian sovereignty with 
limited damage to the bilateral relationship with Washington. This was seen by 
the Canadian government as an invaluable means of protecting its flank as it pur-
sued the priority of closer economic relations with the United States. 
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 9 The Netherlands and SDI 
We Have to Do the Research 

Ruud van Dijk 

I. Introduction 
The Reagan administration’s Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI), announced by the 
president in March of 1983, played a major part in the nuclear arms race during 
the final decade of the Cold War. In transatlantic relations, SDI caused a good 
deal of uncertainty about the Reagan administration’s commitment to the Western 
strategy to deter Soviet military adventurism. SDI’s main impact may have been 
as a research programme, however, particularly after Secretary of Defense Casper 
Weinberger issued an invitation to the NATO allies on 26 March 1985 to partici-
pate in SDI-related research.1 

SDI was only the latest US initiative that both challenged and co-determined 
European science and technology policy during the Cold War.2 As John Krige 
has pointed out, in the 1950s and 1960s, Washington deliberately employed sci-
entific and technological leadership as an instrument of foreign policy, specifi-
cally to promote non-proliferation of nuclear weapons and their delivery systems. 
With regard to the European allies, these policies also aimed to promote Euro-
pean collaborations on civilian applications. Together, US-European and inter-
European collaboration in these fields was designed to open up opportunities for 
US business.3 

The 1980s were a different time, and SDI was a different case. It was primarily 
(if not exclusively) the United States that was pursuing strategic missile defence. 
The European allies were sceptical, to say the least, and they did not need to be 
influenced to refrain from developing their own system. Weinberger’s invitation, 
however, did pose a challenge, in ways both similar and different from how Euro-
peans had felt challenged by US superiority in science and technology earlier 
in the Cold War. SDI, once more, reminded the allies of the superior US ability 
to develop and deploy new technologies, especially in the military field, with 
private sector involvement, often with civilian spin-off effects. If European coun-
tries wanted to remain among the innovation leaders in the industrialised world, 
they would have to find ways to keep up. SDI was also different in the sense that 
it wasn’t so much strategic missile-defence technology (if it could be made to 
work) that the Europeans coveted as the envisioned civilian spin-off effects SDI-
related research was likely to produce. Still, it has been argued that in the kind of 
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response to the SDI challenge European countries eventually promoted – research 
and development in high-tech programmes close to the military-industrial sector – 
one can see how US priorities continued to set the agenda. 4 On the other hand, it 
was not as if no such European collaborations existed prior to 1985, or 1983. As 
this chapter will argue, rather than a wake-up call, SDI and Weinberger’s invita-
tion seem to have served more to reinforce a growing trend among European 
governments to seek greater collaboration. 

This chapter focuses on official Dutch deliberations in the months following US 
Defense Secretary Casper Weinberger’s invitation. While SDI had been debated 
in the Dutch parliament and press following President Reagan’s announcement of 
the project, Weinberger’s invitation called for action. 5 

Dutch government archives contain materials on SDI from various perspec-
tives, but the main file appears to be a Ministry of Defense collection in the 
archive of the ministry’s leadership.6 About 90% of the papers in this file deal 
with the events of 1985, and from it, a fairly clear picture emerges of the Dutch 
response to SDI in general, and Weinberger’s invitation in particular. In addition 
to the defence ministry materials, this paper also makes use of papers from the 
Council of Ministers. Foreign ministry papers for 1985 had not yet been made 
available to researchers at the National Archive at the time of the research for this 
chapter. As with some other potentially revealing sources of government infor-
mation not yet open to researchers, it is an area where further research could be 
pursued. Finally, several key players on the Dutch side in 1985 have been kind 
enough to share their memories from that time with the author. 7 

II. Before Weinberger’s Invitation 
President Reagan’s speech on 23 March 1983 came just one week after a two-day 
visit to Washington by Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers and Foreign Minister Hans 
van den Broek. This was a working visit, with meetings with the president, the 
vice-president, the secretary of state, other officials, and also some meetings on 
Capitol Hill, covering a wide range of topics, but of course no sign of what would 
be coming on the 23rd. 

On the arms race, with a new US proposal at the Geneva Intermediate Nuclear 
Forces (INF) talks in the making, the Dutch looked for a way to achieve a break-
through that would make deployment of the new NATO missiles – 48 cruise mis-
siles foreseen in the 1979 Dual-Track decision – on their territory unnecessary. 
However, the Americans believed that only deployment would get the Soviet 
Union to move. The exchange was a fairly standard example of transatlantic dif-
ferences on the approach to the Geneva negotiations at this time.8 

After the 23rd, reactions to Reagan’s speech in the Dutch press were scepti-
cal at best. In an editorial on 25 March, NRC-Handelsblad noted that with his 
vision, the president seemed to be reaching for a technical, rather than a political 
solution to the nuclear dilemma, namely superiority in defensive weapons, which 
the paper believed to be just as misguided as the search for superiority in offen-
sive weapons. 9 The Volkskrant, on the same day, said to hope that Congressional 
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resistance to Reagan’s defence plans would lead to a situation where ‘this kind of 
science fiction can be left in trusted care of the duo Lukas & Spielberg’. 

In parliament, there was only a brief reference to Reagan’s speech when, on 14 
April, Defense Minister Job de Ruiter made a report to the Defense Committee 
on NATO’s NPG meeting of 22 and 23 March at Vilamoura, Portugal. The issue 
had not been discussed at the NPG, but the minister stated that it was clear that 
the United States was proceeding with research, which, he added, was permit-
ted by the Anti-Ballistic Missile treaty (ABM). Christian democrat Joep de Boer, 
a sceptic on INF also, wondered whether it was wise to develop new systems 
if deployment would be against the treaty the Americans themselves claimed to 
want to respect.10 

The government itself occasionally did express some general concerns about 
the concept of strategic missile defence in this early phase, not only that it could 
lead to an arms race in space but also that it raised questions about the integrity 
of the ABM treaty and NATO’s ‘flexible response’ strategy, and that a system, if 
developed, would make an anti-satellite (ASAT) treaty harder to achieve. 11 

Of the major parties in parliament, the social democrats (Partij van de Arbeid – 
PvdA) tended to be the most outspoken against SDI, also opposing research into 
missile defence. The government generally responded by emphasising that for 
the foreseeable future SDI would be a research programme, that it remained an 
open question whether outcomes could enhance international security; that the 
issue had been included with arms control negotiations in Geneva; and that by the 
time deployable outcomes would come into view, the parties could discuss how 
to proceed, or not. In the meantime, it was preferable not to issue any categorical 
rejection of SDI research because that would deprive the country of any role in 
international discussions. 

The INF issue was never far away. On the question of the Dual-Track decision 
his social democratic critics had voluntarily placed themselves on the sidelines 
through their unconditional opposition; did they want to isolate themselves again, 
Van den Broek wondered in a debate on 6 March 1985? 12 

The opposition, too, could reach for the Dual-Track narrative to make its point, 
as when Ria Beckers (PPR, left-radical Christian democrats) argued on 31 Janu-
ary 1985: 

that is the reason for my concern – that the whole story will start again. . . . 
Now it is about critically monitoring the military developments, the intense 
monitoring of the negotiations; maintain influence in the alliance; research is 
not our business; production is not our business. Do we still not know how 
that ends? We will end up with space weapons after all. 13 

Through its international secretary, Maarten van Traa, the PvdA also played an 
active part in several European social democratic collaborations to speak out 
against the idea. The leading part appears to have been played by the French, just 
as the Mitterrand government took the initiative to formulate a European alterna-
tive to SDI.14 
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The defence ministry SDI file begins with a letter from Jim L. Janssen van 
Raay – a colourful lawyer and Christian democratic politician – to Van den 
Broek and De Ruiter, dated 12 February 1985. In his letter, Janssen van Raay 
reports on some of his recent pro-SDI activities, both in Washington and in the 
Netherlands. Janssen van Raay sought to promote ‘High Frontier Europa’, the 
pro-missile defence equivalent of the US initiative of the same name. He was 
also a prominent leader of the Interchurch Committee for Mutual Disarmament 
(ICTO). ICTO had been organised from within the Christian democratic commu-
nity in the Netherlands as a counter to the influential Interchurch Peace Council 
(IKV), the main driver behind the Dutch anti-nuclear movement of the time, 
whose slogan was ‘help rid the world of nuclear weapons, let’s begin in the 
Netherlands’.15 

Janssen van Raay and his pro-SDI activities are not very significant in them-
selves, but the ICTO part once more takes us to the main national security issue 
of the day in the Netherlands: that of the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) in 
Europe, specifically the political stalemate over the envisioned deployment of 
48 nuclear-armed cruise missiles as part of NATO’s 1979 Dual-Track decision. 16 

The more general backdrop to this controversy were the various Dutch efforts 
to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in the defence of Western Europe (official 
government policy since the early 1970s), and to reverse the nuclear arms race. 
The country’s inability to come to a decision on deployment of the new missiles 
on its soil made for tense relations at times with the United States. Other issues 
contributed to these tensions, for example US Central America policy. President 
Reagan was not understood well, or respected, by Dutch voters, many of whom 
viewed him as a danger to peace. 

In his letter to the two ministers, Janssen van Raay mentioned a recent op-ed 
by Boudewijn van Eenennaam, Counsel at the Dutch embassy in Washington, 
which argued for an open mind towards SDI. 17 In previous years, Van Eenennaam 
had built a reputation as a regular contributor (writing in an unofficial capacity) 
to expert debates in the Netherlands about the INF question. The previous June, 
the government had made a preliminary decision to deploy the Dutch share of 
the missiles, and as a result INF had become less of a focal point. At the embassy 
meanwhile, SDI had become a rather prominent issue, with senior officials hold-
ing disparate opinions. Monitoring developments in Washington, Van Eenennaam 
had come to see the importance that US industry representatives attached to the 
scheme, and how they were finding a willing ear among congressional represen-
tatives from their respective states. Having gotten into the habit of publishing 
on security issues and INF having receded into the background somewhat, Van 
Eenennaam therefore chose SDI as his next foray into public Dutch debates on 
national security, and the following month  NRC-Handelsblad, published several 
reactions to his op-ed.18 

These early interventions notwithstanding, the action in the defence ministry 
file really only begins with Weinberger’s 26 March letter. Prior to that time, there 
appears to have been little systematic attention to Reagan’s initiative. And while 
systematic attention may still have been paid by a handful of specialists after the 
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government finalised its position in early October 1985, for almost everyone else 
SDI ceased to be the subject of substantial deliberations. 

Throughout this process during the spring and summer of 1985, a lack of enthu-
siasm about SDI among Dutch officials, and their general bewilderment about US 
objectives, seems to have been reciprocated by various US counterparts, at least 
in the experience of Dutch participants and observers. If this account of what 
happened between the Netherlands and Washington on SDI in 1985 is correct 
and representative for the experience of other US allies, the old suspicion that the 
Reagan administration made the offer of research collaboration primarily as an 
alliance-management manoeuvre, meant to blunt and divert European criticism 
of SDI, still stands.19

 III. The Weinberger Invitation 
At NATO’s NPG meeting in Luxemburg on 26 March, US Secretary of Defense, 
Casper Weinberger, surprised the allies by issuing his invitation to participate in 
SDI-related research and requesting a decision within 60 days.20 Prior to Wein-
berger’s letter, SDI to the Dutch had been an American initiative, controversial 
also in the United States, which due especially to many political and techno-
logical uncertainties remained a rather remote challenge. SDI’s implications for 
European security, while potentially serious, were largely theoretical. In spite of 
doubts about the possible long-term implications of the idea – how it could lead 
to the militarisation of space and a new arms race there; its impact on deterrence, 
NATO’s strategy of ‘flexible response’, and on security ties between the US and 
its West European allies – SDI, as a US programme, did not require, or allow 
for, an active stance. Now, however, an actual decision was called for, and rather 
fast. There also seemed to be a good deal at stake – from the possibility of gain-
ing some influence on this American plan, to European collaboration on defence 
issues, and potentially also opportunities to make money. 

Security experts, members of parliament, and government officials had plenty 
to say about the military-strategic implications of the programme. However, a 
real national debate over SDI never developed in the Netherlands in 1985 or at 
any other time. Peace activists did speak out against the programme, and Dutch 
participation, but in 1985 their attention was consumed by a national petition 
drive as part of a last-ditch effort to convince the government to reject deploy-
ment of the 48 cruise missiles in fulfilment of the country’s NATO commitments. 
The real substance of official Dutch discussions on SDI focused on the scientific 
and technological side of things; the central question was not military-strategic, 
but whether in the field of cutting-edge science and technology the country and 
its European partners would be able to keep pace with the United States and also 
Japan. From the start the Lubbers government did not see SDI as a bilateral issue; 
instead it tried to promote shared, European action, in spite of the fact that the 
Americans had sent out separate invitations to all of the allies. 

The Dutch response was also deliberate: there would be study and research, 
but there would be no categorical rejection of SDI. The government believed that 
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SDI research was justified because it could not be ruled out that the Soviet Union, 
too, would engage in missile defence research, and it was important to prevent 
the Soviet Union from gaining an advantage. The government also believed that 
the potential effects of SDI on East-West and West-West security relationships 
required serious monitoring and study. This is another way in which the Lubbers 
government insisted one had to do the research: not only would Europe have to be 
able to engage in the kind of scientific and technological work SDI was likely to 
promote, since the Reagan administration was going to work toward a deployable 
system, or parts of it, regardless of what the allies did, what SDI would mean for 
security also had to be investigated. 

To coordinate the work on a Dutch response, the government could make use of 
the interdepartmental Working Group on Arms Control and Nuclear Armaments 
(SWNB), a forum established by the foreign and defence ministers in 1981 to 
improve the INF policy process. SDI was on the agenda for the SWNB meeting 
on 3 April 1985, and this is where the internal discussion on the Weinberger letter 
began.21 In preparation for the meeting, a list with questions about SDI had been 
drawn up, and the defence ministry’s planning staff (DAB) had also produced a 
more substantial analysis. The latter was forwarded to the defence minister on 29 
March potentially also to serve as the basis for the Dutch contributions to discus-
sions in the context of the West European Union (WEU) and NATO. 

The list of questions began by questioning part of SDI’s rationale: was it really 
true that, as Weinberger had argued, the Soviet Union had never accepted the 
concept of Mutual Assured Destruction; and had Moscow truly invested as much 
in strategic defence as the Americans argued? 22 

The DAB analysis systematically examined SDI’s nature and implications 
from all angles: technical, military-strategic, political, and economic. Seeking to 
lay out its likely real-word effects, the analysis – while pointing out development 
challenges and an opponent’s options to respond even to a flawlessly operating 
system – assumed SDI could be built. In its neutral tone, the DAB paper can be 
seen as representative of internal government deliberations over SDI in 1985. 
Participants spent little time speculating on, or debating, the ultimate feasibility of 
the idea – not necessarily because of any great confidence in its ultimate success, 
but more because so much of the scheme was uncertain and any concrete results 
were unlikely to be forthcoming in the near or middle term. Perhaps the most 
interesting section of the DAB analysis addressed the European angle: the paper 
mentioned a consensus view on both sides of the Atlantic that, due to the potential 
civilian spin-off applications from SDI research, participation by the allies in the 
research was necessary in order to prevent a technological decoupling between 
the United States and Europe. However, the authors questioned US motives about 
the sharing of knowledge; it was more likely the Americans hoped to make use 
of European know-how, without necessarily planning to reciprocate. There were 
other uncertainties connected to potential collaboration, according to the paper, 
not the least of which was the ultimate purpose of SDI: would it be an alternative 
to the current security system, or rather an enhancement to it? Until that had been 
clarified, participation would run into all kinds of political problems. This early 
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analysis still thought it might be possible to have a single European response on 
SDI, to be formulated perhaps already at the WEU meeting later in April. The 
Americans ought in any case to be encouraged to clarify their goals so that Europe 
could avoid ‘betting on the wrong horse’.23 

Putting one’s money on the right horse took on multiple dimensions in subse-
quent months. Not only was it important to clarify, and maintain influence on, 
US strategic objectives with SDI. With France having proposed an alternative 
European research programme focused on civilian technologies, EUREKA, the 
government also felt compelled to choose where to put its scarce research and 
development resources. As can be seen from discussions in the council of min-
isters, this was not just a matter of emphasising either SDI or EUREKA. With 
existing European space projects (European Space Agency, ESA), the European 
R&D initiative for information technology (ESPRIT), and defence research col-
laborations such as the Independent European Programme Group (IEPG), over-
lap, unnecessary competition, and overall inefficiency could not be ruled out. 

But the issue was somewhat urgent, a cabinet discussion on 14 June under-
lined. While individual European countries certainly did engage in fundamental 
research, the European Community lacked any joint approach, let alone a budget. 
SDI, with its vast investments in various kinds of cutting-edge scientific and tech-
nological work, underlined the danger for Europe of falling behind. This cabinet 
discussion itself served to highlight one particular handicap for European nations 
in the global science and technology competition – SDI or no SDI – as it was not 
directly obvious to the participants to what extent the Netherlands ought to place 
its eggs in a European basket, and where it ought to operate independently. 24 

Regarding Weinberger’s invitation, informal discussions between four minis-
tries (Defense, Foreign Affairs, Economics, Education and Science) began in early 
April, and officials moved so expeditiously that they had to be pulled back by the 
leadership at the defense ministry. According to one of the summaries, representa-
tives of research institutions and private corporations already had participated in 
these early discussions. This, State Secretary for Defense Jan van Houwelingen 
quickly noted, was premature. The Dutch response ought to be worked out by the 
government, he argued; only when there was a basic decision could other parties 
be involved. The minister agreed. 25 

It is not clear how industry and research institution representatives had become 
part of these discussions so soon; whether this actually indicates an eagerness on 
the part of all parties to benefit from available US R&D dollars, or whether it was 
merely a case of government officials working efficiently and getting all envi-
sioned stakeholders around the table. The latter may be a more likely explanation, 
at least as far as the government is concerned, because on other aspects of the 
process, officials also took important initiatives. 26 

There were the beginnings of what later in April would become an ad hoc 
working group on possible Dutch participation in SDI research, with representa-
tives from the four ministries. Furthermore, as early as 9 April a message went 
out to the embassy in Washington to inquire about the appropriate time for a visit 
of a Dutch fact-finding group to discuss with various US officials how Dutch 
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participation might take shape. The fact that such a mission was being prepared, 
however, did not mean that the government preferred a bilateral approach to SDI. 
On the contrary, the message began by emphasising that both in terms of a general 
position vis-a-vis SDI and on the issue of possible participation in the research, 
the Hague much preferred a common European approach.27 

A fully developed proposal for an SDI working group went to the minister on 
26 April. Industry and research institutions were kept at arm’s length now. They 
would only have representation in a technology working group, and not in a sepa-
rate policy working group. The overseeing core working group, too, only would 
have representatives from government ministries, with the foreign and defence 
ministries in the lead. The only listed responsibility for the technology working 
group was to catalogue the research options in the country relevant for SDI.28 

This was accomplished without delay. Representatives from key Dutch com-
panies and research institutes were invited to a meeting at the foreign ministry on 
3 May. There, they were not really part of the discussion among some 40 govern-
ment officials either. Instead, they were asked to provide an overview of possibili-
ties for SDI-related research at Dutch research institutes and companies within 
three weeks.29 They delivered, submitting a 29-page inventory on 20 May. As the 
opening of the preamble to the document stated, ‘[t]he scope of this document 
is to indicate the interest of Netherlands industries and institutes in the Strategic 
Defence Initiative’. Philips/Hollandse Signaal Apparaten, Fokker, the National 
Aerospace Laboratory (NLR), and the National Defense Research Organisation 
(NDRO) had all provided information for discussions with the Americans in early 
June, which in the meantime had become the time set for the Dutch fact-finding 
mission to Washington. 30 

The inventory, and the speed with which it was prepared, suggests some 
industry interest in SDI-related research. However, one industry representative 
involved emphasises that all this was done at the explicit invitation from the 
government and that nothing was ever heard about it again after the inven-
tory had been submitted.31 The reason was that for both the government and 
the private sector attention quickly shifted to the EUREKA initiative, in part 
because the early doubts about US motives behind the Weinberger invitation 
were never dispelled and instead seemed to be confirmed at every step of the 
way. 32 

On the security side in the meantime, Foreign Minister Van den Broek had 
publicly reiterated the government’s deliberate approach to SDI. In a speech on 
9 May, he emphasised that support for SDI research did not imply support for 
strategic defence. And allied participation in SDI research should bring with it 
participation in discussions on the uses to which the results would be put, he 
warned. Research was one thing; implementation should be subject to a shared 
political process. There also ought to be reciprocity in US-allied SDI research. 
Finally, Van den Broek cautioned Dutch politicians against repeating the dynamic 
of the debate on INF and to refrain from taking the kinds of firm positions, for 
or against, that would have a paralysing effect on the Dutch debate and Dutch 
policy. 33 
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In a discussion with foreign affairs and defence specialists in parliament, five 
days later, Van den Broek also highlighted the Dutch proposal made at the recent 
WEU gathering (22–23 April in Bonn) for a set of basic principles on SDI that 
could aid individual countries in their reaction to Weinberger’s invitation, while 
also serving as basis for a common European approach to the security implica-
tions of the American scheme. 34 

A summary included with papers for the June fact-finding mission to the US 
reveals more of what the Hague hoped to achieve in the context of the WEU. 
First, there had to be ‘genuine exchange of technology between Europe and the 
US’, although the Dutch understood that ‘it is unrealistic to expect that a rela-
tively small European effort could lead to acquiring the whole range of US SDI-
technology’. Second, there had to be ‘sufficient access to the SDI programme 
so as to be able to make educated judgments on the whole range of projects’. 
Furthermore, ‘European industries must be treated on an equal basis with US 
industries’. Finally, for the coordination of European participation, the Dutch gov-
ernment proposed a focus on defence against shorter-range ballistic missiles (the 
Soviet SS 21, 22, and 23 missiles). European vulnerability to those missiles was a 
major concern already, and Europeans also feared SDI would negatively affect the 
Euro-strategic balance. ‘A European research effort in the field of defense against 
shorter range ballistic missiles would contribute directly to the improvement of 
the existing balance’.35 

At a meeting of the WEU working group on SDI in London the following 
month, 19 June, it became clear that, according to the Dutch summary, ‘it will 
not be simple to reach full agreement in the working group on the basic prin-
ciples for a possible participation in SDI’. It appears Dutch efforts did drive the 
agenda, at least in part. Other countries had sent fact-finding missions to Wash-
ington, or were planning to do so, and for the British and the Germans the ques-
tionnaire drafted by the Dutch had been the template for their own questions for 
the Americans. Also, at the end of the working group meeting, all countries had 
pledged to respond in writing to the Dutch papers introduced in May. 36 However, 
in subsequent months, there would be little progress: in spite of continued Dutch 
efforts, agreement on a common response to SDI continued to elude WEU mem-
ber states.37 By the time of the London WEU working group meeting, the Dutch 
fact-finding mission to the United States had discovered that the other part of 
the Dutch agenda: genuine partnership with the Americans on SDI research and 
implementation was equally illusionary. 

The Dutch fact finders were a diverse group and, depending on their role, had 
different schedules. Foreign and defence ministry officials travelled to Washing-
ton early for preliminary discussions on 6 and 7 June that also involved repre-
sentatives from the Dutch embassy. Formal talks at the SDI Office (SDIO) took 
place on 10 and 11 June, and the rest of the week part of the group, accompanied 
by a member of the SDIO, travelled around the country, visiting various research 
facilities in upstate New York, Texas, and New Mexico. 38 

Where these site visits were purely informational, the formal summary of the 
Dutch fact finders’ talks in Washington began by noting that on many specific 
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questions clear answers had not been forthcoming from the American side, in part 
because SDIO was still in the process of getting organised. The visitors were told 
that ‘flexibility is the keyword’, and few facts had been established. 

How participation of Dutch companies or institutes would take shape in prac-
tice would depend on the kinds of projects, and arrangements concerning secu-
rity, financing, exact contributions – all to be determined in negotiations between 
experts. The Americans in any case maintained their preference for bilateral con-
structions for collaboration and were sceptical, though generally supportive, as 
to whether a European collaboration on defensive systems against short-range 
ballistic missiles would ever get off the ground. Companies or institutes seeking 
to participate in SDI-related research would have to have something real to offer: 
only where they had a ‘competitive edge’ would they need to apply. The Dutch, of 
course, could wait one or two years before deciding on all this, but by then many 
of the good contracts could have been awarded to others. Also, without a formal 
government role, security regulations would make it more difficult for individual 
Dutch companies and institutes to win contracts. Participation in research would 
make production contracts more likely, but there were no guarantees. Further-
more, as the Dutch government already knew, the smaller a country’s involve-
ment with the research, the less likely a two-way street of technological exchange. 
The SDIO and their Dutch visitors did manage to draw up an inventory matching 
up Dutch research capabilities with specific areas of SDI research. 

Finally, on the military-strategic side, there was little appetite in Washington for 
consultation on SDI with the NATO allies. Participation in the research certainly 
did not automatically give one a voice in general decision-making on SDI. The 
summary concluded in detached but nonetheless plain language: ‘in Washington 
one has difficulty with the idea of general involvement by West European coun-
tries, collectively or individually, with the general decision-making on SDI’.39 

For one senior member of the defence ministry, this official summary was not 
clear enough. On 4 July, Deputy Chief of the Defense Staff, Army General P. de 
Weerdt, sent two more reports on the mission to the minister, because ‘their criti-
cal remarks on the American Strategic Defense Initiative are hardly reflected in 
the rather neutral language of the official report’. 40 

The first of these summaries – by Peter Tindemans, Director of Analysis and 
Evaluation at the education and science ministry and its representative on the 
fact-finding team – listed mostly drawbacks to Dutch participation in SDI-related 
research. Viewing SDI as a major science and technology challenge to the Nether-
lands, and Europe in general, his report left open the possibility of collaborations 
with US organisations, but it emphasised the importance of efforts in a national 
and European context. Perhaps participation in SDI research would preserve some 
influence on the further development of SDI. However, it is clear that the author 
believed that to be a mostly theoretical possibility. 41 

The second report was drawn up by the defence staff representative among the 
fact finders. He had travelled to Washington early, for the preliminary meetings on 
6 and 7 June focusing on the military-strategic aspects of SDI at the National Secu-
rity Council, the Pentagon, and the Congressional Research Service. (Apparently, 
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the Joint Chiefs of Staff did not have a contact person on SDI available.) US 
thinking about these aspects had not evolved very far, it appeared from the con-
versations. Responses to the question of whether it did not make sense first to 
work out SDI’s military-strategic goals, so that one might have a better idea of the 
kinds of systems that should be developed, were ambiguous. Col. Donald Mahley 
of the NSC seemed the most honest to this Dutch investigator: 

• for the US, other than Western Europe, ballistic missiles are the main 
threat; 

• the president was “upset” by the anti-nuclear movements at home and 
abroad; 

• thus: the goal is to eliminate (the threat of ) ballistic missiles; 
• filling the conceptual space between the “higher” (political) objective 

and the research into the means had not progressed very far; not least 
because this was a difficult problem. 

Furthermore, it became clear in these meetings that there was little interest in 
Washington in studying all this in a NATO context because Washington did not 
want to be subjected to limits such a process could impose on SDI. If the official 
report on the fact-finding mission had not made clear to the responsible Dutch 
officials that Washington did not envision a genuine partnership with the European 
allies on SDI, these two additional reports must have left even fewer doubts.42 

And indeed, the matter did now seem clear enough. The interdepartmental 
working group on SDI would not finish its draft report until the middle of August 
and the formal cabinet decision only came on 4 October. However, already on 12 
July Defense Minister de Ruiter (in brief handwritten notes on a memo on SDI-
related discussions in the WEU) recorded the outcome of a discussion with his 
counterpart at the foreign ministry: ‘The Netherlands as such will not participate 
on pragmatic grounds, but individual companies can. They will get the customary 
assistance, but if more extensive support is necessary we can always see about 
that later’. 43 

That this preliminary decision had been several weeks in the making emerges 
from the 24 June meeting of the cabinet’s sub-council on European affairs. With 
participation from all the important ministers, including prime-minister Lubbers, 
the council held a lengthy discussion on the issue of ‘Technology and Eureka’. 
This again underlines that the context for the Dutch discussion always extended 
beyond SDI into the general question of how Europe would hold its own interna-
tionally in the field science and technology. 

Economics Minister Gijs van Aardenne opened the discussion, pointing out this 
wider framework. Even if there was one single European market, he said, it would 
still work in a different way than in the United States or Japan; as a result, tech-
nological development in Europe would always be at a relative disadvantage. To 
an extent, he continued, SDI could help direct European industry to conduct new 
research, but given the likelihood that projects connected to SDI would be rejects 
that US companies could or would not do themselves, its use would be limited. 
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Defense Minister de Ruiter mentioned the potential overlap between existing 
European projects promoted by IEPG, the EUREKA initiative, and SDI. SDI, he 
continued, could help the Europeans, but only if through it, Europe could target its 
own market. This was not how the Americans wanted to do it, and so it would be 
better for Europe to focus its technology initiatives on its own market. 

Education and Science Minister Wim Deetman added that SDI also carried 
with it the danger of a European brain-drain to the United States and that the 
prospects for a genuine exchange of know-how were dim. Also, SDI would take 
place on the basis of contracts, which placed the government on the sidelines. If 
the government would still try to encourage its research institutions to participate 
in SDI-related research, Deetman foresaw great difficulties, given the democratic 
culture at these institutions. In the rest of the meeting, SDI was not discussed 
any more. However, from what the ministers did say about it, it is clear that for 
all involved, the disadvantages far outweighed potential benefits. In this pivotal 
high-level discussion, there was no mention of whether other allies might or 
might not accept Secretary Weinberger’s invitation. Once it had become clear that 
a common response through the WEU was not in the cards, the Dutch decision 
appears to have emerged entirely from a national process.44 

Ultimately, just two Dutch organisations would participate in SDI-related 
research: Hollandse Signaal Apparaten, a company owned by the Philips corpora-
tion, specialising in military electronics, and the independent, semi-public TNO 
(Applied Natural Scientific Research) research institute, which in 1987 received 
American funding to set up a pulse physics laboratory. 

Even where there was industry interest, finding US counterparts to talk to 
appears to have been difficult, as can be seen in a memorandum for De Ruiter 
from his planning director, L. van der Put, from 2 August 1985. The memo reports 
difficulties in making connections, presumably through the Dutch embassy in 
Washington, between US companies involved in SDI research and the Dutch 
companies and institutes that had expressed an interest in participation. Certainly, 
the written exchange of information, agreed upon in June (probably during the 
Dutch fact-finding mission in Washington) was not progressing well, according 
to this memo. The embassy’s suggestion was for companies and institutes to try to 
explore possibilities themselves on the spot, in the United States, after the govern-
ment’s formal reply to Weinberger’s invitation had been issued. If necessary, the 
embassy or the Dutch economics ministry could always try to lend a hand. This 
is just one piece of evidence and from a very early stage. However, from it, one is 
tempted to conclude that all of the doubts that various Dutch actors expressed in 
the spring and summer of 1985 about US interest in collaboration on SDI with the 
allies were confirmed as soon as collaboration began to be explored in practice, 
and that already prior to the publication of the formal Dutch position, the govern-
ment began to pull back and leave the field to the (semi) private sector. 45 

The US embassy in the Hague, its ear usually close to the ground of Dutch 
decision-making, was probably aware of where things were headed.46 It still 
organised a visit to the Netherlands by General James Abrahamson for 28 August, 
as part of the head of SDIO director’s tour of allied capitals. This meant (although 
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the embassy may not have been aware of that) the visit would take place after the 
inter-departmental working group on the Dutch response to the Weinberger invi-
tation had concluded its work.47 For Abrahamson’s appearance at the 28 August 
SWNB meeting, the defence ministry’s planning director sent his minister a list 
of questions on strategic, arms-control, alliance, and technical aspects of SDI; 
they were questions that by now were very familiar in Dutch contacts with their 
American ally on SDI. The general’s answers probably were too. 48 

Abrahamson’s impending visit did not cause the government to reserve final 
judgment on possible participation in SDI or refrain from public statements that 
foreshadowed it. Newspapers (Trouw, NRC-Handelsblad) reported on 29 August 
that in a speech to an employers’ group on the 28th – the day Abrahamson had 
his meetings in the Hague – State Secretary for Foreign Trade, Frits Bolkestein, 
openly expressed a preference for EUREKA over SDI when it came to national 
science and technology promotion. The Europeans did need to come up with 
clearly defined projects for EUREKA, Bolkestein noted, and these had to be of a 
civilian nature, otherwise there would not be the requisite political support. Bol-
kestein added that private sector companies and institutes might be able to do 
SDI-related research, but that the scope of those projects would be modest, given 
that the United States had only allocated $1 billion for overseas contracts. Defence 
Minister de Ruiter had mentioned this figure in parliament recently too. During 
his visit to the Netherlands, the article in Trouw also reported, General Abraha-
mson had called these conclusions premature and said that once SDI would be 
deployed, there could be enormous contracts in the offing. 

The fact that the government was getting ready formally to decline Weinberg-
er’s invitation to become part of SDI-related research still did not mean that in 
general terms it did not think that this research was unnecessary or illegitimate. 
The memorandum accompanying the 1986 budget for the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, sent to parliament in mid-September 1985, pointed out that, after all, the 
Soviet Union was not passive in this area either. Furthermore, there was no princi-
pal objection to trying to find alternatives for the ‘current situation’, by which the 
government probably meant Mutual Assured Destruction. Support for research 
did not mean that the government did not reserve the right to make a separate 
judgment on conceptual aspects of SDI. In the meantime, consultation between 
the NATO allies over SDI continued to be a priority for the Lubbers government. 
Finally, even though the WEU had failed to agree on a joint statement on SDI, the 
government thought that the American scheme continued to be a good issue with 
which further to promote the revitalisation of the WEU specifically, and a more 
coordinated European contribution to Western security in general. 49 

On 23 September, the final paper prepared by the ad hoc interdepartmental 
working group on SDI, and its two sub-commissions, was included with the mate-
rials for the 4 October council of ministers meeting. The six-page report sys-
tematically discussed the picture Dutch policymakers had built in the preceding 
months, divided into sections on political-strategic, arms control, and industry-
political and technological aspects of SDI. The report’s conclusions also looked 
familiar. At the moment, no definitive position on the political-strategic or arms 
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control aspects was possible; as time went on, the programme should be evaluated 
step by step in an alliance context; in this process, the Dutch government would 
lean heavily on the WEU. For practical reasons, and without prejudice, the Dutch 
government would decline the invitation to participate in SDI-related research. 
The anticipated positive effect on the Dutch technological capacity and the Dutch 
economy did not seem to justify the required cost and effort for the Dutch govern-
ment. The government’s involvement with SDI would be limited to the customary 
support offered to private Dutch interests in their quest for research contracts. 50 

De Ruiter’s formal reply to Weinberger, dated 4 October, conveyed these con-
clusions, and it pointed to the 20 May prospectus for the ways in which Dutch 
companies and institutes could contribute to SDI-related research. The letter con-
tained the added suggestion (not included in the 23 September report) that for 
the periodic allied evaluation of SDI sought by the Dutch, the NPG’s High Level 
Group would be a good venue. Weinberger replied in November with a letter 
that ignored this specific recommendation but that did come with an appendix 
proposing further discussions on several research activities discussed in the 20 
May prospectus.51

 IV. Conclusion 
SDI was an American initiative, and more than that it was Ronald Reagan’s 
vision. It did not always make sense to Americans, and it was even harder to 
understand for Europeans. This was especially so because, a delegation of Dutch 
journalists learned on a Washington visit 8–14 September 1985, in Europe appar-
ently people had lingered far too long around the president’s 1983 address. In 
Washington – the visiting journalists learned from their meetings with admin-
istration officials, think-tank experts, journalists, and members of Congress and 
Congressional staffers – SDI had become something for the longer run. The tech-
nology was to be developed further, and in the meantime, SDI could be used to get 
the Soviets’ attention at the Geneva arms control talks. But more than anything, 
SDI was an American project, originating from American debates, envisioned 
first and foremost to defend the United States, and to be developed by the US 
military-industrial complex. 

All reports written by the journalists on this visit organised by the Netherlands 
Atlantic Commission are worthwhile for the Washington mood on SDI they 
convey – an admittedly imprecise notion. It was not a unified story the journalists 
heard. However, for, against, or somewhere in the middle, their interlocutors most 
definitely provided American perspectives, and on the whole, there seemed to be 
little room for, or understanding of, Europeans and their priorities. The account in 
the Haagse Post probably captured this fact the best. 

Both the NATO-allies and Japan and Israel are free to participate; if they 
don’t want to, like Canada,  tant pis. In Europe the view mistakenly seems to 
have taken hold as if the debate over SDI could serve as a kind of successor 
for the traumatic debate over the intermediate-range missiles. But SDI was 
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never meant to underline the cohesion of the alliance, or to involve the alli-
ance with American nuclear-strategic questions. 

On the pressure some European governments felt about Weinberger’s request to 
respond to his invitation within 60-days: ‘why would we pressure you? SDI is 
an American programme, and it will stay that way’. Regarding Dutch efforts to 
promote a joint, WEU response to SDI: ‘[t]his initiative has failed to make any 
impression in Washington’. The article contained other examples of how Dutch or 
European perspectives on SDI caused head-scratching in Washington. 52 

On the whole, therefore, this encounter between yet another Dutch delega-
tion and the Washington insiders who willingly and openly shared their views 
corroborates the picture that emerges from the official Dutch evidence and the 
recollections of several key participants on the Dutch side in 1985. SDI was 
controversial and potentially disruptive. However, particularly because so many 
questions about it remained unanswered, its concrete impact on transatlantic ties 
was relatively minor. Perhaps even more important, in the end, was how little SDI 
mattered to the Dutch government and how this lack of interest was mirrored in 
Washington. 
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10 Danish and Norwegian 
Responses to SDI 
Between Low-Voiced Scepticism and 
Outspoken Opposition 

Jakob Linnet Schmidt 

 Introduction 
When President Ronald Reagan in March 1983 publicly announced thoughts on 
security that did not rest on the threat of American retaliation but which instead 
could destroy strategic nuclear weapons before reaching the target, the proposal 
was not specific plans but rather an idea and an initiative which had to be devel-
oped by scientists and engineers.1 Reactions to the speech were that it was not 
politically current, just as there also was a marked scepticism about the future 
perspectives. The initiative was thus seen as an American matter, which did not 
require an official position from its allies. The issue became both actualised and 
a more urgent political issue by 1985. This was mainly due to the re-election of 
Reagan in the autumn of 1984 and the publication of a number of reports on the 
Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI), which in addition was granted a substantial 
budget for research.2 But it was also due to the fact that the United States at this 
time began offering the NATO countries contracts for further development of the 
project.3 

Compared to other topics of the Second Cold War, such as NATO’s Dual-Track 
Decision and the negotiations on Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF), SDI 
has been relatively overlooked in Danish and Norwegian research. The research 
that has been published on the topic has followed quite similar lines. The initial 
research focused on the main lines of the debate among the political parties.4 

Subsequently, archive-based studies have examined the subject as a part of the 
national security policy disputes of the 1980s and have shed new light on the 
internal considerations of the political parties and the administrations.5 However, 
in quantitative terms, the Danish and Norwegian responses to SDI have not been 
equally examined, as Danish security policy of the 1980s has been extensively 
researched.6 This is to some extent because the 1980s is the most contested period 
in Danish Cold War history, where the interpretation of the period has been widely 
debated among both historians and politicians.7 Over a period of six years, from 
1982 to 1988, an alternative security policy majority in the Danish Parliament 
(Folketinget), consisting of the Social Democratic Party (Socialdemokratiet ), the 
Social Liberal Party (Det Radikale Venstre), the Socialist People’s Party ( Socialis-
tisk Folkeparti) and the Left Socialists (Venstresocialisterne), adopted resolutions 
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(dagsordener) which forced the minority government, consisting of the Conser-
vative People’s Party ( Det Konservative Folkeparti), the Liberal Party (Venstre), 
the Centre Democrats (Centrum-Demokraterne) and the Christian People’s Party 
(Kristeligt Folkeparti), to follow a certain line. The resolutions often caused the 
government to take critical positions in NATO, which resulted in the addition of 
more than 20 Danish footnotes in the official communiqués. Whereas the resolu-
tions addressed a wide range of security policy issues, but in particular issues 
related to nuclear weapons policy, the footnotes exclusively concerned INF and 
SDI. This peculiar situation was made possible as the Social Liberal Party sup-
ported the government on domestic issues but was against its security policy. 
Since the government chose to accept this, and as the Social Liberal Party would 
not vote the government out of office, this practice was allowed to continue until 
1988.8 In contrast, politicisation in Norway has been marginal. This is in some 
respects due to the widespread consensus among historians about the main fea-
tures of both Norwegian and international developments during the Cold War, 
just as there is also political consensus about Norwegian security policy in the 
post-war period.9 

After a period of dispute among the political parties on security policy, ten-
sions began to decrease in Norway from 1983. This was reflected in the national 
security policy compromise, which was concluded by the Labour Party (Det 
Norske Arbeiderparti) and the coalition government consisting of the Conserva-
tive Party (Høyre), the Christian Democratic Party (Kristelig Folkeparti) and 
the Centre Party (Centerpartiet), which in many respects restored the national 
consensus on security policy. The compromise was largely based on the prem-
ises of the Labour Party. 10 There were also signs of reconciliation in Denmark. 
The Norwegian compromise was noticed, which caused the Social Democratic 
Party to express desire for ‘Norwegian conditions’ in Denmark, which were to 
be based on NATO membership and the parliamentary resolutions. Acknowledg-
ing that the resolutions were inappropriate for establishing a coherent policy, 
the Social Democratic Party encouraged the government to prepare a report on 
principles and problems within Danish security policy. The proposal was posi-
tively received by the government, which appointed a committee of officials to 
do the task. The report, which was handed in by the end of 1984, recommended 
a return to the security policy of the 1970s, namely a policy based on the prem-
ises of alliance solidarity and the promotion of dialogue and détente. The report 
was welcomed by the government parties but received mixed reactions from the 
Social Democratic Party, which expected concessions from the government if the 
traditional consensus was to be restored. Misunderstandings between the leading 
figures of the government and the Social Democratic Party made this process 
impossible in the short term and underlined the fragility of a possible reconcilia-
tion.11 For both countries, SDI became a burden on efforts to re-establish national 
security policy consensus. 

Building on existing research and making use of ministerial documents along 
with the official reports of the Danish and Norwegian parliamentary proceed-
ings (Folketingstidende and Stortingstidende), this chapter reveals a widespread 
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negative view on SDI among politicians in both Denmark and Norway. But the 
political parties disagreed on how this view was best handled. The social demo-
cratic parties, along with the left-wing parties, advocated a policy of outspoken 
opposition, whereas the centre-right parties believed that low-voiced scepticism 
would be more influential. The differences were thus mainly a question about 
rhetoric and tactics. Due to the exceptional parliamentary situation in Denmark, 
the Social Democratic Party was the leading party in shaping official Danish 
SDI policy. In Norway, the Labour Party held office from 1986 onwards, which 
became crucial for the way Norwegian and Danish SDI policies were conducted 
in NATO. Based on archival materials from transnational social democratic fora, 
this chapter sheds new light on social democratic motives, arguing that the view 
of the parties was influenced by discussions in these fora.12

 Initial Responses 
National debates in Denmark and Norway began in earnest in early 1985. Although 
there was no in-depth debate in 1983 and 1984, some initial positioning took place 
during this period. Norway was opposed to militarisation of space; this was stated 
by Minister of Foreign Affairs Svenn Stray in the spring of 1983, for example. 13 

But it was also illustrated in the national security policy compromise of 1984. 
Here the political parties agreed that the negotiations between the superpowers 
had to aim for a ban on deployment of weapons in space.14 

In Denmark, too, initial responses were characterised by general statements 
about Danish resistance to an arms race in space, and a call for serious superpower 
negotiations on arms control.15 An example is a resolution adopted by the Dan-
ish Parliament in May 1984 which contained a number of security policy issues, 
including one related to SDI. The resolution demanded that the government par-
ticipate in efforts, within NATO and other international organisations, to intro-
duce an international agreement prohibiting the placement of nuclear weapons 
in outer space. The government abstained voting but was not against the specific 
issue which Minister of Foreign Affairs Uffe Ellemann-Jensen characterised as 
unnecessary, as it was already the view of the government. 16 That SDI was not 
given much attention before 1985 was evident when the aforementioned commit-
tee of officials released its report on security issues. The report included a rather 
short section on SDI, which noted that the initiative gave rise to many difficult 
considerations and that the initiative could have an impact on deterrence, and thus 
become a destabilising factor. The basis for evaluating the initiative rested on sev-
eral unknowns, and the committee therefore recommended a course that encour-
aged the superpowers to begin negotiations as a way of avoiding a new arms 
race.17 The limited interest in SDI was underlined by the issue being completely 
absent in the political and popular debate about the report.18 

Before national debates began in 1985, SDI was also the subject of discus-
sions among social democratic parties. Research into transnational social demo-
cratic fora has shown that inter-party relations increased in the late 1970s and 
1980s and that the policy of the parties was shaped by perspectives from the 
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Socialist International (SI) and the Palme Commission (formally the Indepen-
dent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues).19 In SI, a study group 
headed by Finnish Prime Minister Kalevi Sorsa was established in 1978 to pre-
pare a report on disarmament which was presented in 1980 and endorsed as offi-
cial SI policy. 20 In a section on the most urgent tasks of disarmament efforts, the 
report recommended the permanent demilitarisation of outer space based on the 
spirit of the treaty of 1967 and that forward-looking and rapid means were put to 
use to prevent an arms race there.21 Another forum was the Palme Commission, 
named after its chairman, former Swedish social democratic prime minister, 
Olof Palme. The commission was appointed by the United Nations in 1980, 
and although it had representatives from East, West, North, and South, includ-
ing non-aligned countries, it was to a great extent a social democratic com-
mission, and its recommendations were largely in line with the policies of the 
SI.22 In the Palme Commission, a concept of ‘common security’ was introduced. 
Embedded in this concept was an assumption that attempts to achieve unilateral 
security resulted in increased competition and thus more tense political rela-
tions. According to the report, arms control and disarmament were the ways 
forward.23 While admitting that use of space for military purposes contributed 
to a more stable military balance and a lower risk of war, the Palme Commis-
sion was similarly concerned about military activities in space and urged serious 
consideration of proposals to prevent further militarisation of space.24 Based 
on this, the commission recommended that military use of space constituting 
a threat to international peace and security was identified and prevented by 
negotiated bans and limitations on specific weapon systems or entire areas of 
activity. 25 These perspectives were part of the base for the discussions among 
the social democratic parties. 

The issue was discussed for the first time in Scandilux at a meeting in late 1983. 
Scandilux, a small, informal social democratic security policy forum consisting of 
the parties of NATO countries Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg, the Netherlands 
and Norway with the parties of France, the United Kingdom and West Germany 
participating as active observers, was established in 1981 as a result of NATO’s 
Dual-Track Decision. The lesson drawn from this episode was that the parties 
needed to discuss and coordinate their policies as a means of resisting Ameri-
can pressure.26 At the December 1983 meeting, Egon Bahr of the West German 
Social Democratic Party characterised outer space as one of three urgent problem 
areas. According to Bahr, the American goal was to achieve military superiority 
in this field where the Soviet Union at the same time felt particularly vulnerable. 
The West German politician was thus pessimistic about stopping an arms race 
in space. Bahr argued that the parties’ view should be expressed publicly, even 
though he was doubtful as to whether it would have any effect, as he expected the 
United States to continue.27 

At another meeting in late 1984, SDI and the forthcoming superpower nego-
tiations were the main themes. The impression among the social democratic 
parties was that SDI would be the last topic the superpowers could reach an 
agreement on.28 Prior to the meeting, the Norwegian Labour Party had prepared 
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a communiqué that the parties could present after their meeting. According to the 
communiqué, the Scandilux parties welcomed a statement by the United States 
and the Soviet Union that they would begin talks with the aim of reaching a mutual 
acceptable agreement including space arms. The view of the social democratic 
parties was that the world was ‘faced with an imminent danger of the nuclear arms 
race moving into space’, and therefore urged the superpowers to abstain from any 
action and programme which would threaten the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty of 
1972 (ABM Treaty). According to the parties, this included ‘an immediate pause 
in the testing and deployment of space-based weapons or weapons designed to 
threaten objects in space. The pause should include anti-satellite weapons as well 
as space-based anti-ballistic missile systems’.29 

In mid-January, the Joint Committee of the Nordic Social Democratic Labour 
Movement (Arbejderbevægelsens nordiske samarbejdskommitté, SAMAK) also 
issued a communiqué urging the United States and the Soviet Union to reach an 
agreement to prevent an arms race in space and to stop all research, testing and 
deployment of such systems.30 Going further than the Scandilux communiqué, the 
Nordic parties were thus also opposed to research. This indicates that the scepti-
cism of the social democratic parties of the Nordic countries was more compre-
hensive than the consensus in Scandilux. 

 National Debates 
Although there was not much national knowledge of, or interest in, SDI, some of 
the positions that would become central when the debates began in earnest were 
thus brought forward during the initial responses. This included a broad Dan-
ish and Norwegian consensus that space should not be made the site of an arms 
race, and a call for superpower negotiations to avoid this. Since debates in Denmark 
and Norway had not yet begun, the national policy was, unsurprisingly, vaguely 
worded. The issue was also the basis of discussions among the social democratic 
parties. In addition to a pessimistic view in terms of whether the United States 
and the Soviet Union could reach an agreement, the social democratic parties also 
stressed that the ABM Treaty should be respected. At the same time, the Nordic 
parties expressed their opposition to research, testing, and deployment. National 
consensus, however, had not yet been tested. That changed in 1985 when SDI 
became a main theme in Danish and Norwegian security policy. In Denmark, the 
national position was established in March and updated in May, while the official 
Norwegian position was determined in late May. 

In Norway, the debate began in late February 1985 when the Minister of For-
eign Affairs presented the view of the government at the request of the Enlarged 
Committee on Foreign Affairs ( Stortingets utvidede utenrikskomite).31 Stray 
maintained the Norwegian resistance to military uses of space but also stated that 
SDI was not a violation of the ABM Treaty. Because the Soviet Union was con-
ducting research, the government found no reason why the United States should 
refrain. The government’s attitude was that research should not lead to military 
superiority. 32 
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The Danish debate also began in late February. This began with a newspaper 
article in which the Minister of Foreign Affairs was cited for recommending that 
NATO participate in SDI. Subsequently, Ellemann-Jensen denied the reproduc-
tion and emphasised that a decision had not yet been taken. This happened before 
the issue had been the subject of debate in either the Danish Parliament or the 
Foreign Policy Committee (Det Udenrigspolitiske Nævn) and, despite the Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs’ retraction, triggered meetings in both instances. 33 In the 
Foreign Policy Committee, Ellemann-Jensen repeated that no position had been 
taken. This did not satisfy the opposition, where the Socialist People’s Party and 
the Left Socialists initiated a parliamentary debate which was scheduled to take 
place in late March.34 

While the national debate was gradually progressing, the initiative was also dis-
cussed among the social democratic parties. A Eurolux meeting, a joint meeting 
of Scandilux, Eurosud (a corresponding south-west European forum consisting of 
the social democratic parties of France, Italy, Portugal and Spain) and the social 
democratic parties of Greece and Iceland, showed pronounced opposition among 
the social democratic parties of the European NATO countries to SDI, although 
some southern European parties expressed more favour to the research part than 
the rest.35 

In the Danish parliamentary debate, the Minister of Foreign Affairs emphasised 
that the content of SDI was unclear. According to Ellemann-Jensen, the point of 
departure should therefore be the Danish views on disarmament issues, which 
meant opposition to an arms race in space; compliance with the ABM Treaty to 
avoid development, testing and deployment of systems in space; that the United 
States and the Soviet Union had to agree on mutual restraint, and to impose 
restrictions that prevented an arms race from occurring; and finally, that the super-
powers ensured that uncontrollable research did not develop in that direction. The 
Minister of Foreign Affairs’ cautious position did not satisfy the opposition par-
ties. The May resolution only covered nuclear weapons in space which, according 
to social democratic Foreign Affairs Spokesman Lasse Budtz, made a supplement 
necessary. He therefore proposed a resolution which stated that Denmark was 
opposed to placing weapons in space and to exploring and developing them. In 
addition, support was expressed for the ABM Treaty and a new treaty that would 
prevent the militarisation of space. Finally, the resolution demanded that the gov-
ernment work actively for these aims in all relevant organisations. During the 
debate, the Social Democratic Party emphasised that the resolution only included 
Danish participation. The agenda was adopted against the government’s votes. 36 

That the government chose to vote against the resolution was surprising. It was 
thus a breach of the relatively conciliatory atmosphere that prevailed between 
the government and the Social Democratic Party but also a change in the voting 
behaviour of the government as it for some time had been abstaining from vot-
ing on the social democratic resolutions. The reason for this was that, in the days 
before the debate, the government and the Social Democratic Party had unsuc-
cessfully tried to reach an agreement on a compromise resolution. When this 
failed, the Prime Minister and the Minister of Foreign Affairs decided to present 
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the government’s draft. Fear of the proposal being voted down caused the govern-
ment to drop the idea shortly before the debate. In the view of the government, 
or at least the Prime Minister’s Conservative People’s Party, a defeated resolution 
would necessitate the resignation of the government.37 

The next development in the national debates came in late March following 
the Ministerial Session of a NATO Nuclear Planning Group meeting. During the 
meeting, US Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger announced an invitation 
to participate in the project to his colleagues and wanted a specific reference to 
SDI in the communiqué, which after negotiations resulted in the initiative being 
defined as a research project.38 The meeting communiqué stated: 

We support the United States research programme into these technologies, 
the aim of which is to enhance stability and deterrence at reduced levels of 
offensive nuclear forces. This research, conducted within the terms of the 
ABM Treaty, is in NATO’s security interest and should continue. In this con-
text, we welcome the United States invitation for Allies to consider participa-
tion in the research programme.39 

This was perceived as far-reaching support for the initiative and triggered 
heated national debates. The following day, Norwegian Minister of Defence 
Anders C. Sjaastad had to appear before the Norwegian Parliament (Stortinget) 
and answer questions. The Socialist Left Party ( Sosialistisk Venstreparti) and the 
Labour Party were pronounced in their critique and thought that the Minister of 
Defence had gone too far in his support for SDI. Norway could not prevent the 
United States from initiating research in the field, but it was something else to 
express support for it and to leave the issue of Norwegian participation open. 
According to the Labour Party’s Knut Frydenlund, the government should instead 
have used the meeting as an opportunity to warn against the initiative in a way 
such that could also have been reflected in the text. By contrast, the Minister 
of Defence argued that he and other Allies had expressed concerns towards the 
American initiative which had resulted in important clarifications. Weinberger 
had thus assured that the United States would not unilaterally do anything that 
could undermine the ABM Treaty and that there was no short-term alternative to 
the doctrine of deterrence. At the same time, Sjaastad stressed that he personally 
did not find the invitation to have Norway participate in the research programme 
relevant.40 

As shown earlier, the Danish Parliament had adopted a resolution the day 
before the NATO communiqué was issued, stating that Denmark was opposed to 
Danish participation in exploration and development of SDI. Despite this, Min-
ister of Defence Hans Engell, in agreement with Prime Minister Poul Schlüter, 
endorsed the communiqué. At a subsequent meeting of the Foreign Policy Com-
mittee, the Minister of Defence explained that the communiqué did not entail a 
position on SDI but only stated that the countries declared themselves ready to 
consider an American invitation to participate. The government would, of course, 
reject an invitation in accordance with the parliamentary resolution. The prime 



  
 

 

 

  

 

  
 

Danish and Norwegian Responses to SDI 171 

minister supplemented the minister of defence’s statement by emphasising the 
importance of not losing influence in NATO. That being said, Schlüter would 
gladly have avoided the reference to SDI and would not complain if the project 
was abandoned. The opposition, on the other hand, was not pleased with Engell’s 
acceptance of the communiqué and found no justification for expressing support 
for SDI research.41 

The government’s line, however, was probably also informed by the impression 
of the high priority SDI was given by the American administration, and by Presi-
dent Reagan in particular. That the United States was not lenient on opposition to 
SDI became evident during a late April meeting between Ellemann-Jensen and US 
Secretary of State George P. Shultz. According to the Minister of Foreign Affairs’ 
talking paper for the meeting, American wishes for the content of the NATO com-
muniqué had been ‘quite far-reaching’ and ‘less than helpful’ considering the situ-
ation of the Danish government and the complexity and uncertainties surrounding 
the issue.42 If this line were maintained, the United States would risk footnotes 
from several countries, the Danish minister argued at the meeting. According to 
Ellemann-Jensen, the choice was thus between a softer line and a united Alliance, 
on the one hand, or the opposite, on the other hand. Shultz, by contrast, had no 
understanding of the Danish rejection of participation in SDI research or of the 
Danish position in general, which he described as ‘entirely incomprehensible’. 
One should not expect the United States to come to the rescue of Europe for 
the third time if European countries pursued a policy such as Denmark’s, Shultz 
stated. The secretary of state summarised his critique by stating: ‘If all Europeans 
were like Denmark . . ., there would be no NATO’. 43 The last comments were 
probably not only based on the Danish position regarding SDI but also a result 
of long-term annoyance over Danish security and defence policy. 44 But SDI had 
special interest for President Reagan. In May, the Danish ambassador in Washing-
ton thus warned against a possible Danish SDI footnote in NATO. According to 
the ambassador, Reagan was probably unaware of Danish INF footnotes, which 
would not be the case if this happened in the context of SDI.45 

The national debate continued in May when the Social Democratic Party 
requested that the prime minister answer questions regarding the NATO commu-
niqué and the parliamentary resolution. But even before Schlüter had the oppor-
tunity to explain himself, social democratic Foreign Affairs Spokesman Budtz 
announced that the answers would be followed by a proposal for a resolution 
intended to remove any doubt about the majority of the Danish Parliament’s view 
on SDI, which the government had to abide by. Before that happened, the prime 
minister made it clear that Denmark should not participate in the SDI research 
programme. In addition, he argued that the government in accordance with the 
resolution of 26 March neither found it necessary nor appropriate that Denmark 
as the only country reserved its position regarding SDI at the Nuclear Planning 
Group meeting the following day. According to Schlüter, the Minister of Defence 
had contributed to the communiqué text being altered on several important points, 
which would hardly have been the case if Engell had demanded a Danish foot-
note in any case. Budtz on the other hand questioned to what extent this tactic 



 

  

 

 

 

  

 

  
 

 

 
 

  

  

172 Jakob Linnet Schmidt 

really had influenced the communiqué and proposed the announced resolution 
text which resembled the March resolution, with the notable exception that it 
stated a general opposition to any exploration and development as opposed to 
Danish participation in it. The government did not have many objections to the 
resolution text but was concerned whether Danish interests were best handled 
by demonstrating its opposition in the form of footnotes. The government chose 
not to vote against the new resolution.46 This was probably because one of the 
government parties, the Christian People’s Party, had serious concerns about the 
project, and the government did not want to create further divisions between itself 
and the opposition.47 In addition to taking into account relations with the US and 
the parliamentary resolutions of the opposition, the government also had to handle 
differences within the government. 

In Norway, the national debate also continued in May. Before this happened, 
the government formulated its view on SDI, which was sent to the Standing Com-
mittee on Foreign Affairs ( Stortingets utenrikskomite) in mid-April. The letter 
contained the previously highlighted position with an emphasis on the reserva-
tions the Minister of Defence had raised at the NATO meeting. The government 
would thus not advise the United States against SDI research and would not rule 
out the possibility of Norwegian participation in non-military parts of research.48 

The letter was to some extent an attempt to smooth out the domestic disputes 
regarding the NATO communiqué. 49 In their memoirs, Kåre Willoch, Norwegian 
Prime Minister at the time, and Minister of Defence Sjaastad write that the let-
ter was the result of a compromise with the two other government parties who 
wanted a more critical line than the Conservative Party, which was necessary to 
ease political pressure within the government.50 

Norway’s official position was established in late May when the Standing 
Committee on Foreign Affairs presented its recommendation on SDI. But the rec-
ommendation was also an expression of the dividing lines between the political 
parties. A unified committee supported the government’s reservations. The major-
ity of the committee, namely the government parties, thus found that the points 
made in the government’s letter should be the Norwegian position in all interna-
tional organisations. The minority of the committee, specifically the Labour Party 
and the Liberal Party (Venstre), thought on the other hand that Norway should 
warn against the American project instead of supporting it and therefore proposed 
that Norway opposed SDI research programmes and development plans in all 
international organisations.51 In the subsequent debate, the Labour Party ques-
tioned whether the Minister of Defence had expressed scepticism at the NATO 
meeting and attempted to divide the government by referring to the opposition 
within the Christian Democratic Party and the Centre Party. By a margin of just 
one vote, the opposition parties failed to create a majority for their proposal.52 As 
in Denmark, the dividing line was thus primarily a question of how the national 
policy should be carried forward internationally. Like the Danish government, the 
Norwegian government found that its viewpoints should be promoted in a low-
voiced manner. 53 At the same time, the Norwegian government was also exposed 
to American criticism of its policy. The US Ambassador to Norway thus asked 
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Prime Minister Willoch whether Norway would become a ‘footnote country’, 
which made the prime minister ‘slightly offended’. 54 

Footnotes and NATO Communiqués 
As the national positions were thus fixed by late spring 1985, it was clear that it 
was only a matter of time before Denmark would reserve its position regarding 
SDI in NATO. This did not occur, however, until May 1986, when both Denmark 
and Norway inserted footnotes. As a consequence of the resolution adopted by the 
Danish Parliament, the Minister of Defence announced at the Ministerial Session 
of a meeting of NATO’s Defence Planning Committee that Denmark in the future 
could not accept formulations in line with the communiqué of March 1985.55 

But as the United States was not fixed on further direct references to SDI at the 
subsequent meeting, no Danish reservations were necessary for the time being.56 

In parallel, the social democratic parties continued their discussions on SDI. 
Even though Bahr of the West German Social Democratic Party informed his 
colleagues that Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev had confirmed to him that the 
Soviet Union went to Geneva because of SDI, the parties agreed that the initia-
tive was a main obstacle at the talks. In the discussions, it was suggested that the 
parties should work for a ban on SDI testing.57 After a Eurolux meeting in late 
November 1985, the social democratic parties of the European NATO countries 
issued a communiqué in which they highlighted their opposition: 

An extension of the arms race into space as raised by SDI and similar con-
cepts must be prevented because it will only bring the illusion of more secu-
rity and in fact will endanger strategic stability and create within the Alliance 
zones of unequal security. 

Therefore, the parties called upon the leadership of the United States and the 
Soviet Union to ‘reaffirm and strengthen their commitment to the 1972 ABM 
Treaty and to adhere to a restrictive interpretation of this treaty’ and to ‘refrain 
from testing and developing anti-missile and anti-satellite weapons and from 
preparing for an arms race in outer space’.58 The reference to the ABM Treaty 
was due to uncertainty generated by the American administration; for example, 
National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane launched a broader interpretation of 
the agreement that permitted both development and testing, but not deployment. 
Opposition to this interpretation caused President Reagan to postpone the ques-
tion and continue within the framework of the restrictive interpretation.59 

In May 1986, the Labour Party formed a new government in Norway. Two 
weeks later, Norwegian Minister of Defence Johan Jørgen Holst reserved Nor-
way’s position regarding the defence and space systems to a formulation in the 
communiqué from the Ministerial Session of the Defence Planning Committee 
that affirmed ‘strong support for the United States’ stance concerning intermediate-
range, strategic and defence and space systems’.60 At the meeting, Holst had 
unsuccessfully tried to have the defence and space systems identified as an object 
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for negotiations.61 In order to avoid interpretation problems, the Danish Minister 
of Defence chose to follow his Norwegian colleague, although similar formula-
tions had not previously led to Danish footnotes.62 In her memoirs, Gro Harlem 
Brundtland, Norwegian Prime Minister at the time, writes that the Labour Party 
felt that the previous government had gone too far in its support of SDI. In addi-
tion, Brundtland writes that Norwegian authorities had tried in vain to convince 
the United States to use the same wording as that used in the communiqués from the 
meetings of NATO’s Ministers of Foreign Affairs. According to Brundtland, the 
unwillingness to compromise on the communiqué text necessitated a reservation 
which was a possibility as the minority government had received support from 
the Christian Democratic Party and the Centre Party to do so at a meeting of the 
Enlarged Committee on Foreign Affairs. 63 

In a subsequent statement in the Norwegian Parliament, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Knut Frydenlund explained that Holst’s intention had been to change the 
text so that it could not be interpreted as support for SDI. A rejection of this 
request necessitated a Norwegian reservation.64 This can be characterised as a 
rather restrictive interpretation of the communiqué text – also in relation to the 
Social Democratic Party, which had not made a case for the Danish government’s 
acceptance of the previous communiqués. For the Labour Party, it was a matter of 
expressing their dislike of SDI and making clear that they were willing to mani-
fest their opposition if they did not get influence. Later the Minister of Defence 
thus explained that the goal was to reach agreement on formulations that took care 
of all interests and views. As this had not been possible, it was necessary to make 
the Norwegian point of view clear to the other members of the Alliance. 65 

The Norwegian reservation, however, had a price. US Assistant Secretary of 
State Rozanne Ridgway was highly critical and told the Norwegian Minister of 
Foreign Affairs that the American administration was ‘worried and disappointed’. 
In addition, she pointed out the negative impact it had on Denmark.66 US Assis-
tant Secretary of Defense Richard Perle also responded harshly and recommended 
that acquisition support for the Norwegian purchase of Orion maritime surveil-
lance aircraft be cancelled. In addition, the bilateral Norwegian-American study 
group was suspended and an American offer to finance the upgrade of Norwegian 
Hawk batteries was withdrawn.67 

Despite this, there was little to suggest that the Norwegian footnote should 
be the only one. At a mid-August meeting between the Social Democratic Party 
and the social democratic Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Norway and Sweden, 
footnotes in NATO were also discussed. At the meeting, Budtz explained that 
the Social Democratic Party preferred to avoid footnotes, but this required that 
the communiqués did not contain formulations that the party disagreed with. 
Frydenlund explained further that unless the text regarding SDI was changed, the 
Labour Party would be forced to make reservations again.68 At a Eurolux meet-
ing in September, Frydenlund stated that the United States had denied a Norwe-
gian request for another text regarding SDI, or preferably none, at the upcoming 
NATO meeting. According to the Norwegian Minister of Foreign Affairs, this 
was an expression of American dominance in NATO, and would entail a new 
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Norwegian reservation.69 The Labour Party was, however, not prepared to accept 
the American rejection. Prior to the NATO ministerial meeting in October, Minis-
ter of Defence Holst thus made it clear that he would work actively to ensure that 
the communiqué text expressed support for a negotiating line, which could lead to 
fewer nuclear weapons and prevent an arms race in space. According to Holst, it 
was a question of substance, not form.70 

In advance of the NATO meeting, the Danish Minister of Defence tried in 
vain to persuade his Norwegian colleague to form a common position. Instead, 
Holst managed to negotiate a new communiqué text.71 The final communiqué 
stated: ‘In this context, we fully endorsed the United States positions at Geneva 
on intermediate-range, strategic, and defence and space systems. We strongly sup-
port the United States’ exploration of space and defence systems, as is permit-
ted by the ABM Treaty’. 72 The scope of the text is debatable, but it allowed the 
Labour Party to interpret it so that it was not necessary to make reservations.73 

Being loyal to the resolution of the Danish Parliament, Engell, on the other hand, 
felt he was forced to insert yet another Danish footnote.74 

At the meeting, the Labour Party thus did what the Danish and Norwegian 
centre-right governments had been recommending, namely to argue and negotiate 
a compromise instead of demanding footnotes. Most of the former government 
parties in Norway were therefore satisfied with the outcome.75 The Centre Party 
and the Socialist Left Party were not satisfied, however, and reacted by suggest-
ing that opposition towards research and development of weapons systems for 
use in space should be expressed at the next NATO meeting. To this, the majority 
of the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs noted that the ABM Treaty did not 
include a ban on research and that efforts should be made to ensure that the ques-
tion of weapons in space was not a burden on NATO cohesion. 76 

In Denmark, there was dissatisfaction with the Norwegian government as 
well. The Danish government felt that the Norwegians had acted unfairly and 
at Denmark’s expense. 77 The Social Democratic Party was also dissatisfied. In 
a conversation with Holst, a few days after the NATO meeting, Budtz expressed 
‘disappointment, surprise and anger’ about the Norwegian acceptance of the com-
muniqué. The Norwegian Minister of Defence explained that he was also dissatis-
fied, but the alternative had been an even stronger text. According to Holst, there 
were two reasons behind the endorsement: one was the government’s minority 
position, but the other was that the government expected to gain influence in 
NATO through this tactic. The view of Prime Minister Brundtland was thus that 
footnotes would deprive Norway of its limited influence. But Holst had also sought 
a compromise because the Enlarged Committee on Foreign Affairs had demanded 
that he do everything to avoid another reservation. Additionally, the Minister of 
Defence stressed that the missing footnote was causing himself, Brundtland and 
Frydenlund great harm and had created considerable trouble within the party. 
Holst nevertheless emphasised that the Labour Party still opposed SDI and had 
only accepted research within the ABM Treaty. 78 

In a conversation between Chairman of the Social Democratic Party Anker Jør-
gensen, Budtz and Frydenlund the same day, the Norwegian Minister of Foreign 
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Affairs reiterated that the Labour Party had only supported research within the 
ABM Treaty, arguing that it limited the Americans’ freedom of action and that 
the Norwegians did not want to lose influence with regard to a possible con-
tinuation of the process from Reykjavik. Frydenlund stressed the importance of 
continuing efforts of coordination between the two parties but agreed with Chair-
man Jørgensen that the Norwegian party would be framed as a supporter of SDI. 
While stating his personal and the Danish party’s disappointment, Jørgensen also 
acknowledged the different situations of the two parties – the Norwegian in gov-
ernment and the Danish in opposition.79 

The Labour Party had thus changed its view about its approach at NATO meet-
ings. Besides the argument about influence, the change was probably also because 
it was unpleasant to go solo in NATO and due to the sharp US reaction. 80 In contin-
uation of the October communiqué, Denmark was likewise alone with its reserva-
tion on reiterated ‘support for the United States’ exploration of space and defence 
systems, as is permitted by the ABM Treaty’ in the communiqué from a December 
Ministerial Sessions of a meeting of the Defence Planning Committee.81 

Despite dissatisfaction with the Norwegian approach, the tactics of the Labour 
Party were noted by the Social Democratic Party which at the same time could 
hardly stand in opposition to the Norwegian Labour Party, especially when in 
government.82 Two meetings of the Foreign Policy Committee illustrate this. In 
November, Budtz was thus not opposed to a statement by the Minister of Defence 
that the SDI resolution was outdated. According to the Foreign Affairs Spokes-
man, the footnote had been right, but the Social Democratic Party was open 
to a modernisation at the right time.83 In December, Chairman Jørgensen like-
wise agreed with the Minister of Foreign Affairs that it would be appropriate to 
avoid footnotes in the future. The decisive factor would however be the specific 
context.84 

The December reservation became the last Danish footnote. In the context of 
SDI, this was due to the fact that the initiative was not referred to in the commu-
niqués. In line with this, the question also faded in the national debates which to 
a large extent had been stimulated by international inputs and developments. One 
last incident occurred in Denmark at the beginning of 1987, over the modernisa-
tion of the American radar at Thule Air Base in Greenland, which developed into 
a dispute between the United States and the Soviet Union over whether this was 
contrary to the ABM Treaty or not. 85 The question did not develop into a political 
dispute between the government and the Social Democratic Party, however. At a 
meeting of the social democratic board group, it was thus decided that the party 
would adhere to the fact that the government had been assured by the United 
States that it was not a violation of the treaty. The government was, however, 
concerned about the American interpretation of the ABM Treaty, and delivered a 
memorandum to the US Embassy in which the government highlighted its concern 
over the interpretation debate, and that Denmark could not in any way support 
SDI.86 In a parliamentary debate on the issue, Budtz presented a proposal, which 
was subsequently adopted with the government parties voting in favour of the 
resolution. According to the resolution, the facility should not be used offensively 
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or in connection with an SDI or ABM system. In addition, the United States and 
the Soviet Union were called upon to reach agreement on the interpretation issues 
and to maintain a strict interpretation of the ABM Treaty. To this, the minister of 
foreign affairs noted that it also covered his own views. 87 

The politicisation of SDI was over. By late 1987, Norwegian Minister of 
Defence Holst thus explained to his social democratic colleagues that they should 
not focus on SDI as it would be altered after Reagan. According to Holst, focus 
should instead be directed at the ABM Treaty, and the social democratic parties 
agreed upon the importance of a strict interpretation of the treaty. 88 

Conclusion and Perspectives 
Like most NATO countries, Denmark and Norway were unprepared when the 
Strategic Defence Initiative was presented. The initial responses were therefore 
characterised by general dislike of an arms race in space while awaiting a better 
basis for evaluating the initiative. In both countries, the national debates began 
in early 1985. In Denmark, the national position was established in March and 
updated in May when parliamentary resolutions were adopted, while Norway’s 
official position was determined in late May when the Standing Committee on 
Foreign Affairs presented its recommendation on SDI. The communiqué of a late 
March meeting in NATO, which the opposition parties considered as relatively 
far-reaching support for the initiative, intensified the political contradictions in 
Denmark and Norway. That being said, there was a widespread negative view of 
SDI among the political parties. Disagreement was thus primarily a question of 
how this view was best handed. The initiative placed the centre-right governments 
in a situation where they had to balance their position between considerations for 
the United States, critical oppositions in the national parliaments, and different 
views within the coalition governments. This caused the centre-right governments 
to pursue a policy of low-voiced scepticism which they argued would be most 
influential. 

The social democratic parties suggested a policy of outspoken opposition. 
Although the social democratic parties were aware that their opposition was 
unlikely to have an effect on the American administration, they were keen 
to manifest their opposition as they saw SDI as adding a new element to the 
ongoing arms race between the superpowers. After the Norwegian Labour Party 
formed government in May 1986, it found it necessary to reserve its position in 
NATO regarding a formulation which in its view could be perceived as support 
for SDI. For the Labour Party government, this had concrete consequences from 
the United States, whereas the Danish government only received verbal criticism 
for its reservations. This was probably due to the fact that the Danish government 
could argue, and did, that the Danish policy was decided by parliament against the 
will of the government.89 The United States thus had some understanding of the 
Danish government’s difficult situation although it was apparently slightly declin-
ing over the years.90 After having manifested its opposition in the form of a foot-
note in NATO, the Labour Party changed tactics. Though the party argued that it 
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expected more influence through its new approach, it was probably also caused by 
the unpleasant experience of going solo in NATO and by the sharp US reaction. 
Thus, this chapter also suggests how some positions are more difficult to practise 
in government than to take in opposition. The Danish Social Democratic Party 
recognised this difference between the two parties, and although it was anything 
but satisfied with the Norwegian change of attitude, the party eventually realised 
the inappropriateness of conducting politics through parliamentary resolutions. 
Ultimately, this did not become relevant as SDI faded away. 

In total, Denmark inserted footnotes in NATO communiqués regarding SDI on 
three occasions, Norway once. In addition, Denmark made reservations 20 times 
regarding INF from 1982 to 1986.91 Literature on ‘footnoting’ has emphasised a 
varying degree of international and domestic causes as well as some degree of con-
tinuity in the security policy, specifically in terms of the attitude towards nuclear 
weapons.92 This chapter agrees and shows in detail how and why the Danish and 
Norwegian governments felt the need to ‘footnote’ NATO communiqués on SDI. 
Based on the views of the majority of the Danish parliament, Danish footnotes 
were expected. The actual course of action, however, is interesting as the first Dan-
ish SDI footnote was caused by a Norwegian reservation which forced the Danish 
Minister of Defence to follow suit although a similar text had previously been 
uncontroversial in a Danish context. The two subsequent footnotes, on the other 
hand, were clearly in accordance with the resolution of the Danish parliament. 

Additionally, this chapter has shown that the policy of the Social Democratic 
Party and the Labour Party was consistent with the policies of social democratic 
institutions and other European social democratic parties. So far, influence of 
transnational social democratic fora has mainly been pointed out in studies of the 
Social Democratic Party’s and the Labour Party’s policy in relation to the INF 
negotiations.93 Existing research has shown that consensus of Scandilux was not 
endorsed by all European social democratic parties. The French Socialist Party, 
for instance, had its own divergent INF policy and was sceptical about the trend of 
discussions among the north-west European parties and ultimately established a 
corresponding south-west European forum, Eurosud.94 As this chapter has shown, 
the European social democratic differences of the early 1980s were widely over-
come by the mid-1980s, resulting in joint meetings of Scandilux and Eurosud, 
which among other issues led to common perspectives on SDI. The influence of 
these discussions was less concrete compared with those relating to the INF nego-
tiations, however. 95 This can be explained by the fact that INF was a present and 
urgent issue which necessitated specific social democratic initiatives, whereas 
SDI was less concrete in terms of content and time perspective. The influence 
was thus mainly manifested in confirming their common perspective, which con-
tributed as a legitimating factor. 
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  11  The SDI 

A Further Challenge for the US 
Anti-Nuclear Movement? 

 Angela Santese 

1. Anti-Nuclear Mobilisation in the United States 
On 23 March 1983, surprising part of his own staff, President Ronald Reagan 
announced the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) during a National Address on 
Defence and National Security.1 Reagan’s announcement was made at a particu-
larly tense moment for the Republican administration from the domestic point 
of view since it was facing a double challenge. On one side, the Congress was 
expected to vote in May on the controversial MX missile system and the result of 
the vote seemed to hang in the balance. On the other side, the country was in the 
midst of a mass anti-nuclear mobilisation that also enjoined the support of part of 
the same Congress. 

Indeed, since the end of the 1970s, the American anti-nuclear movement expe-
rienced a renaissance, due also to the convergence between a well-established 
pacifist tradition and new forms of political environmentalism. This convergence 
laid the foundations for the mass anti-nuclear movement of the 1980s that was an 
unprecedented political and social phenomenon capable of bringing pressure to 
the various levels of the political system. With the election of Ronald Reagan, the 
ensuing military build-up, harsh anti-Soviet rhetoric, increasing tensions between 
the two superpowers, and loose talk about a limited nuclear war that followed, 
a nuclear scare coursed through American society. The fear of nuclear war rein-
forced the emerging anti-nuclear movement, which during Reagan’s tenure not 
only grew but successfully fostered a new, national conversation on nuclear poli-
cies and disarmament issues.2 As underlined by Paul Boyer, the Nuclear Weapons 
Freeze Campaign (NWFC), the umbrella organisation through which the US anti-
nuclear movement became a mass phenomenon, ‘emerged as the political mani-
festation of [the] fear’ of nuclear war and its devastating consequences on human 
societies and natural environments.3 

The target of the NWFC was Reagan’s nuclear build-up and his nuclear strat-
egy that, according to anti-nuclear activists, was increasing the risk of a nuclear 
confrontation. The Reagan administration was initially slow in recognising the 
magnitude of the anti-nuclear sentiment and at least until the end of 1981 seemed 
more concerned with European protests against the deployment of the so-called 
Euromissiles. Nevertheless, from the spring of 1982 the White House was forced 
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to cope with the American anti-nuclear movement; it created an  ad hoc interde-
partmental group, the Nuclear Arms Control Information Policy Group (NACIPG) 
in order to counter the NWFC’s influence on public opinion and regain control of 
the nuclear arms debate. 

The origin of the NWFC can be traced to the 1979 annual meeting of Mobili-
zation for Survival, a pacifist and environmentalist organisation, where Randall 
Forsberg, a defence and disarmament analyst, first introduced the  Call to Halt the 
Nuclear Arms Race. The Call demanded that 

the United States and the Soviet Union should immediately and jointly stop 
the nuclear arms race. Specifically, they should adopt an immediate, mutual 
freeze on all further testing, production and deployment of nuclear weap-
ons and of missiles and new aircrafts designed primarily to deliver nuclear 
weapons.4

 The Call essentially proposed a bilateral and mutual halt in the testing, produc-
tion, and deployment of nuclear weapons.5 The assumptions behind that proposal 
were that the Soviet Union and the United States had enough nuclear warheads 
to potentially obliterate each other many times over and that further growth in 
the number of nuclear weapons and the development of counterforce capabilities 
would increase the chance of a nuclear exchange between the two superpowers. 
A bilateral freeze of nuclear arsenals at existing levels could stop the nuclear 
build-up and thus be the first step towards reversing the arms race and, eventually, 
making the elimination of all nuclear weapons possible. 

Unlike other arms control schemes advanced by pacifist and anti-nuclear 
groups, the Call was a moderate proposal: it was devised in bilateral terms and 
according to Forsberg, Soviet compliance could be guaranteed since ‘a freeze 
on nuclear missiles and aircrafts [could] be verified by existing national means’ 
and ‘more easily than the complex SALT I and II agreement’. 6 The Call was thus 
conceived to appeal to both peace activists and the American public because the 
backing of these two constituencies was needed to make the moratorium a matter 
of national debate. In fact, while ‘the peace community could mobilize thousands 
and thousands of committed activists . . . for the right cause’, according to Fors-
berg ‘no major disarmament effort can succeed without the support of the major-
ity of middle class, middle-of-the-road citizens’.7 

Starting in 1980, a coalition of anti-nuclear, pacifist, church, and civic groups, 
along with labour and professional organisations, rallied around the proposal and 
began distributing the Call in order to publicise it. At the same time, many grass-
roots groups started circulating petitions endorsing the freeze and planning for 
state and local referenda on the moratorium proposal.8 

In March 1981, the first Freeze National Conference was held in Washing-
ton, DC, officially launching the NWFC. According to the activists gathered at 
Georgetown University, the response of the US government to their proposal 
would be ‘primarily dependent on the extent of public support for the freeze’ and 
thus the priority was to develop ‘widespread public support’ for the moratorium. 9 
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Although the origin of the Freeze campaign lay in 1980, it was only during 1981 
that it started to build roots outside traditional pacifist and environmental activ-
ists. From the beginning of Reagan’s tenure, his confrontational rhetoric toward 
the USSR, along with the arms build-up and the president’s apparent unwilling-
ness to reach an agreement on arms control with the Soviets, meant that fear of 
nuclear war was both increasing and spreading to a broader swath of the general 
public. In October 1981, the president said that a limited nuclear war was pos-
sible, apparently accepting the possibility of a nuclear exchange that was limited 
to European soil.10 Moreover, Americans perceived Reagan as more inclined than 
his predecessor to fight a nuclear war, especially after National Security Deci-
sion Directive 13 (NSDD-13) was leaked to the press. According to some media 
charges, the NSDD 13 was a ‘new strategic master plan’, devised to ensure the 
nation could win a protracted nuclear war against the Soviet Union.11 As under-
lined by Winkler, ‘Reagan’s relentless drive to bolster the defense establishment 
and his apparently cavalier acceptance of the possibility of nuclear war’ favoured 
the revival of the anti-nuclear movement.12 

Public concern about the possibility that the two superpowers would use nuclear 
weapons rose accordingly. Opinion surveys confirmed this trend: according to a 
Gallup Poll of June 1981, 47% of respondents thought that it was likely that in 
the next ten years the United States would get into a nuclear confrontation with 
the USSR. At the same time, the findings showed that 72% of Americans ‘would 
favor an agreement between the United States and the Soviet Union not to build 
any more nuclear weapons in the future’.13 

Despite the growth of the anti-nuclear movement in the United States, up to 
the beginning of 1982, media attention focused more on European anti-nuclear 
agitation, which it saw as a mass movement. This perception led ‘some West-
ern Officials to worry that [the European movement] could become a political 
force strong enough to erode NATO unity’. 14 In particular, the media suggested 
that NATO allies and the Reagan administration were concerned that the anti-
nuclear campaign could jeopardise the decision to deploy the Euromissiles.15 In 
contrast, the American anti-nuclear movement was portrayed as a more limited 
phenomenon. In fact, one of the first articles about the NWFC, entitled Ban the 
Bombers Back in Business in the Washington Post, underlined that, although arms 
control was re-emerging as a political question, the US movement, unlike the 
one in Europe, was not a mass phenomenon.16 Similarly, the Reagan administra-
tion until at least the end of 1981, was more concerned with the European peace 
movement than its American counterpart. On 18 November 1981, in announcing 
the beginning of the Geneva Talks, Reagan seemed to refer to the European anti-
nuclear movement when he told his audience that many young people ‘question 
why we need weapons, particularly nuclear weapons, to deter war and to assure 
peaceful development. They fear that the accumulation of weapons itself may 
lead to conflagration. Some even propose unilateral disarmament’.17 In the same 
speech, Reagan announced the so-called zero option proposal, which provided 
for the removal of all Soviet intermediate-range nuclear weapons from Europe 
in exchange for a US promise not to deploy the Euromissiles. The administration 
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was aware that this proposal was unacceptable to the Soviets, and the aim was to 
make them appear unwilling to reach an agreement and thus to portray Reagan as 
the peacemaker. 18 

This situation changed in 1982 when several factors coalesced to suggest that 
the NWFC was a mass movement. First, from the second half of 1981 on, support 
for the Freeze campaign grew. Opinion polls suggested that bilaterally freezing 
nuclear stockpiles before cutting the superpowers’ arsenals was finding wide-
spread public support: a Newsweek Poll of March 1982 revealed that 60% of 
respondents were in favour of the moratorium, while a Gallup Poll analysis of 
April 1982 stated that ‘there [was] little question that the nuclear freeze movement 
has made a major political impact in the United States, and it has the potential to 
make an even greater one’.19 Second, petition drives to put the freeze proposal 
on the ballot at local and state levels for the upcoming mid-term elections were 
succeeding, with grass-roots activists having gathered 500,000 signatures in 20 
states. Particularly significant was the success of the Freeze movement in Cali-
fornia: in Reagan’s home state another 500,000 signatures were collected on a 
state-wide initiative petition.20 Third and most important, due to the anti-nuclear 
mobilisation and the increasing public concern about nuclear war, several policy-
makers began paying attention to disarmament issues.21 In February 1982 Con-
gressman Edward Markey (D-MA) introduced a resolution calling for a nuclear 
weapons moratorium in the House of Representatives, and on 10 March, Senators 
Mark Hatfield (R-OR) and Edward Kennedy (D-MA) did the same in the Senate, 
laying the groundwork for the discussion of the freeze proposal in Congress. The 
congressional joint resolution (S.J. 163-H.J. 433) stated that 

1. As an immediate strategic arms control objective, the United States and 
the Soviet Union should: a) pursue a complete halt to the nuclear arms 
race; b) decide when and how to achieve a mutual and verifiable freeze 
on the testing, production, and further deployment of nuclear warheads, 
missiles and other delivery systems; . . . 

2. Proceeding from this freeze, [they] should pursue major, mutual and 
verifiable reductions in nuclear warheads, missiles, and other delivery 
systems.22 

Given these developments, it seems that in 1982 the Reagan administration 
became concerned with the anti-nuclear movement that was challenging the basic 
tenets of his foreign policy, particularly the strategy of  peace through strength, 
and whose lobbying activities, directed at both the public and the Congress, could 
undermine his proposed military budget. Documents reveal that, by spring 1982, 
the administration began to perceive the growth and influence of the anti-nuclear 
movement as a threat and developed a grand strategy to deal with this challenge. 
The introduction of freeze resolutions in both houses of Congress had two main 
effects: it broke through the media indifference towards the NWFC and prompted 
the White House to articulate a coherent answer to growing public anxieties about 
the nuclear danger. 
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The Kennedy-Hatfield resolution was officially presented on 10 March 
1982. The media reaction was almost immediate, with reports about the NWFC 
beginning to appear in the mainstream national press. The following day  The 
Washington Post asserted that the Kennedy initiative showed that ‘the politics 
of mass protest [was] being brought into play in matter of national defense’ 
and that nuclear doctrine, ‘once a well-defined dispute among specialists [was] 
increasingly becoming the subject of popular conflict’.23 The New York Times 
reporter Judith Miller described ‘a growing number of political, religious and 
civic groups throughout the country . . . coalescing into a significant move-
ment’ that had ‘gained momentum and political legitimacy’ with the joint freeze 
resolution.24 

During the spring of 1982, the administration was prompted to explain why it 
could not endorse the moratorium and to clarify what kind of arms control agree-
ments it was seeking. This first White House reaction was an answer not just to 
the Freeze movement and the rising media attention towards disarmament issues 
but also to the renewed congressional activism. Indeed after the official presenta-
tion of the Kennedy-Hatfield resolution, numerous variants as well as additional 
legislative plans to reduce nuclear arsenals were submitted in both chambers. The 
large number of arms control resolutions introduced between March and May 
1982 suggested that arms control was acquiring a new political centrality. 25 Sena-
tors and representatives, probably because of the upcoming mid-term elections, 
seemed to be sensitive to public opinion trends that suggested widespread con-
cerns about nuclear war, and they were anxious to show their electorate that they 
were working to reach an arms control agreement. 

2. Reagan’s Strategy Against the NWFC 
From the spring of 1982 onwards, the White House began to perceive the NWFC, 
public backing of the freeze proposal and arms control resolutions pending in 
Congress as potential threats to its arms control strategy and military buildup and 
began developing a strategy to diminish the appeal of the NWFC. 

William P. Clark, the National Security Advisor, was at the forefront of an 
inter-agency effort to develop a policy offensive on arms control and against the 
Freeze movement, through the creation of a new inter-departmental group, the 
Nuclear Arms Control Information Policy Group (NACIPG). Acknowledging that 
a nuclear scare was hitting US society, the group’s goal was to convince ‘Ameri-
cans whose anxieties are heightened by this movement that our policy solutions 
best meet their desire that the United States do something to lessen the prospect 
of a nuclear holocaust’.26 In recognising that public concerns about nuclear issues 
cut across all major groupings of society, the group intended to influence the 
broadest possible audience in order to prevent worried people from becoming 
anti-nuclear activists. According to the guidelines of the NACIPG, to avoid the 
further widening of anti-nuclear criticism Reagan was supposed to quickly show 
that he was as concerned with the peril of nuclear war as US citizens and that he 
was working to lessen the possibility of a nuclear exchange. 
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The recommendations discussed during the first meeting of NACIPG mate-
rialised with the Eureka College Speech, in which Reagan first made public the 
American negotiating proposal on strategic nuclear weapons. Although he pre-
sented the ‘“starting START” decision as a normal incident in the process of Gov-
ernment’, it was also a step devised to regain the control of the nuclear arms 
debate and to start building public backing for the Administration’s arms control 
approach.27 In the speech given on 9 May 1982, 16 months after his inauguration, 
while announcing the START proposal, Reagan stated that his ‘duty as President 
[was] to ensure that the ultimate nightmare [of nuclear war] never occurs’.28 That 
public address, as revealed by NACIPG documents and underlined also by some 
press comments at the time, seemed to be intended to target many audiences. The 
first was composed of those American citizens scared by Reagan’s lack of activ-
ity in arms control. Polls showed clearly that public opinion not only backed the 
freeze by a wide margin but that nearly half of the public thought Reagan had 
not done enough to decrease the risk of nuclear war. The second audience was 
Congress, which was then considering a number of arms control resolutions. The 
third was formed by NATO governments, which, under pressure from their own 
publics, were urging Reagan to show his willingness to reach an agreement with 
the Soviets, in order to make the dual-track decision more politically viable. Thus, 
Reagan was in some ways forced to announce his proposal before having com-
pleted the arms build-up he considered the necessary precondition to negotiating 
with the Soviets from a position of strength. 

Making a clear negotiating proposal and putting casual talk about nuclear war 
aside was part of a broad strategy to minimise the NWFC’s influence on public 
opinion. As shown by the Eureka College speech, the NACIPG worked on the 
propaganda side by launching a counter peace offensive. Its hope was to lessen 
the fear of nuclear war and erode public opinion backing for the freeze proposal, 
by condemning it as perilous for US national security. The administration also 
engaged in an aggressive battle against the freeze resolution on state and local 
ballots and, above all, in Congress. Reagan and his staff were particularly wor-
ried about congressional activism because they feared that Congress, under the 
pressure of public opinion, might not just approve arms control proposals that 
he overtly opposed, but might go further by cutting the proposed military budget 
and killing his nuclear modernisation program. The administration therefore lob-
bied hard to defeat the Kennedy-Hatfield resolution or at least to have the House 
approve only a diluted version of it.29 As for the NWFC, Reagan also used red-
baiting tactics to discredit it, attempting to represent the movement as pro-Soviet, 
Soviet-led or at least infiltrated by Soviet elements. 

The Freeze House resolution was discussed for the first time in Congress in 
1982: the non-binding resolution asking for a nuclear weapons freeze followed 
by reductions was approved in committee on 23 June.30 The moratorium would 
next be discussed by the full House where, Washington Post ’s William Chapman 
wrote, the same sponsors seemed to ‘attribute the freeze resolution’s popular-
ity in the House to a national campaign of anti-nuclear groups which has made 
it the focal point of elections in many districts this fall’.31 Given the political 
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relevance of the freeze issue for the upcoming mid-term elections, the confron-
tation between the administration and the NWFC together with all the associa-
tions supporting the moratorium was tense. The debate on H.J. 521 took place on 
5 August.32 The outcome was disappointing on the freeze front: after a nine-hour 
debate, the House voted 204–202 to reject H.J. 521.33 Thus, the resolution backed 
by the NWFC and its congressional allies was defeated, albeit by just two votes, 
while the administration’s negotiating philosophy seemed to prevail. 

Although Reagan won, the victory was narrow, not just in terms of vote margin, 
which indicated the sharply divided opinion in the House, but also in relation to 
the intense lobbying effort that the administration put into rejecting the freeze 
resolution. 

Moreover, after the House vote the NACIPG devoted its attention to states 
expected to vote on nuclear freeze referenda, namely Wisconsin, California, New 
Jersey, Rhode Island, Michigan, Arizona, North Dakota, Oregon, Montana, and 
the District of Columbia.34 

Despite the Administration’s efforts, on 2 November, the nuclear weapons 
freeze referendum passed in what the NWFC described as ‘the closest equiva-
lent to a national referendum in the history of American democracy’. Taking into 
account the Wisconsin vote, the proposal calling for a US-Soviet nuclear weapons 
freeze was approved in 9 out of 10 states, in the District of Columbia and in 34 out 
of 37 cities that had referenda. According to Freeze campaign data, 19,175,914 
people, 25% of American electorate, cast their votes and the moratorium proposal 
received 11.6 million yes votes and 7.9 million no votes, passing with a 60% 
majority. 35 

In 1982 the NWFC had obtained positive results: despite Reagan’s opposition, 
it could claim victory in the first nationwide referendum on the nuclear arms race 
while at the same time the new House, controlled by the Democrats, gave hope 
that the freeze legislation would be approved in 1983 by a wide margin. 

3. The SDI: Countering the Anti-Nuclear Movement? 
On 3 January 1983, nuclear weapons freeze bills were introduced in both the 
House and the Senate.36 After approval in committee, on 16 March, the House 
opened the debate on the freeze bill. One week later, President Reagan, surpris-
ing some of his own advisors, announced the Strategic Defence Initiative, using a 
lexicon that seemed, paradoxically, to borrow themes from the anti-nuclear move-
ment. Given the widespread anti-nuclear mobilisation and the resolution pending 
in Congress, the SDI speech seems to be another attempt to control and influence 
the public debate on the nuclear issue.37 The president spoke not only about reduc-
ing and limiting nuclear arsenals but also about the possibility of ‘freeing the 
world from the threat of nuclear war’. 38 In trying to convince the public that he 
shared the concerns of anti-nuclear activists, he presented the SDI as an alterna-
tive to nuclear war. This was a clear choice that followed the guidelines discussed 
within the NACIPG in 1982. Behind this strategy laid the belief that it was nec-
essary to deconstruct the widespread perception that Reagan was a warmonger 
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and convince the public that the president was working to prevent the nuclear 
Armageddon. 

Indeed, during the debate on the freeze resolution in the House, the administra-
tion began to add a new strategy to the one based on the constant denunciation of 
the danger inherent in the moratorium and to the efforts to defeat it in Congress: 
adopting a rhetoric that seemingly aimed at co-opting the anti-nuclear movement, 
using the same lexicon and borrowing from it some themes. This strategy fol-
lowed the guidelines discussed within the Nuclear Arms Control Information 
Policy Group in 1982, and it was based on the belief that it was necessary to coun-
ter the widespread perception that Reagan was a warmonger: the administration 
aimed at convincing the public opinion that the president shared the same concern 
of anti-nuclear protesters about the effects of a nuclear war. Therefore, from this 
perspective, the SDI became also a powerful instrument against the anti-nuclear 
movement, basically stealing the anti-nuclear line of reasoning and challenging 
the NWFC with the same anti-nuclear language, in the attempt to avoid the further 
widening of the anti-nuclear front. 

Indeed, in his Address to the Nation on Defense and National Security on 23 
March, President Reagan stated that he wanted to ‘share’ with American citizens 
‘a vision of the future that offers hope’. In the president’s words, the United States 
should have undertaken ‘a program to counter the awesome Soviet missile with 
measures that are defensive’. 

What if – asked Reagan rhetorically – free people could live secure in the 
knowledge that their security did not rest upon the threat of instant U.S. retal-
iation to deter a Soviet attack, that we could intercept and destroy strategic 
ballistic missiles before they reached our own soil or that of our allies? 

With these words, the former California governor announced the Strategic 
Defence Initiative. The SDI, immediately dubbed ‘Star Wars’ by the media, fore-
saw the launch of a vast research project for the creation of a national anti-ballistic 
system: an anti-nuclear shield that should not only protect the United States from 
Soviet missiles but ‘free the world from the threat of nuclear war’. 39 

The announcement of the SDI, and the abolitionist tone used by the president, 
was an alarming development for the anti-nuclear movement for different reasons. 
First of all, it was understood as a further destabilising system in the already tense 
nuclear confrontation between the two superpowers, capable of forever compro-
mising the achievement of any nuclear arms control agreement in the future. For 
this reason, in the following months and years it was constantly denounced by the 
NWFC as a threat for the stability of the international system since it increased the 
danger of a nuclear arms race in space and consequently the peril of a confronta-
tion with the USSR. Second, despite the fact that the SDI constituted a danger 
similar to that posed by other nuclear systems, for the anti-nuclear movement it 
was very difficult to concretely deal with ‘Star Wars’. This difficulty stemmed 
from the fact that, since it was only a research project, it was complex to mobil-
ise the anti-nuclear constituency against it. Finally, immediately after the public 
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announcement of the SDI, the anti-nuclear movement interpreted the new system 
as a specific challenge from a rhetorical point of view, as the president presented 
it as an effective recipe to overcome the peril of nuclear annihilation. 

In relation to the rhetorical dimension of the ‘Star Wars’ speech, and beyond 
the interpretations concerning the origins of the SDI, the important fact for the 
US anti-nuclear movement was that, in announcing this research programme, the 
president used rhetoric that seemed detached from his usual hard-liner tones used 
only two weeks before, when he publicly stated that the Soviet Union was an ‘evil 
empire’.40 As a matter of fact, during the SDI speech, Reagan’s language and the 
words he choose were useful in eroding the public consensus of the anti-nuclear 
movement, an objective identified by the Nuclear Arms Control Information Pol-
icy Group as early as 1982. 

Addressing the country’s scientific community, Reagan invited ‘those who 
gave us nuclear weapons, to turn their great talents to the cause of mankind and 
world peace to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weapons impotent 
and obsolete’. The research programme that Reagan envisioned was to help ‘to 
achieve our ultimate goal’: ‘eliminating the threat posed by strategic nuclear mis-
siles’ and paving the way ‘to eliminating the weapons themselves’. The presi-
dent also stressed how, through this research project, which ‘holds the promise 
of changing the course of human history’, the United States ‘seek neither mili-
tary superiority nor political advantage’, since the only single aim was a means 
‘to reduce the danger of a nuclear war’. 41 In an unusually conciliatory way, the 
president underlined that, through the SDI, the United States did not aim to obtain 
advantages from the military or political point of view but was pursuing the far 
more important goal of ridding the world of the danger posed by nuclear weapons. 
Moreover, Reagan suggested also that he not only believed that the SDI could 
make nuclear weapons harmless and useless but that it would pave the way for 
arms control. 

As Frances Fitzgerald has pointed out, the tones used in his ‘Star Wars speech’ 
seem to suggest that the SDI, or at least the speech with which it was announced to 
the world, was not just a message to the Soviet Union but also a rhetorical device 
to address the domestic political situation. During March 1983, the anti-nuclear 
movement was still supported by a large part of public opinion; furthermore, Con-
gress, which had refused the appropriation of further funds for the MX missile at 
the end of 1982, was expected to vote again on this issue in May 1983; finally, the 
House was about to vote for the freeze resolution bill while Reagan’s popularity 
seemed to be declining. According to Fitzgerald, it was to address this political 
context that the Reagan administration began to think about the idea of launching 
the Strategic Defence Initiative, which was therefore a rhetorical tool to regain 
popularity, to unblock the impasse in relation to rearmament, and to co-opt, at 
least partially, the anti-nuclear movement.42 

While in previous months Reagan had underlined on several occasions that 
he also shared the fears of that part of the public opinion worried about the con-
sequences of a nuclear conflict, he seemed to go further with his speech of 23 
March, making reference not just to arms control but also to disarmament. 
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At least on the declaratory level, the president seemed to adopt the movement’s 
point of view because he not only denounced the danger of a nuclear war but 
affirmed that his main aim was the elimination of the threat posed by nuclear mis-
siles. This was striking since, for the previous two years, he had argued instead 
for the need for a comprehensive nuclear rearmament plan to confront Moscow 
from a position of strength. 

The hypothesis that the public intervention on the SDI was elaborated taking 
into account the domestic political situation seems to be confirmed not only by 
the rhetoric used but also by the situation in the House: there the Reagan admin-
istration was facing enormous difficulties in convincing representatives to oppose 
the legislative provision on the nuclear freeze that met with a broad consensus in 
the public opinion and whose approval would have been an implicit condemna-
tion of the management of negotiations with Moscow. Second, the Congress was 
expected to vote again on the controversial MX missile system in May, and Rea-
gan hoped that being more conciliatory on the issue of nuclear weapons reduc-
tion could increase the likelihood of a positive voting result. Finally, since the 
administration had failed to counter the spread of the anti-nuclear movement and 
discredit its ideas in the face of American public opinion, it seems plausible that with 
the ‘Star Wars’ Speech Reagan was trying to co-opt the movement and that 
part of the electorate which supported him, trying to convince both of them that, 
despite the different strategies, both the president of the United States and those 
who were challenging his defence policies had the same ultimate goal: the elimi-
nation of nuclear weapons. 

Beside what was perceived by the movement as a rhetorical threat, anti-nuclear 
activists accused Reagan of wanting to add a new dimension to the nuclear arms 
race, namely outer space, until then considered only ‘an arena for important sci-
entific and peaceful results’.43 Moreover, according to the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, one of the most important actors in the debate on nuclear arms control, 
‘Reagan’s infatuation with Star Wars’, coupled with mutual suspicions, American 
accusations of alleged Soviet violations, and the bureaucratic internal resistance 
of both superpowers at reaching an agreement, meant the possibilities of a posi-
tive outcome of the arms control negotiations was tenuous.44 And it is precisely the 
negative impact on arms control negotiations that the activists denounced in the 
following years. In its publications, the NWFC presented the SDI as a serious chal-
lenge for international security. The movement indeed underlined that ‘introducing 
Star Wars escalates the arms race and sabotages arms control’ and that ‘by declaring 
Star Wars to being not negotiable the Reagan administration is declaring arms con-
trol not negotiable’. Furthermore, activists underlined that ‘Star Wars illegally vio-
lates the ABM Treaty signed in 1972’ and that ‘no major U.S. weapons system has 
ever been researched and tested without being deployed and Star Wars would be no 
different’, increasing the peril of military confrontation with the USSR. Moreover, 
‘Star Wars will lead to an arms race in the space. This will increase international 
tensions between the U.S. and the Soviet Union and prevent further progress toward 
peace’. Finally, according to the NWFC the main problem was that ‘Star Wars seeks 
a military solution to a problem that should be solved by political negotiations’.45 
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Beyond the constant attempts to gain the public’s attention on the perils posed 
by the construction of the space shield envisioned by Reagan, the SDI proved to 
be a challenge difficult to overcome for the anti-nuclear movement. Indeed, for 
the NWFC it was arduous to mount a protest against what was just a research proj-
ect. The leadership of the Freeze Campaign tried to integrate the protest against 
the SDI in its agenda: starting in March 1983, the NWFC inserted information 
in some fact sheets about the SDI and the dangers associated with the placement 
of nuclear weapons in space, but aside from this, it did not organise any specific 
public events on that theme. Indeed, according to the Freeze leadership, it was dif-
ficult to try to mobilise people around this issue that was perceived as something 
less concrete than other nuclear systems. Also for this reason, during the rest of 
the year all the energies of the campaign were focused on convincing the ‘US 
Government to propose a comprehensive, bilateral freeze to the Soviet Union’ and 
on the Euromissiles issue.46 

In the end, the SDI didn’t trigger a mobilisation like the dual-track decision or 
Reagan’s military build-up and the community of experts and politicians primar-
ily discussed it in its technical aspects. However, at the same time, the SDI or 
at least the rhetorical device and the timing used by Reagan to present it proved 
to be a challenge for the anti-nuclear movement. From this point of view, the 
SDI represented the capability of the president to create a situation that was in 
discontinuity with his warmonger attitude of the recent past and that was useful 
in defusing public fears of a nuclear confrontation. By being able to reassure 
public opinion, the president at least partially eroded the capability of the move-
ment to mobilise people, not just against the SDI but more generally around the 
anti-nuclear issue. 

From 1983 onwards, albeit slowly, the SDI entered the public debate, not in its 
technical aspects, but as an alternative potential tool to avoid the nuclear destruc-
tion of the nation. In this way, in fact, together with the general change in the 
president’s negotiating posture and attitude towards the USSR, it contributed to 
weakening the ability of the anti-nuclear movement to act effectively in the public 
space. 

Not by chance, the Gallup institute made its last poll on the nuclear weap-
ons freeze in September 1984. After that date, opinion polls on arms control and 
the relationship between Moscow and Washington continued while opinion polls 
regarding the nuclear freeze proposal were replaced by those concerning SDI, ‘a 
change that reflects how Reagan had managed to successfully redefine the issue 
of nuclear weapons’.47 The president indeed partially succeeded in tempering the 
nation’s nuclear fears by announcing the SDI with a lexicon that seemed close to 
that of the anti-nuclear movement. The fact that Reagan was able to lessen the 
fear of a nuclear confrontation and thus also to weaken the anti-nuclear movement 
was also confirmed by the November 1984 electoral results. The president’s chal-
lenger, Walter Mondale was a supporter of the freeze proposal, which was also 
included in the Democratic platform. Nevertheless, the president was reconfirmed 
with 59% of the vote compared to the 41% obtained by Mondale, winning 49 
States (Mondale only won Minnesota).48 According to some analysts, Reagan’s 
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landslide victory was due also to the ability of the president to manipulate ‘the 
issue of war and peace’ and reassure public opinion. 49 

As a matter of fact, the Reagan administration perceived the anti-nuclear 
mobilisation as a domestic threat that, intertwining with the pressure of allied 
governments, was putting its nuclear build-up and foreign policy strategy under 
siege. Moreover, under pressure from US public opinion and Congress, mobilised 
by the NWFC, Reagan found himself compelled to alter his warmongering image 
and bellicose rhetoric and prove he was willing to achieve an agreement with the 
Soviets. Taking into account the domestic pressure and the specific wording cho-
sen by Reagan, the SDI speech could be considered as part of the ‘peace offensive’ 
devised by the NACIPG in order to challenge the US anti-nuclear movement. And 
this peace offensive was effective in reassuring domestic public opinion and in 
eroding, at least moderately, a part of the consensus that the anti-nuclear move-
ment had enjoyed until then. 
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 12 SDI as a Contested Imaginary in 
British Culture and Society 
‘Winning in Space’

 Jonathan Hogg 

 Introduction 
1983 was a year defined by nuclear controversy. The decade began with steadily 
increasing nuclear mobilisation following the NATO decision to place nuclear 
cruise missiles on European soil, which was due to happen after the 1983 Gen-
eral Election. British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, a staunchly pro-nuclear 
politician, welcomed further nuclear installations as a solidification of the deter-
rence posture. Consequently, the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) 
and aligned anti-nuclear groups became highly active again, with the largest 
mass protests since the 1960s occurring throughout Europe over the issue. Gov-
ernment nuclear policy was attacked head-on by the Labour Party, and its 1983 
General Election manifesto contained a pledge to unilaterally ban nuclear weap-
ons. Anti-nuclear hopes were pinned to this electoral gamble, and while polls 
from the time suggest that a significant number of British people favoured a 
demilitarised future without nuclear weapons, Labour was defeated heavily at 
the polls.1 

In this context, US President Ronald Reagan’s new vision of nuclear strat-
egy laid out in his ‘Star Wars’ speech from March of that year was initially a 
minor issue for the anti-nuclear movement in Britain. The project, later named 
the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI), was announced at a moment when Brit-
ish culture was defined, in part, by conflicting nuclear imaginaries. In an era 
marked by the popular perception of a rising nuclear threat, it was increas-
ingly common to witness extreme – or realistic – representations of nuclear 
war, such as the British TV film  Threads (1984), for instance.2 Alongside the 
activities of CND, novel forms of anti-nuclear protest had already emerged in 
the 1980s before Reagan announced his new vision of nuclear missile defence. 
Most significantly, in early autumn 1981, a group of Welsh women walked over 
a hundred miles to RAF Greenham Common in Berkshire, England, to protest 
against the proposed placement of Cruise missiles there. The Greenham Com-
mon Peace Camp was created the following year, which was populated until the 
turn of the century. 

The political and cultural milieu that enabled this alternative expression of 
citizenship was shaped by a set of frustrations that emerged from the economic 
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decline of the 1970s and a sense of disenchantment with mainstream political 
choices, signalled by a lack of patience with even the increasingly radical left-
leaning Labour Party led by CND founder member Michael Foot from 1980. 
This group of highly committed female protestors insisted that the nuclear 
arms race was enabled by patriarchal power structures that sustained the con-
stant threat of nuclear annihilation. As sociologist Alison Young described in 
her book Femininity in Dissent, their efforts were consistently derided in the 
British tabloid press.3 Presented as deviant, unclean, irresponsible, and politi-
cally suspect by The Sun and Daily Express newspapers especially, Greenham 
protesters nevertheless garnered positive publicity for their dramatic acts of 
protest, which included creating a human chain nine miles long around the 
perimeter of the military base.4 The fundamental aim of the Greenham women 
was to abolish nuclear weapons and ensure a peaceful future for the younger 
generation. 

With his Star Wars speech, Reagan promised something similar. As historian, 
European Nuclear Disarmament (END) and CND activist E.P. Thompson would 
later summarise, Reagan had ‘out-homilied the Bishops, and he stole the Freeze 
movement’s clothes while it was bathing’. 5 This chapter argues that Reagan’s 
vision of nuclear defence ushered in a new imaginary of nuclear weapons which 
subtly rejected the growing moral case made by the anti-nuclear movement. 
While anti-nuclear responses to SDI in the era reflected the discursive force of 
fear and uncertainty, other voices countered these opinions by arguing for the dip-
lomatic advantages of British support for the strategy. Although there were a rich 
set of opinions against SDI, ultimately, imaginaries created around SDI helped 
strengthen nuclear mobilisation during the decade.6 

While scholars of British nuclear culture have pointed to the defining qualities 
of nuclear issues in the 1980s, little attention has been paid to the social and cul-
tural impact of Reagan’s speech and its aftermath. Standing in direct opposition to 
the worldview of the Greenham women and CND, Reagan, a Republican politi-
cian representing a conservatism that promoted patriotism and traditional family 
values, attempted to alter the parameters of nuclear discourse by suggesting a new 
path towards nuclear ‘defence’. In this way, Reagan, and to some extent the Brit-
ish politicians who later fell in line behind SDI, created a new imaginary that was 
on one hand preposterous, and on the other offered an idealistic, optimistic, and 
pragmatic vision of a peaceful future. The ways in which this clash of worldviews 
was represented in the British press illuminates the highly contested and polarised 
nature of nuclear discourse in the 1980s. 

This chapter explores the phases that marked the cultural and social responses 
to SDI by analysing journalistic discourse, activist activity, and popular culture. 
Through analysing the language used in relation to SDI, it argues that a sociotech-
nical imaginary of SDI was created, and that it served political ends by generating 
socially and politically acceptable knowledge of nuclear weapons. Arguing that 
the use of language to some extent supported policy and constructed imaginar-
ies suggests that both language and ideas served a powerful function in British 
culture and society. 7 
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Imaginaries and Reagan’s Speech 
Using ‘the imagination’ or ‘imaginaries’ as an analytical framework is an estab-
lished way of conceiving the links between Cold War policy and domestic culture. 
Indeed, during the Cold War era scholars had already started to trace the blurred 
lines between fact and fiction in the nuclear arms race. In 1988, cultural histo-
rian H. Bruce Franklin published War Stars: the Superweapon and the American 
Imagination, which explored the direct links between American writers, industry, 
and government. Franklin, infamously fired from Stanford University in 1972 
over alleged incitement to riot over the Vietnam War, argued that science fiction 
played a central role in the construction of particular ideas about superweapons. 
Of course, weapons of mass destruction, lasers in space, and futuristic military 
technology had been the staple of popular fiction and film throughout the twen-
tieth century, but Franklin argued that ‘the new consciousness about American 
superweapons is central to some of the most vital expressions of contemporary 
American culture’.8 Elsewhere, historian Jon Agar argues that, in the United 
States, ‘newspaper and popular science press coverage was also highly influen-
tial, not least because these were a main source of imagery that visually encour-
aged the view that SDI was feasible’9 

Literary scholar David Seed’s earlier work supports such assumptions through 
tracing the long history of entanglement between imagined weapons and their 
subsequent development.10 This circular phenomenon on the one hand highlights 
the political power of representation and ideas, and on the other highlights how 
well-known science fiction writers such as Robert Heinlein became fierce defend-
ers of Cold War militarism, SDI included. 11 The broader literature on the impor-
tance of mass media, propaganda, and journalism in establishing, reinforcing or 
resisting Cold War ideas continues to grow. 12 

These overlaps between fact and fiction are not hard to find in digitised British 
newspaper archives. In the 1970s, futuristic concepts such as ‘atomic death rays’ 
fuelled a particular vision of an antagonistic and tense nuclear arms race between 
the United States of America and the Soviet Union that might reach beyond earthly 
territorial limits.13 As a set of ideas and images, SDI slotted in well with nuclear 
fiction that emerged in the 1980s, a decade shaped by a ‘politics of vulnerability’ 
where popular culture routinely represented the apocalyptic violence of nuclear 
weapons. Cordle argues that the ‘fundamental instability produced by nuclear 
culture’ impacted upon Anglo-American life in this era. 14 Alongside this influ-
ential strand of scholarship highlighting the importance of Cold War imaginaries 
rooted in fictional discourse, others have also acknowledged the importance of the 
imagination in relation to space defence, with Jon Agar arguing that ‘SDI worked 
in, and on, the imagination’.15 

Recent work in the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS) has explored 
the active social agency of ‘sociotechnical imaginaries’. Sismondo argues that 
‘imaginative infrastructure’ serves ‘the possibility of shaping terrains of choices 
and thereby of actions’, whereas Sam Robinson suggests that imaginaries ‘allow 
states to more effectively control society and ‘other’ those who do not share their 
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same vision’.16 Sheila Jasanoff, who first defined the concept, argued that these 
imaginaries are, 

collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed visions of 
desirable futures, animated by shared understandings of forms of social life 
and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in science 
and technology. 17 

Jasanoff traces how scientific knowledge ‘both embeds and is embedded in 
social practices, identities, norms, conventions, discourses, instruments and 
institutions – in short, in all the building blocks of what we term the social’.18 

Nuclear sociotechnical imaginaries became a feature of Cold War life, shaping 
how governments and populations responded to and understood technological 
change.19 Emerging in British political culture from the 1950s onwards, these 
imaginaries served to downplay the unique danger of nuclear weapons, contain 
fear, encourage survivability and control, and promote both deterrence ideology 
and the development of military nuclear technology as national virtues.20 Viewed 
through the lens of sociotechnical imaginaries, it is hard to deny Reagan’s speech 
was one of the more notable ‘publicly performed visions’ of a desirable future in 
the Cold War era. 

This vision, which quickly became an evocative and contested imaginary in 
British culture, both supported a particular form of social life and social order 
and, of course, was used to legitimise a new direction in nuclear weapons strategy, 
away from Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD). In his speech, Reagan offered 
an imaginative departure from the nuclear status quo: 

Let me share with you a vision of the future which offers hope. It is that 
we embark on a program to counter the awesome Soviet missile threat with 
measures that are defensive . . . [turning to] the very strengths in technology 
that spawned our great industrial base and that have given us the quality of 
life we enjoy today . . . I call upon the scientific community who gave us 
nuclear weapons to turn their great talents to the cause of mankind and world 
peace: to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weapons impotent and 
obsolete.21 

Promising an era of nuclear defensiveness, where new technologies would be 
harnessed for peaceful ends, Reagan painted a seductive ‘vision of the future’, 
which was aimed at securing domestic political gain and leveraging global dip-
lomatic advantage.22 Reagan’s speech can also be read as one that encouraged 
and strengthened a particular ‘sociotechnical imaginary’ of nuclear weapons that 
recast the morality and perceived danger of nuclear brinkmanship. Historian Jeff 
Smith, in 1989, argued that SDI was a deliberate attempt to attach the ideals of 
virtue and heroism to American nuclear policy, where science and technology had 
to be presented as virtuous and progressive fields of activity in an era where they 
were being increasingly challenged.23 Nuclear weapons, with all their negative 
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connotations, were ‘the disruption that SDI responded to’, and therefore Reagan’s 
SDI speech was ‘part of a web spun from the discourses on virtue, human power, 
and the state’ that then allowed certain concepts to function powerfully in Ameri-
can popular culture.24 

Indeed, by 1988 presidential candidates presented themselves as ‘heirs to the 
Star Wars dream’: aligning themselves to this firmly embedded imaginary allowed 
them access to technopolitical prestige, and present a progressive worldview. 25 H. 
Bruce Franklin argued that SDI was ‘a purely passive and restorative . . . effort to 
go not forward but back’.26 Reagan’s speech struck a nostalgic tone, activating a 
homely and peaceful imaginary of timeless American values and characteristics 
that depended on downplaying nuclear danger in the present.27 

The speech introduced a series of techno-scientific ambitions, set out a 
new direction in Cold War rhetoric, attempted to justify heightened American 
defence spending, and offered ‘a new hope for our children in the twenty-first 
century’. A highly masculinised sociotechnical imaginary emerged which chal-
lenged the dominant imaginary of vulnerable airspace (weapons were poten-
tially now ‘impotent and obsolete’), promised to reduce the danger of nuclear 
war, and constructed the idea that technology could be harnessed to defend 
‘free people’ from nuclear attack. Presented as a research and development 
programme – not a project with the dual aims of technological superiority and 
political advantage – this particular imaginary had the benefit of extending 
flexibly and adaptively into the future which allowed SDI, in time, to appear 
resilient and legitimate in the face of criticism. Reagan’s speech dovetailed 
with this imaginary and offered the reassurance that technology could solve 
the nuclear arms race, not deepen it. An imaginary of nuclear optimism and 
peaceful defensiveness was created that shrouded the aggressive and deadly 
properties that the technology promised. The ‘desirable future’ imagined in his 
speech was clear enough. 

Star Wars and British Politics 
In time, SDI also became a useful imaginary for British politicians that served 
to ultimately downplay the danger of nuclear weapons, legitimise spending on 
nuclear research and development, and strengthen nuclear deterrence as an idea 
by placing moral emphasis on defensiveness. While Reagan’s announcement of 
SDI was followed by a concerted propaganda campaign in the United States, the 
UK government made little effort to actively promote SDI in public. 28 Rather, 
Thatcher’s early dismissive comments on the initiative turned to cautious defence 
of American plans, and then more vocal support. 29 Jon Agar has detailed the dis-
agreement between political and scientific communities over the viability of SDI, 
while suggesting that many did not agree with Thatcher’s eventual acceptance of 
SDI.30 He argues that Thatcher was eventually more favourable compared to some 
ministers and advisors, stating ‘it is a feature of the SDI question that leading 
politicians, not least Reagan and Thatcher, were far more credulous than experts 
or journalists’.31 
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In the UK, one aspect of SDI that particularly ‘exercised the public imagina-
tion . . . was the perception that this was an American attempt to achieve a stra-
tegic superiority which would allow it to win nuclear wars’.32 Although political 
scientist Trevor Taylor argued that ‘there were few early public signs of the nature 
of the UK response’, he did suggest four stages that framed the response from 
the UK government.33 After the initially slow response to SDI, limited support to 
the initiative was announced publicly, UK participation in SDI research was then 
sought and, in the end, SDI contracts were negotiated directly with America. 34 

Naturally, the press covered the diplomatic loggerheads that emerged after the 
introduction of SDI.35 As Aaron Bateman argued in a recent article in  Physics 
Today, ‘whereas Reagan uncritically trusted technology to achieve a nuclear-free 
world, Thatcher was more focused on the details of the science and felt that there 
would be major obstacles to implementation that only years of basic research 
could overcome’.36 Thatcher 

was optimistic about the economic, scientific, and defence potential of SDI 
research, even if the entire system did not come to fruition. Thatcher was 
also enthusiastic about the negative Soviet reaction to SDI: she believed that 
Soviet fear could be useful for getting the USSR back to the arms control 
negotiating table. In his published memoir, Thatcher’s Chief Press Secre-
tary Bernard Ingham placed special emphasis on the anxiety caused by SDI. 
Reagan had ‘what Mrs Thatcher felt were over-optimistic expectations of the 
SDI. She never expected this defensive system would be able to neutralise 
every nuclear weapon.37 

In British public discourse, this led to more questions than answers in the 
months after Reagan’s announcement: could SDI actually be developed, and what 
were the consequences, if so?38 Geoffrey Howe, speaking when secretary of state 
for foreign and commonwealth affairs, thought it was ‘geared to a concept that 
might prove elusive’, while political scientist Paul Sharp has argued that Thatcher 
believed alternatives to deterrence policy were a ‘perilous pretence’.39 Yet, despite 
Thatcher’s concerns about SDI’s feasibility, her government eventually publicly 
supported Reagan’s plan. 40 By 1984, Thatcher considered herself ‘reassured’ by 
the American administration on the question of SDI. 41 The year after, Michael 
Heseltine, secretary of state for defence, was discussing publicly how British uni-
versities and other research centres could attract large SDI research contracts. 42 

The political ‘left’ in Britain were broadly critical of SDI throughout the 1980s. 
Labour leader Michael Foot was alarmed by the prospect of SDI, arguing that ‘the 
arms race could be transferred to space at infinite cost and peril’.43 In his diaries, 
Tony Benn believed that Reagan couldn’t give up SDI because his reputation 
and political survival were at stake: the Republicans would ‘eat him alive if he 
abandoned Star Wars before the mid-term elections’. 44 In Benn’s eyes, Reagan 
became the obstacle to nuclear disarmament by the end of the Cold War.45 SDI, 
as both real policy and a set of ideas about the future of nuclear defence, was 
contested within British journalistic culture. Most left-leaning publications such 
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as The Guardian and The Daily Mirror tended to be broadly critical of SDI, while 
The Times and The Daily Express, representing more right-leaning perspectives, 
mainly backed the initiative. While the left-leaning press often focused on issues 
at the core of the anti-nuclear agenda, such as the diplomatic instability SDI could 
cause, the right-leaning press offered more focus on the technologies involved 
and served as a platform for official spokespeople. It should be acknowledged 
that broadsheets such as The Guardian and The Times contained a proportion of 
articles on SDI, which may be defined as neutral in tone. In the next section, a 
general survey of the journalistic discourse surrounding SDI will trace how the 
political phases sketched earlier played out in public. 

Star Wars in British Society and Culture: The Complexities 
of Nuclear Citizenship in the 1980s 

 Contested Imaginaries 

Following Ronald Reagan’s ‘Star Wars’ speech in March 1983, a political car-
toon in The Observer morphed the ageing actor into Darth Vader brandishing 
a pair of futuristic ray guns. R2D2, another key character in the original Star 
Wars films, hopped around at his heels in alarm, shouting ‘Hold it Mr President, 
we’re the GOOD guys!!’. Linking together the nickname ‘Star Wars’ with a blunt 
critique of the ‘defensive’ claims of Reagan’s strategy, this cartoon perfectly 
encapsulates many initial responses to Reagan’s rhetoric in Britain. 46 At other 
moments in the Cold War era too – with  Dr Strangelove (1964) being the most 
obvious example – humour was mobilised to shift attention away from the more 
fundamental anxieties inherent in the new application of these technologies, or 
to satirise nuclear diplomacy. Humour served to puncture fantasies of defence, 
security, and power. 

To begin with, SDI became an easy object of derision in the British press. 
The Guardian reported that there was ‘little hope’ of SDI ever succeeding, and 
a generally dismissive tone dominated that newspaper, labelling SDI an unreal-
istic fantasy. 47 Cartoons poked fun at Reagan’s initiative, quickly labelled ‘Star 
Wars’ by US Senator Ted Kennedy, and reiterated on  Time magazine’s front cover 
in April 1984. Of course, SDI was officially declared to be defensive in nature, 
which was a useful imaginary to promote. Robert Patman summed it up well in 
2007 when he wrote, ‘while SDI was not threatening in itself – it was a research 
programme – it symbolised a declaration by Reagan to achieve strategic superior-
ity over the USSR and undermine its claim to superpower status’.48 The realisa-
tion that SDI was a longer-term nuclear strategy led to expressions of fear and 
uncertainty, marking the next phase of responses to SDI. Those who pointed out 
the permanence of the strategy highlighted the perceived illegality of SDI, and the 
way it contravened the NPT and ABM treaties. 49 This led to the impression that 
people were uncertain what to make of the plans and unsure whether to be worried 
or reassured. The Guardian was keen to highlight the diplomatic instability SDI 
would cause, as the Soviet Union sought ways to maintain balance.50 
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The British press regularly reported on Moscow’s response to SDI.  The Guard-
ian reported how the Soviet news agency TASS argued that SDI ‘amounted to a 
new attempt at strategic superiority’ and violated existing agreements. 51 It was 
reported that the Soviet leaders were critical of SDI as representing the beginning 
of an expensive new arms race, and feared American intentions. 52 In a similar 
vein, Labour MP Dennis Skinner slammed the plan, arguing that more missiles 
would be built to counteract SDI, and ‘the whole thing will just escalate in a luna-
tic fashion’.53 A spokesperson from MIT was quoted as saying this was a ‘new 
cycle’ in the nuclear arms race, while the editor of  Jane’s All the World’s Aircraft 
called SDI an ‘alarming’ development. 54 The prospect of longer-term escalation 
was, ironically, discussed into the late 1980s. 55 In June 1984, an article in the 
Guardian titled ‘Atomic Nightmare of the New Era’ detailed the practical dif-
ficulties facing SDI, and offered a damning assessment of the impact of SDI on 
the prospect of disarmament.56 The Labour Party denounced SDI in strong terms, 
publicly represented with headlines such as ‘Labour opposition to SDI spelt out 
by Kinnock’, “Star Wars” condemned by Kinnock at NATO’, and ‘SDI genie 
must be put back in bottle – Healey’.57 David Owen wrote a withering public let-
ter to Margaret Thatcher, which was published in  The Guardian in 1984.58 In it, 
he criticised the strategic and moral basis of SDI. 

The notion of irresponsibility and immorality was often attached to discussions 
of SDI, with an arms race in space presented as reckless, risky, unpopular, and 
Reagan’s ‘fairy tale’. 59 Television presenter Terry Wogan, in conversation with 
scientist Carl Sagan on the chat-show Wogan, broadcast in 1985, described Star 
Wars as ‘the thing that’s most in the news, that most excites the imagination and 
indeed the anxieties’.60 It is true that some elements of the press focused on the 
perceived ‘fear’ that SDI had created in Europe and the danger of an isolated and 
heavily defended the United States.61 

There were varied responses across Britain, with the Perthshire Advertiser con-
demning the plans, for example. A local church group ‘Kirk’s Church and Nation 
Committee’ made ‘an all out attack on America’s Star Wars programme. Most 
sanely it suggests that what I term President Reagan’s dangerous toy is a threat 
to the peace of the world and the prospects of peace’.62 The article mentioned 
6,500 US scientists who were boycotting work on the project, because ‘they fear 
for the world’. The Sunday Times reported that 70 key British computer scientists 
will refuse to cooperate with the United States ‘star wars’ project’. 63 Many voices 
contributed to the critical reception of SDI but, as with other aspects of nuclear 
development, resistance in print did not translate to effective direct protest. In par-
allel fashion, while the utopian and dystopian imaginaries attached to SDI were 
contested, it proved difficult to counter the optimistic sociotechnical imaginary of 
nuclear defensiveness. 

Defending SDI: Technological Viability and the Cold War 

In 1985, the reality of SDI as a large-scale research project was becoming 
clearer.  The Times reported on American anti-satellite weapons tests, and echoed 
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claims that ‘by the end of 1986 the United States will be able to demonstrate 
technology to show that the US could develop a weapon to shoot down the 
entire Soviet intercontinental ballistic missile fleet as it tried to enter space’.64 

Talks between Reagan and Gorbachev at Geneva in 1985 confirmed the dip-
lomatic and military importance of SDI. By autumn 1986, SDI had become 
such an important element of American nuclear strategy that Reagan’s refusal 
to compromise on the programme scuppered talks with the Soviet Union at 
Reykjavik. While many politicians and commentators were scathing about this 
consequence of SDI, certain sections of the press, notably the Daily Express, 
argued that SDI was a success and that America and the West were ‘winning 
in space’. General Daniel Graham, founder of High Frontier in 1981, promoted 
the ‘genius of American technology’ and claimed that although ‘Star Wars was 
dismissed two years ago as a comic strip fantasy [it] has suddenly dashed Soviet 
dreams of nuclear supremacy’. Arguing that SDI could be a reality within a 
few years, it is clear that American propaganda efforts had also percolated into 
British culture.65 The Daily Express criticised Labour’s position on SDI before 
and after the General Election. Michael Foot was criticised, because he ‘not 
only hates nukes, but lasers too’, and one headline proclaimed, ‘Star Wars! U.S. 
Lasers a knockout!’66 

In response to an episode of Panorama based on SDI, shown on the BBC in 
1987, the Daily Express accused the programme of ‘disinformation’ about the 
initiative. Panorama had claimed that SDI was ‘bad science, hitched to dubious 
political aims and false promises made to the public’.67 The commentary from the 
Daily Express stated that, according to Panorama, 

SDI is a Right-wing conspiracy dreamed up by that old favourite, the 
military-industrial complex, in order to destroy our chances of arms control 
agreements. An important strategic concept really deserves serious on a [sic] 
national television network rather than doses of boringly-familiar Leftish 
claptrap.68 

The newspaper had called the current affairs programme a ‘battered flagship’ 
earlier that month.69 

Some broadsheets defended SDI as well, specifically in relation to the eco-
nomics of defence contracts. E.P. Thompson argued that ‘for some reason  The 
Times of London had become the leading organ in Europe for Star Wars advocacy, 
and one which revealed extraordinarily close – even intimate – briefings which 
appeared to come directly from the White House’. 70 In The Times, Richard Burt 
from the US State Department argued that ‘myth upon myth’ was being offered 
by Star Wars critics. 71

 Yet, The Times was also scathing on the subject of SDI propaganda. Attempts 
to ‘sell’ Star Wars as part of a publicity machine were described as being in ‘full 
swing’ in 1985. SDI was described as ‘a dangerous aberration’ that in attempting 
to deal with ‘dwindling public belief in nuclear deterrence . . . is the offspring not 
of some Dr Strangelove in the Pentagon who wants to scupper the Geneva arms 
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talks but of the fear and uncertainty of ordinary Americans’. 72 Commentary from 
liberal intellectuals drew attention to the extremes of both positions in the debate. 
For example, historian Alan Brinkley criticised E.P. Thompson in a London 
Review of Books review, arguing that discussion of SDI revealed the similarities 
between anti-nuclear campaigners and pro-nuclear politicians: ‘both take comfort 
in the delusion of a total solution to the problems of nuclear weapons’73 It is clear 
that there was lively public discussion of the legitimacy, morality and feasibility 
of SDI, with European voices also contributing to journalistic discourse74 Those 
voices that supported SDI rarely confronted the morality of nuclear weapons and 
SDI and focused on the strategic advantage it offered the West. The sociotechnical 
imaginary at the heart of SDI presented a way for the West to ‘win’ the Cold War, 
while downplaying the reality of nuclear weapons. Those who criticised the initia-
tive saw it as unviable, immoral, and an example of one more disingenuous act 
from reckless nuclear leaders.75 We will now consider how these ideas contributed 
to British anti-nuclear activism. 

 Anti-Nuclear Activism 

Considering the many voices criticising SDI, it might be assumed that the anti-
nuclear movement would find ways to successfully resist the roll-out of SDI in 
Britain and influence public opinion. However, by Christmas 1985, the CND 
admitted that ‘the central question is how do we campaign against SDI, not just in 
the academic journals, The Guardian, and talking to ourselves about this madcap 
venture, but how do we take our arguments on to the doorstep, the street stall, and 
the tabloid newspapers?’76 Reagan’s plan for space defence had proved a very 
difficult issue to counteract. 

E.P. Thompson concluded that by shifting the emphasis to defence and security, 
and declaring the immorality of an aggressive deterrence posture, the new pro-
nuclear vision created the illusion of occupying the moral high ground. Activists 
struggled to persuasively resist the new sociotechnical imaginary of defensive 
deterrence, and the gradual absorption of Star Wars research contracts into British 
institutions that it enabled.77

 A Guardian opinion piece in 1986 observed that the peace movement had 
entered a period of hibernation after the perceived failures around missile deploy-
ment in Europe, and the ‘tangible swing to the right in the political atmosphere 
generally in Europe’.78 It is clear that CND did not react in a sustained and swift 
way to SDI and were unsure how to make a mark against government policy that 
was far less dramatic and visible than missile deployment. This is not to suggest 
that this was a uniquely British problem.79 One CND circular from June 1985 
admitted that 

so far there has been no visible popular opposition to Star Wars in Europe . . . 
European nations alter their position on Star Wars almost daily while they 
struggle to find ways to support a project which totally undermines what they 
perceive as the ‘credible nuclear deterrent’.80 
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Naturally, the anti-nuclear movement was quick to denounce SDI. CND’s  San-
ity magazine published a piece by John Cox in May 1983 that argued SDI would 
threaten multilateral disarmament efforts.81 But, Star Wars, a polemic edited by 
E.P. Thompson, was only published in 1985. In it, Thompson argued that Reagan’s 
skill as a ‘populist ideologist’ and expert communicator meant that the American 
middle-class would ‘feel both patriotic and altruistic about spending billions more 
dollars on military adventures’.82 Many technical aspects were criticised by anti-
nuclear campaigners. For example, The Radiator, the magazine of the CND in the 
South and West, published a piece by Brian Burnell that explored in great detail 
the potential military advantages SDI could offer. 83 CND did organise protests 
against SDI in 1983. One demonstration in October focused on the likely escala-
tion of the arms race that the strategy signalled.84 There was a CND campaign 
against Star Wars, which organised various small events, lobbies, and pamphlets 
titled ‘Weapons in space bring nuclear war closer to home’ and ‘Star Wars? Don’t 
believe everything Hollywood sells you’.85 

As well as protesting the moral and strategic case, there were significant efforts 
made to counteract SDI contracts being awarded in Britain, which was bound up in 
a broader effort to prevent military contracts in Universities. There were organised 
efforts to lobby parliament, to work with the Trade Unions, and to link up with other 
activist groups internationally. Groups such as The Campaign Against Military 
Research on Campus (CAMROC) were highly organised and effective in garnering 
both information and support from universities about how military contracts were 
being advertised and awarded.86 An article in The Economist in 1985 makes the 
point that scientists were polarised on SDI, and ‘opinion jumps sharply from those 
who, like Dr Edward Teller, are convinced that Star Wars promises deliverance from 
Armageddon to those who consider the whole thing a mad delusion’.87 

Lobbying Westminster was also a tactic, although the publicity around this was 
not significant.88 One pamphlet – ‘No to Star Wars, Yes to Disarmament’ – argued 
that Star Wars would provoke yet more nuclear deployments in Europe, escalate 
the arms race on Earth and in space, and take vital resources away from essen-
tial scientific research’89 The likely ramifications of SDI was the subject of a 
report prepared for the Trade Union Conference on Star Wars in 1986. It discussed 
how SDI would push industry and peaceful money to military ends, and argued 
that Western governments were fixated on conducting military research in place 
of civic projects and objectives.90 Through focusing on the moral implications 
of SDI, it was hoped that the anti-nuclear cause would be advanced. There was 
an international appeal to world leaders against the militarisation of space, and 
signatories included Shirley Williams, David Steel, and Salman Rushdie. There 
were significant international efforts to counter SDI and raise public awareness of 
the myriad issues involved.91 However, it proved consistently difficult to counter 
the imaginary of defensiveness set up by Reagan, and endorsed by Thatcher. As 
defined by the British anti-nuclear movement in the 1980s, the moral case did not 
gain enough traction to create significant change. The sociotechnical imaginary of 
SDI – of superweapons being both an inevitable part of life, but also controllable 
and defensive – found confirmation in popular culture. 
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Popular Culture – Normalising SDI 

Reagan’s speech took on the label ‘Star Wars’ because of the assumption that 
the plans were based on science fiction. Anette Stimmer has argued that ‘this 
science-fictionalisation soon constituted the sociopolitical context surrounding 
Reagan’s missile defence initiative’.92 She believes that the Star Wars label ‘neu-
tralised’ the meaning of the initiative and had the potential to have ‘an enabling 
effect in communicating policies by tapping into common knowledge and a dis-
abling effect by inviting trivialisation and ridicule’. 93 David Seed points out that 
it was useful, in some ways, for SDI to have this cultural link to Star Wars.94 The 
link popularised and domesticated the initiative and allowed SDI to dovetail with 
familiar science fiction tropes that had emerged decades before. Ray guns, lasers, 
secret satellites, and a militarised global space race were standard components 
of British popular culture by the 1980s, with nuclear weapons often presented 
as dramatic plot devices. Popular novels by American authors Tom Clancy and 
Dale Brown glamorised SDI technologies. Representations of American enthu-
siasm and preoccupation with futuristic technology in films such as Back to the 
Future (1985) and Flight of the Navigator (1986) proved to be very popular with 
British audiences. Two American films released in 1985 –  Real Genius and Spies 
Like Us – had storylines that focused on SDI technologies, notably Val Kilm-
er’s teen ‘genius’ who developed a powerful laser in  Real Genius.95 Like War 
Games (1983), which centred on an adolescent who almost starts nuclear war 
via his home computer,  Real Genius effortlessly connected the white suburban 
geek with secret high technology. The playful tone of such films domesticated 
and created a sense of national pride in both the technologies on display and the 
characters that prove capable of mastering them. Spies Like Us offered a comedic 
interpretation of space-based missile interception, while helping to cement the 
impression of laser technology as a usable, if far-fetched, method of defence. 
Superman IV: The Quest for Peace (1987) saw Superman ‘denouncing those 
who profit from building weapons of mass destruction and disposing of nuclear 
warheads by hurling them into space’.96 Interestingly, some discussion of more 
realistic depictions of nuclear war, such as American TV film  The Day After 
(1983), suggested that SDI would prevent such fictional nightmares of nuclear 
war ever becoming a reality. 97 Nuclear imaginaries were undoubtedly layered 
and complex ‘social agents’ in 1980s Britain. 

Popular culture and journalistic discourse supported perceptions that real-
world superweapons and science fiction fantasy were co-dependent imagi-
naries. As Paul Boyer noted, the development of such fictional tropes can be 
traced back to the start of the twentieth century, and the circular phenomenon 
between discourse and reality remained strong throughout the century. 98 It is 
tempting to view this as having a neutralising effect on how new weapons tech-
nologies were received by the public. On the one hand, the terrifying potential 
of military technological innovation was all too real. On the other, the more 
flamboyant imagined constructions were easy to dismiss as unreal, unthreaten-
ing, and fun. 
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 Conclusion 
SDI has a complex afterlife in British society and culture. In a decade retrospectively 
branded ‘nuclear’ by literary scholars and historians, the 1980s was in many ways 
primed for the outlandish imaginative leap that SDI represented. As an idea, it proved 
to be a remarkable articulation of technological and tactical intent, and a masterstroke 
of political rhetoric. Practically, in the British context at least, it might be viewed 
as a fairly unremarkable continuation of the bureaucratic web of nuclear mobilisa-
tion. It was high rhetoric in the very public global nuclear arms race and an idealistic 
smokescreen for the violent potential of nuclear weapons. The Thatcher government 
was wary of the publicity surrounding Reagan’s plan, but eventually offered luke-
warm acceptance of SDI. This challenged Labour and anti-nuclear dismissals of the 
more fanciful or dangerous aspects of SDI, gaining legitimacy in the process. SDI was 
slowly offered an air of respectability and legitimacy by sections of political culture 
and public discourse in the UK. By the time SDI was officially renamed The Bal-
listic Missile Defense Organisation (BMDO) in 1993 after the Clinton administration 
turned its attention towards shorter-range missiles, anxiety over the fragile nature of 
the nuclear arms race had dissipated and space laser technology existed – in public 
consciousness, at least – primarily in the realm of popular culture. 

Compared to other issues in the nuclear 1980s, SDI was easy to dismiss as sci-
ence fiction. Yet, evidence from local and national newspapers suggests that there 
was sustained anxiety over the issue until the end of the decade. The main themes 
reflected in the press revolved around the uncertainty and potential instability 
that the Star Wars vision represented for the future. Uncertainty was expressed as 
anxiety and even fear towards both the future of the arms race and the potential 
collapse of weapons treaties. At the heart of anti-nuclear arguments were the dan-
ger that nuclear weapons posed, and the morality of their existence. Pro-nuclear 
voices often placed these concerns secondary to their effectiveness in countering 
the Soviet threat. On the whole, debates about viability overshadowed discussions 
of the morality of the proposals. 

In describing and evaluating public responses to SDI, this chapter argued that 
the concept of ‘sociotechnical imaginaries’ is a useful way to frame the ways 
in which SDI became embedded in British life. Initially publicly imagined as 
an impossible fantasy project, SDI became a useful sociotechnical imaginary for 
Britain’s deterrence ideology. SDI was presented as a utopian vision of human 
inquisitiveness and ingenuity, and an endless, peaceful, quest for answers to fun-
damental techno-political questions. In the right hands, technology could solve 
the nuclear arms race. The discursive journey of SDI in British culture allows 
us to appreciate how Cold War discourse solidified and embedded ideas within 
institutions where, as Jasanoff suggests, ‘the merely imagined is converted into 
the solidity of identities and the durability of routines and things’.99
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 13 British and International Peace 
Campaigning Against the 
Strategic Defence Initiative 

 Patrick Burke 

 Introduction 
The Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) – ‘Star Wars’ – was one of the most contro-
versial policies in the NATO alliance in the 1980s: it deepened tensions between 
the United States and its West European partners and threatened to undermine the 
already difficult arms control/arms reduction talks between the United States and 
the Soviet Union.1 SDI generated widespread opposition in West European peace 
movements. But, at their peak when SDI was first proposed, these movements did 
not (with some small exceptions) make this opposition a priority. In the UK – the 
principal focus of this chapter – for a long time ‘Star Wars’ barely registered in the 
peace movement’s strategic debates and activism. When it did, the (very small) 
group European Nuclear Disarmament (END) mounted a strong anti-SDI cam-
paign, along with even smaller groups founded specifically to oppose SDI; but the 
Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), the UK’s largest peace organisation, 
could only find SDI a secondary place in its new, post-cruise missile deployment 
activism. In the principal transnational forums of the West European peace move-
ment, British and other peace organisations were unwilling or unable to maintain 
a focus on ‘Star Wars’. What explains these strategic responses to SDI? 

No Cruise! No Trident! 
On 23 March 1983, President Reagan delivered the speech that set in motion the 
SDI programme. By that point, CND – and the broader peace movement – had 
been campaigning vigorously for over three years and were at a high point of 
activism. 

NATO’s formal decision, taken on 12 December 1979, to deploy 572 Toma-
hawk cruise and Pershing II ballistic missiles in Western Europe – in response 
to, it was stated, the Soviet SS-20 – was a catalyst, perhaps the most important 
one, for the emergence of the new movement: a symbol for many of an arms 
race they felt was slipping out of control and of the United States’ developing 
strategies that made nuclear war-fighting more likely.2 The plan to deploy cruise 
missiles in the UK provided a ready-made, tangible target for a campaign,3 and, 
in the form of the USA, NATO, and the Conservative government of Margaret 
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Thatcher, ready-made culprits. Over the course of 1980, national CND emerged 
as the dominant organisation in the peace movement. CND campaigned as a ‘two-
tier’ movement’,4 ‘broad’ and ‘non-party’ in character: 5 thousands of local groups 
(with tens of thousands of members), affiliated to, and loosely coordinated by, a 
national CND that was an organisational and resource centre for the movement. 6 

The groups helped steer the campaign via elected representatives on a national 
council and through resolutions submitted to and voted on at an annual confer-
ence. CND’s ‘leadership’ was, imperfectly, accountable to the membership. Until 
about the middle of the decade, CND pursued a mass, direct-pressure, campaign 
that focused on cruise missiles, Trident and civil defence; targeted the govern-
ment but also tried to influence the Labour Party and the lesser opposition parties; 
and used tactics from a well-established ‘repertoire of contention’7 – marches 
and demonstrations, local, regional and national; lobbying; die-ins; petitions and 
more – as means with which to exert pressure. 

For the roughly 20 months that followed Ronald Reagan’s announcement, Brit-
ish peace activists paid little attention to SDI. Two explanations can be offered. 
On the one hand, campaigners did not regard SDI as an immediate threat: with 
many others outside the movements they ‘disparaged’ SDI ‘as a Presidential “fan-
tasy”’. Also – and by sharp contrast with the support in NATO for the 1979 dual-
track decision – European governments, ‘preoccupied with seeing through the 
deployments of Pershing II and cruise missiles’,8 were not obviously backing the 
idea. In the UK, the 1984 Defence White Paper of that year contained no mention 
of the programme, and it was not until late December 1984 that an official British 
statement on SDI was issued.9 

On the other hand, most British peace activists (in parallel with their counter-
parts elsewhere in Western Europe) were devoting almost all their attention to 
weapons programmes they knew were a threat – cruise missiles, scheduled for 
deployment in 1983, and Trident, the UK’s ‘independent’ nuclear weapons system – 
and to the tactics needed to stop these. CND’s 1982 annual conference had backed 
a ‘campaign against Cruise’ as the ‘main focus of activity in the coming year’; a 
proposal for the anti-Trident campaign to be ‘widened [from Scotland] to the rest 
of Britain and given more emphasis’; and a resolution that called for ‘non-violent 
“direct action”’ [NVDA] and “civil disobedience” tactics’ to be ‘seriously consid-
ered with respect to Cruise missile and Trident sites’. 10 There were large actions by 
CND and Greenham Common women at Easter 1983, and mass demonstrations – 
coordinated with movements across Western Europe – that October. CND – and 
the broader movement – was focused on ‘stopping cruise’ and opposing Trident; 
SDI was absent from the campaign. 

As it was – almost entirely – from the debates about movement strategy after the 
stationing of cruise missiles. In the aftermath of the re-election of a Conservative 
government under Margaret Thatcher in June 1983, as deployment in November 
loomed, and in the months that followed, activists high and low in the campaign, 
in and outside CND, took up a new debate: what now? For many at the ‘grass-
roots’ the priority was to continue campaigning against cruise missiles, and to use 
NVDA tactics to do so: many activists came together in new groupings – Action 
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84; Cruisewatch, Snowball, among others – that organised high-profile and often 
disruptive protests.11 Elsewhere, in the pages of CND’s monthly magazine,  San-
ity, in resolutions debated at the 1983 conference, in position papers submitted 
to the executive committee, on the national council, activists debated the relative 
merits of campaigning against the missiles – cruise missiles,12 Trident – which the 
movement had been opposing since 1979/80; or in favour of adopting some ver-
sion of a nuclear weapon ‘freeze’. Two important outcomes of these debates were 
a demonstration in London in June 1984 against cruise missiles and in October 
that year in Barrow-in-Furness against Trident. 13 Activists made other demands: 
for CND to push harder for ‘independent’ or ‘unilateral’ nuclear disarmament, for 
example, or to oppose British membership of NATO. 14 

SDI played next to no role in these discussions and actions. In one of a hand-
ful of references in Sanity to space-based military technology, the leading CND 
activist, author, and former chairperson of the organisation, John Cox, reminded 
readers that ‘laser and particle-beam space weapons’ were among the ‘most dan-
gerous developments in the arms race’ (but did not propose launching a campaign 
against them).15 Other contributors referred only in passing to ‘Star Wars’ as one 
of NATO’s ‘policies’, 16 or to the US and Soviet negotiators’ divisions ‘over space 
weapons’.17 

‘Waging War From Outer Space’ 
With the re-election of Ronald Reagan as US president in early November 1984, 
SDI moved to the front of the political stage: it now had ‘a central role in the 
political strategy of the administration, at home and abroad’,18 and European gov-
ernments responded.19 In the UK, the British government – with Margaret Thatch-
er’s communiqué on 22 December 1984 at Camp David – took an official public 
position on SDI.20 The signals from NATO governments were that SDI should be 
taken seriously. CND began to pay attention. 

At the CND national conference in late November 1984, the resolutions that 
had been guided through a complex, five-month process to end up on the final 
agenda still reflected immediate post-cruise missile deployment concerns: sea-
launched cruise missiles, for instance, Soviet nuclear weapons, NATO’s Airland 
Battle strategy, Trident. But, in an early sign that CND activists were beginning 
to perceive SDI as a serious threat, a last-minute (post-US election) ‘emergency 
resolution’ to the conference noted, ‘with alarm, the return of Ronald Reagan to 
the White House’, and stated ‘that there is an increased danger that the Reagan 
administration will proceed with its “Star Wars” policy and thus make the arms 
race virtually unstoppable’.21 At the same conference, CND chairperson Joan 
Ruddock, in her opening speech, and Bruce Kent, CND’s General Secretary, in 
his report, highlighted the US Defense Department’s document ‘Fiscal 1984–88’ 
that ‘“urges preparations . . . for waging war effectively from outer space”’. 22 

CND now began to move against SDI. How it did so was shaped by a range of 
interlocking factors, including the slow decline in a key resource, the number of 
peace movement activists willing to campaign; the gradual changes this helped 
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prompt in CND’s overall strategy; the ‘competition’ from other campaigns within 
the movement; and the nature of SDI itself. 

From 1984, the number of CND activists and passive members began to fall. 
National CND could still organise mass demonstrations, but fewer wanted to 
come to them. In October 1983, an estimated 250,000–400,000 had joined the 
CND rally that filled central London. This was a high-water mark for national 
actions: by October 1985, CND’s national rally – ‘Human Race not the Arms 
Race’ – attracted (according to CND) only some 80,000 people. 23 National mem-
bership was shrinking from the 1984 highpoint of 110,000; by 1985, ‘most [local] 
groups were down to half the size they were in 1983’.24 

This decline in numbers helped initiate national CND’s gradual strategic shift 
from campaigning above all as a direct-pressure mass movement to working 
more – though demonstrations and marches were still used – as a ‘national lobby-
ing organization’. Targeting MPs, running well-prepared information campaigns 
and advertising became increasingly prominent.25 

SDI seemed to fit well into this emerging strategy. It was not, in contrast to 
cruise and Trident missiles, a tangible weapons system to be deployed at an iden-
tifiable base but a programme for the development of a highly complex, multi-
layered defence system, much of which would be deployed in space. It was the 
kind of issue that lent itself to tactics of education, argumentation and persuasion. 

In May 1985 national CND ‘carried out a sophisticated information campaign 
on Star Wars’, and CND members lobbied members of parliament to oppose 
British participation in research on weapons in space.26 At the 1985 annual 
CND conference – in an indication of the level of support for an anti-Star Wars 
campaign – activists passed a resolution that instructed CND National Council 
to ‘launch a major campaign against the SDI and against British and European 
participation in SDI research’;27 this was to intended to be a campaign that, with 
‘appropriate educational and publicity materials’, would use the tactics of lobby-
ing and persuasion.28 

If the tactics of the campaign were different from those that had dominated 
anti-cruise and Trident activism, the themes of the anti-Star Wars work contin-
ued earlier lines of argument. SDI, a ‘politically provocative bid for US [mili-
tary] superiority’, would stimulate the Soviet Union to respond in kind – and thus 
escalate the arms race. At the same time, SDI would break existing arms control 
agreements – mainly the 1972 ABM Treaty – and damage the prospect of future 
agreements. Furthermore, it would bring no economic benefits for the UK.29 

By late 1985, Star Wars had a place in the CND’s campaigning repertoire. 
Yet a full-blown campaign against SDI did not develop. A different project had 
found more support among local groups; and the democratic decision-making 
processes of CND ensured that it became the centrepiece of CND’s work. In 
the two-plus years of vigorous debate about the ‘way forward’, a significant 
number of local groups had argued that CND, with its concentration in the early 
1980s on particular weapons systems, had ‘let the arguments for [CND’s core 
aim of ] complete British unilateral nuclear disarmament go by default’. 30 CND 
needed to get ‘back to basics’ and aim to win a majority in the country for this 
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core aim. By the 1985 annual conference, this pressure for a new campaigning 
focus culminated in a resolution (‘Basic Case Campaigning’), passed by del-
egates, that instructed national CND to give ‘top priority’ in 1986 to a ‘public 
education campaign’ centred on the ‘British Bomb’. An ‘Extended Public Infor-
mation Campaign’ (EPIC) would use advertising techniques and ‘sophisticated 
pressure group’ tactics to promote ‘positive arguments for British unilateral 
nuclear disarmament’.31 

SDI was not neglected. CND members lobbied Parliament about Star Wars 
again in July 1986; the CND Information Room continued to produce detailed and 
sophisticated briefings on SDI; SDI was added to the Extended Public Informa-
tion Campaign. But, with ‘Basic Case’ work a priority, a ‘major campaign’ against 
SDI – a discrete weapons programme that could not easily be fitted under the 
heading ‘The British Bomb’ – did not materialise. 32 

The following year’s conference – 1986 – passed another resolution on ‘Star 
Wars’, but this one restricted itself to recommendations about the content of CND 
publicity – ‘CND publicity must give a high profile to the risks inherent in the 
Strategic Defence Initiative’ – and to urging CND to support’ the multi-party [sic] 
‘Coalition Against Star Wars’. 33 In July 1987, a regional CND – Yorkshire and 
Humberside – organised a march and blockade at the RAF Fylingdales base in 
Yorkshire in protest at the development there of an SDI-related large phased-array 
radar system.34 

By the 1987 conference, SDI was slipping down the list of campaigning tasks. 
The conference passed a long resolution (‘Strategy’), which defined as the ‘major 
priority’ the linking of the demand for ‘independent nuclear disarmament by Brit-
ain’ to the ‘prospects for a ‘nuclear-free Europe’, the ‘developing public debate 
about . . . radical changes in British foreign policy’, and ‘the closure of all US 
bases’ and ‘opposition to NATO membership’; in this strategy Star Wars was 
listed under ‘secondary’ focus. 35 This reflected – as the new East-West détente 
strengthened – the declining salience of SDI in NATO politics, and (Congress’s 
slowing increases in funding for SDI a marker of this) the turning of the political 
tide against SDI in US politics.36 The 1988 CND passed a similar resolution about 
strategy; SDI was still part of the ‘secondary focus’. The resolutions submitted to 
the 1989 conference made no mention of SDI. Star Wars had slipped down, and 
then off, the CND agenda. 

 No Star Wars! 37 

CND dwarfed other UK peace groups: if it did not run a major campaign against 
SDI, they could not fill the gap. But smaller peace organisations could, and did, 
run their own campaigns against Star Wars. END was one such organisation. 38 

Campaigning on a non-aligned, internationalist foundation first outlined out in 
the 1980 ‘Appeal for European Nuclear Disarmament’ – which,  inter alia , called 
for a European Nuclear Weapons Free Zone, an end to the Cold War, and, as an 
agent of these goals, a pan-European ‘trans-continental movement’ – END was a 
small national peace group with a transnational programme.39 
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END typically organised ‘face-to-face’ events, mostly in the UK, many of 
them educational: day schools, workshops, seminars, public meetings, pickets, 
vigils, and small demonstrations. It promoted ties and cooperation among West 
European (including British) peace groups and – more controversially – a dia-
logue between the Western movement and independent human rights and peace 
activists in the Soviet bloc (and to a lesser extent exchanges with official bod-
ies). A favoured form of activism for British END was the dissemination of 
arguments and ideas in print: in a high-quality, normally bi-monthly, magazine, 
the END Journal; in pamphlets and books; and in mainstream newspapers and 
magazines. 

The prominence and intellectual ability of some of its founders and supporters 
(Edward (E.P.) Thompson, British END’s – indeed the peace movement’s – best-
known figure, Mary Kaldor, Dan Smith, and others) meant that the group could 
punch significantly above its weight. So did the fact that it could ‘piggy-back’ 
on the much larger CND, of which many END supporters were members: Brit-
ish END worked with local CND groups to organise national tours of European 
speakers, or to promote its publications. Similarly, British END activists could 
use transnational peace movement forums (the International Peace Coordination 
and Communication Centre, and the END Conventions: see below) to help give 
itself a stature that belied its size. 

There was a sharp contrast between END and CND in the way decisions about 
tactics and strategy were made. If CND’s procedures allowed for a degree of 
accountability to the membership and activist base (see above), British END, by 
contrast – even after membership was introduced in 1985 – had only rudimentary 
internal democratic procedures. While such informality can produce tension in a 
group,40 it can also be a source of strength. British END – characterised, in one 
early formulation, by ‘inspired ad-hocery’ – had an agility that allowed it quickly 
to take up and pursue new issues. In 1985, it threw itself into anti-SDI work, both 
in print and ‘face-to-face’. 

This work – the prime initial mover behind which, and leading participant in, 
was Edward Thompson – was (like CND’s) influenced by the resources it could 
draw on, by the fact that the peace movement was in gradual decline, and by the 
demands other campaigning placed on activists’ energy. Distinguished by tactics 
the groups had used since its foundation – publishing, public meetings and work-
shops, and international collaboration – the campaign began in 1985; picked up 
speed in 1986 with a flurry of activities, national and transnational, some organ-
ised just by END, others collaborative; continued into 1987; and then, like CND’s 
anti-SDI work, gradually faded. 

In April 1985, E. P. Thompson and Ben Thompson wrote a pamphlet,  Star Wars: 
Self Destruct Incorporated;41 later that year it was updated and incorporated into 
a multi-author Penguin Special edited by Edward Thompson,  Star Wars.42 Mary 
Kaldor’s editorial in the April–May issue (no. 15) of the  END Journal began 
almost two years of coverage of SDI in the magazine – driven significantly by 
the enthusiasm of the magazine’s deputy editor, Paul Anderson – up to issue 26 
(February–March 1987).43 
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The writings about SDI had two main aims. One – like CND’s detailed brief-
ings for parliamentary lobbies – was to provide basic information about SDI. 
Detailed, informed, implicitly (sometimes explicitly) critical of SDI – and writ-
ten to a standard one could have found in a quality broadsheet or current affairs 
magazine – END publications on SDI covered the component parts of the pro-
posed ‘full-scale anti-ballistic-missile defence’ system, how this was  supposed 
to work, and what technological and military measures might undermine it; the 
Soviet Union’s ABM programme; the implications of SDI for nuclear disarma-
ment.44 In the END Journal, articles further traced the position of governments (in 
Western Europe, including the UK, and elsewhere) – hesitant, ambivalent, critical – 
and in some cases their rejection of offers of participation; provided the known 
details of the Memorandums of Understanding that formalised British and West 
German support for SDI; and described the meagre outcome of these for British 
research laboratories and the more generous results for West German firms. Other 
pieces looked at the SDI programme’s impact on intra-NATO relations; the Soviet 
Union’s perception of SDI and Soviet space research; and the significance of SDI 
for arms control talks and proposals. 

A second strand of writing – essays by Edward Thompson, Mary Kaldor (in 
collaboration with others) – did not just provide the most developed political 
analysis of Star Wars from within the British peace movement; they proposed 
a political and intellectual framework, and an internationalist peace movement 
strategy, for opposing SDI. 45 

In its publications, British END had always paid close attention to the technical 
and military aspects of the nuclear arms race, as well as to arms control and dis-
armament. Mary Kaldor and Dan Smith were recognised authorities on defence 
policy and weapons technology. 46 But British END was distinctive in the peace 
movement above all for its advocacy of a political solution to the nuclear arms 
race and the Cold War: not only the nuclear arms race but the Cold War had to be 
ended; this would be the joint work of movements in West  and East; and it must 
entail (and did, as the decade progressed) a deepening emphasis on ‘dialogue’ and 
cooperation with independent peace and human rights groups in the Soviet bloc. 

This is the framework within which Thompson and Kaldor develop their 
analysis of SDI. Both characterise Star Wars as an unworkable technical ‘fix’ for 
underlying political problems; both propose an END strategy for peace movement 
opposition to SDI. Thompson ties up a characteristically wide-ranging account 
that takes in technology, military strategy, and NATO politics – SDI as way of 
making plausible for some the ‘ideological fiction’ of a ‘first-strike’ attack against 
the Soviet Union; the transition in official US thinking from ‘Star Wars I’ (the 
impermeable shield over the USA that would abolish deterrence) to ‘Star Wars 
II’ (the partial shield that would ‘enhance’ deterrence); the tensions in the NATO 
alliance to which SDI has given rise; and much else – with a theme that runs 
through all his writings on the Cold War: the ideological meaning and function 
of weapons. Perhaps the ‘dominant . . . motivating force’ of Star Wars is what, in 
its ideal form, it offers to the American people: absolute security – a return to an 
‘idealized golden sanctuary in the past’ when the ‘United States had the Bomb and 
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the Other did not’ – with the knowledge that the United States can use military 
force without fear of attack: ‘Let us once again be able to threaten a world which 
cannot retaliate on us!’ SDI combines an assumption of the moral justness of US 
behaviour with an ingrained belief that problems can be ‘fixed’: 

[Star Wars] is as American as apple pie. It combines the citizen’s faith that 
whatever the US of A does must be moral – and that the Bomb is God’s gift to 
protect the ‘Free World’ – with the energetic and innovative American tradi-
tion of ‘fixing’ things, and of looking for technological solutions to political, 
social or even psychological problems.47 

In Kaldor’s account détente, by undermining the ‘discipline’ that the East-West 
confrontation imposed, has weakened the West’s internal cohesion. SDI is the 
latest in a series of ‘technical fixes’,48 ‘mechanisms for restoring bloc cohesion 
and, at the same time, re-engaging in the Cold War’. 49 For Helmut Schmidt and 
his fellow European liberal Atlanticists, the deployment of cruise and Pershing 
II missiles, by ‘recoupling’ Western Europe and the United States, would ‘over-
come Atlantic differences and reassert the unity of the alliance’. Deep Strike or 
Follow-On Force Attack (FOFA), Emerging Technologies (ET), Airland Battle – 
other ‘fixes’ of the 1980s – have a similar, if more ‘Reaganite’, purpose: to make 
Western Europe more dependent on the United States. SDI, Kaldor asserts – in 
parallel with Thompson – with its aim of making the United States invulnerable 
to nuclear attack by the Soviet Union, is an attempt to ‘recreate the circumstances 
of the 1950s’, when the United States dominated NATO. 50 

But the advocates of SDI, in Thompson’s account as in Kaldor’s, mistake both 
the problem, and therefore its solution. The fundamental problem – as they and 
others in END have been urging since the start of the decade – is not Soviet 
weapons as such, nor the West’s, but the conflict of which they are a key compo-
nent, the Cold War. The ‘danger to world peace’, Thompson writes, ‘lies, precisely, 
in the unnatural bi-polar division of the world, with the resultant incitement to 
military and ideological hostility’.51 The strategies for addressing the Cold War 
are those of END (which he first indicated in the END Appeal, in  Protest and 
Survive, in ‘Notes on Exterminism’):52 Europe needs to free itself from super-
power domination – ‘the obduracy of the United States about SDI should be the 
signal for a European Declaration of Independence’.53 More than that: Western 
Europe must be a bridge, a ‘mediator’ between East and West, developing ‘trade, 
cultural and second-tier diplomatic relations with East European nations’, while 
also encouraging ‘every kind of direct citizen’s initiative to break through the 
ideological and security barriers between the blocs’. This work is already being 
done by the European peace movements, and above all by END. 

For Kaldor, too, the East-West conflict is the fundamental problem, and the 
peace movement the agent of its solution. The movement strategy is not ‘non-
alignment’, which is a standing aside from the bloc system but dealignment’, 
a ‘positive policy’ for going ‘ beyond the blocs’, and allowing the countries and 
citizens of East and West to come closer together: 
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The peace movement alternative is to overcome the East – West conflict 
through the erosion of the bloc system; to abandon the requirement for inter-
nal [bloc] cohesion and to accept diversity within and between the nations of 
Europe. 

This ‘transnational’ strategy provides a unifying framework for different and dis-
parate kinds of activism. A British campaign against Trident, or SDI, a Turkish 
campaign to release imprisoned members of the Turkish Peace Alliance: these 
might appear to be unrelated but can, if they have a ‘common philosophy’ – 
undermining the Cold War – in fact, be ‘mutually supportive’. 54 

The other strand of END’s anti-Star Wars work began in January 1986, with 
the first large-scale, public, peace movement event against SDI: ‘No Star Wars!’, 
a rally at London’s 400-capacity Conway Hall, a traditional venue for meet-
ings by left and radical movements. The list of speakers suggests that with this 
meeting – ‘very successful and packed’ – 55 END wanted to mobilise more than 
just peace movement opposition to SDI. Speakers came from the peace movement 
(Edward Thompson and Mary Kaldor), the municipal left (the left-wing activist 
and author Hilary Wainwright, then working at the GLC Popular Planning Unit), 
moderate peace opinion (Malcolm Harper of the United Nations Association), the 
environmental movement (Colin Hines from Greenpeace), and from the world 
of academic science (Dr Richard Ennals, a computing specialist who had earlier 
resigned from Imperial College in protest at Star Wars; and Michael Rowan Rob-
inson, Professor of Astronomy at Queen Mary College, University of London). 
They were joined by the novelist Fay Weldon. 

Publicity for the event emphasised criticisms of SDI from across much of the 
political spectrum: ‘Star Wars is massively expensive, a massive drain of resources 
needed elsewhere. It breaches arms control treaties. It will make the world a more 
dangerous place’, and (not a typical peace movement worry) ‘SDI is ‘yet another 
example of US riding roughshod over the wishes of its Nato allies.’56 

A day school for activists in May 1986, targeted at activists from a narrower 
political spectrum, framed SDI and the opposition to it in well-established END 
terms: ‘Star Wars and European Independence’. The day school focused on the 
superpowers’ role in the militarisation of space; European technological, politi-
cal, and military responses to SDI; British participation in SDI; and on East-West 
cooperation as an alternative to SDI. 

At the same time, END became involved – as did CND – in two and over-
lapping initiatives whose founding were part of the flurry of new opposition to 
Star Wars. Spacewatch, set up in 1985 by the long-standing peace activist and, 
more recently, author on space matters, Rip Bulkeley, 57 was a ‘new informal 
liaison network to link campaigning bodies, peace researchers, trade unions, 
churches, and political organisations in Britain which are involved in activities 
aimed at preventing the growing arms race in space.58 The Coalition against 
Star Wars was founded in 1986 by the Greenpeace activist Colin Hines – who at 
the beginning of the year had organized a successful symposium at the Greater 
London Council, ‘Can Star Wars Defend Europe?’ – as a ‘broad based, non 
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party-political grouping of organisations . . . formed to lobby against British 
involvement in SDI’.59 

END’s face-to-face style of campaigning – rallies, day schools – did not con-
tinue into 1987. The Conway Hall rally turned out to have been the highpoint. 
Lack of ‘internal’ resources may have been one cause of this: with a small activ-
ist base (which was anyway shrinking along with the rest of the peace move-
ment) that could do practical organising work and provide finances, and with 
limited funding from other sources, a campaign that was sustained or large-scale, 
or both, was not possible. At the same time – after that successful rally – the 
broader movement did not show great interest in END’s anti-Star Wars events. 
Though END organisers planning the day school rang and sent material to each 
of the many CND groups in London, only ‘one or two’ CND activists came: ‘an 
extremely large number of the people who turned up were END members’. 60 Of 
course, an event that demands more time and intellectual commitment than a rally 
will always attract fewer people. Also at play may have been reservations in peace 
movement circles about END: that END was intellectually too demanding, even 
intimidating, and possibly also making simple matters unnecessarily complicated. 
(The then Reading University German lecturer and END activist John Sandford 
has written that British END was ‘[v]ariously – and perhaps not entirely fairly – 
apostrophized as “Egghead CND” and “PhD CND.”’61). The ‘intangible’ nature 
of SDI may also have been a factor. But the brute fact remained: with the number 
of local peace groups decreasing, and their size diminishing, there was a smaller 
pool of CND activists able to attend meetings. 

Some or all of these factors may also explain why British END had to can-
cel an anti-SDI initiative mooted for October–November 1986: an ‘International 
Speaker Tour’, with local CND groups around Britain hosting speakers provided 
by END, on the theme ‘European Independence, Star Wars, and the Alterna-
tives’. This kind of collaboration with CND groups had worked well in the past: 
in 1983 – the ‘Five Nations’ tour – when END brought activists from the five 
countries scheduled to receive cruise and Pershing II missiles to speak to often 
packed peace movement meetings around the country, and in 1984 – the ‘Beyond 
the Blocs’ tour – when the theme was movement strategies for ending the Cold 
War. By 1986, however, it seems that there was not enough local peace movement 
interest in hosting a Star Wars event. 

But other campaigning priorities also occupied END activists’ time and energy. 
In April 1986, in response to the US raids on Libya that month, END produced, 
in one week, a book of essays about the attacks.62 The explosion at the Chernobyl 
nuclear power plant in the same month generated a public meeting and another 
book of essays.63 Yet, to many British END activists, one matter was probably 
of greater interest than any other: the complex, and controversial, dialogue with 
independent peace and human rights activists in the Soviet bloc: ‘détente from 
below’, as this was often summed up. This had begun in 1980. By 1986 END 
campaigners were regularly visiting Central Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union 
to meet these activists, as were their counterparts in other West European peace 
groups; letters and statements were being exchanged; joint East-West documents 
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were written and published; and solidarity campaigns were conducted. Just as 
CND prioritised the Basic Case campaign over Star Wars, so, for a significant 
number of British END activists, the East-West ‘dialogue’ squeezed out other 
concerns. 

‘One Can Hardly Demonstrate in Space’64 

The two main transnational forums of the peace movement, the International 
Peace Coordination and Communication Centre (IPCC), and at the European 
Nuclear Disarmament Conventions – in which British END and CND were active 
participants – are important windows into activist peace opinion in Western Europe 
in the 1980s. In both forums, a combination of opposition to SDI and uncertainty 
about how, if at all, to make anti-Star Wars campaign a priority, was evident. 

The IPCC regularly brought together small numbers of leading activists in the 
non-aligned national peace organisations to debate and coordinate peace move-
ment strategy. What stands out is that the IPCC was the only body to organise a 
transnational movement initiative against SDI: the ‘International Appeal to World 
Leaders’. Proposed in January 1986 by the Norwegian Nei til Atomvåpen (NTA; 
No to Nuclear Weapons); drafted by activists in NTA, the US Freeze Movement, 
British END (including E. P. Thompson), and Aktion Sühnezeichen Friedensdi-
enste and Aktiongemeinschaft Dienst für den Frieden in West Germany; 65 and 
launched on 15 May at coordinated press conferences in the UK, the United 
States, Canada, West Germany, and a handful of other West European states: the 
Appeal was transnational activism in action. 

The aim was that – in order to demonstrate the breadth and status of opposition 
to SDI – the appeal should be signed by a relatively small number of prominent 
centrist or mainstream politicians, as well as by scientists and other public figures, 
in as many countries as possible. And sign they did: from, in the UK, the leading 
Labour politician Denis Healey and Salman Rushdie; in West Germany, Willy 
Brandt; and in the Netherlands the former prime minister Joop den Uyl; to, in 
Ireland, the Nobel Peace Laureate, Sean MacBride, and, in the United States, J.K. 
Galbraith and Paul Warnke, the former chief SALT negotiator; and many more 
from altogether 14 states. The Appeal presents objections to SDI by then common 
both in and outside the peace movement – space weapons will not abolish nuclear 
weapons; the combination of partial missile defence with offensive nuclear weap-
ons will look to an opponent like the development of a first-strike capability; 
the research and development, testing, and deployment of component parts of 
SDI will violate various arms control treaties, including the 1963 Partial Test Ban 
Treaty and the 1972 ABM Treaty – and ends with a trademark E. P. Thompson 
flourish: ‘Civilization is now poised at a critical point. Once these programmes 
have been launched there may be no way of turning back’.66 

But what also stands out is that, apart from the Appeal, the IPCC participants 
were unsure of what to do about SDI. The IPPC – like CND and END – first turned 
to SDI in 1985 and continued to discuss it into 1987. At one meeting, in Milan in 
May 1985, it was a discrete agenda item: ‘Star Wars: review of peace movement 
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plans and activities. Can we come to a common position?’At later meetings, SDI 
was discussed in relation to other issues: the arms control talks in Geneva, for 
example – what would be the impact of Star Wars on these?; the emergence of a 
West European defence capability; and broader East-West relations. A recurrent 
theme is a lack of certainty about the meaning of SDI for the peace movement: 
what would be the most effective arguments to deploy against it? At the May 1985 
meeting, a British END representative, Barbara Einhorn reported, there ‘was no 
real conclusion reached on the way forward’.67 The peace movement, the Dutch 
activist Laurens Hogebrink stated, had ‘so far failed in using the debate over Star 
Wars as a potential for promoting the concerns of the peace movement’. Overall, 
the participants in the IPCC discussions seemed unsure of how to formulate a 
clear strategy for a campaign against Star Wars. 

The Appeal shows that IPCC member groups were well able to formulate a suc-
cinct list of reasons why SDI needed to be stopped and to organise a successful, 
limited action against Star Wars. But formulating a strategy for a sustained cam-
paign was a different matter. Here, what national movements were – or were not – 
doing was key. The absence of national campaigns of the size, enthusiasm and 
political confidence as that against cruise and Pershing II missiles was reflected 
in the IPCC’s uncertainty about how to proceed. 

Something similar, though on a larger scale, was evident at the END Con-
ventions. At the annual Conventions – once up and running, distinct from 
British END – activists from around Europe and beyond gathered to meet, 
talk, and plan.68 Like the IPCC, the Conventions reflected activists’ priorities 
for their national movements and for the transnational collaboration between 
movements. 

The 4th END Convention, in Amsterdam in 1985, took place when SDI was 
firmly on the agenda of NATO governments. With the Convention organisers stat-
ing in advance that the ‘peace movement must now decide how to create an effec-
tive resistance [to Star Wars]’, and the Convention handbook analysing SDI as a 
new driver of the arms race, as a factor in the weakening of the NATO consensus, 
and in its role in undermining the Geneva arms talks,69 there was, in the view of 
the Mient Jan Faber, General Secretary of the Dutch Inter-Church Peace Council 
and co-organiser of the Convention, a ‘general expectation that . . . an action plan 
and analysis would be developed on Star Wars’. 

But, he continued, ‘this did not happen’.70 Activists met in workshops either 
devoted to SDI – ‘The SDI programme: triple disengagement. A workshop on 
Star Wars and Eureka’ – or that brought Star Wars into their discussions: ‘The 
role of scientists and the peace movement’; ‘The Geneva talks: stopping the 
arms race or stopping public protest?’; ‘Resistance to West European militariza-
tion’ (this asked, ‘what are the implications [of Star Wars] for US – Euro rela-
tions? Does Star Wars mean a new warfighting role for cruise and Pershing 2 in 
Europe?’). 

But though Star Wars was important, it was not a central concern of the gather-
ing. SDI ‘failed to galvanize’ the Convention. 71 Hella Pick, the veteran Guardian 
foreign correspondent, noted the ‘widely held view’ at the Convention that ‘SDI 



 

 

  

 

 
  

  
 

 
   

 
 
 

  
 
 

  
 

 

  
 

 
 

British and International Peace Campaign 233 

was symbolic of technology running out of control’ and that the ‘logic of space 
weapons’ would be to make Europe a battlefield in a conflict between the super-
powers; and yet reported that the Convention ‘largely side tracked the issue of 
Star Wars’. (The  Guardian headline and subhead offered a sharper take: ‘Peace 
movement lost in space: Hella Pick reports on how the END Convention ducked 
Star Wars’. 72) 

One likely reason for this we have already seen at work in the British move-
ment: the perceived practical difficulty of campaigning against a space-based 
weapons programme. ‘One can hardly demonstrate in space’, Mient Jan Faber 
is quoted as saying.73 Another factor may well have been to do with the nature 
of the Convention itself. The Conventions were set up not as strategy planning 
sessions but as forums for discussion and debate. Amsterdam was no different: it 
was an ‘amazing jamboree and market place for exchanges of ideas, literature and 
news’.74 Less positively: ‘the Convention handbook reads like a massive shop-
ping list’, one British END activist reported. ‘[E]veryone has issues they want to 
prioritise’.75 Indeed, the workshops that addressed SDI were just a handful out of 
some 80 events over three days.76 The purpose and structure of the Convention 
(all Conventions) militated against participants formulating a clear strategy of 
any kind. 

Yet – Faber again – at a Convention, a ‘few political priorities should be 
evident’; and one was. As with CND’s prioritisation of the Basic Case, and 
British END’s emphasis on its East-West work, a key reason why the Conven-
tion did not concentrate on SDI was that enough of the participants thought 
another matter so important that it became the dominant theme: the ‘dialogue’ 
with independent activists in the Soviet bloc and the vision of a ‘bloc-free’ 
Europe. As Faber summed up, ‘[u]ndeniably, ‘Eastern Europe was . . . the 
hot issue at the Convention’. This, in turn, reflected a deeper process in the 
movement’s  Ostpolitik: a growing number of activists were devoting their 
energies to ‘détente from below (eroding the blocs and increased unofficial 
contacts) and a political rather than a military or technical solution to Europe’s 
problems’.77 

In Hella Pick’s assessment, these ideas were ‘utopian’ and contributed to what 
she thought was a ‘sense of unreality and detachment from the real world’ at the 
Convention.78 For Mary Kaldor, however, the peace movement’s task now was 
not (or not just) ‘to organise big demonstrations against Star Wars or even chemi-
cal weapons’, not merely to ‘oppose particular pieces of hardware’ but, instead, to 
‘get across’, to sceptical publics and political parties, ‘our vision of a non-aligned 
or dealigned Europe, based on respect for diversity and pluralism, and engaged in 
a constructive relationship with the Third World’. 79 

The 1985 Convention ended, as Faber wrote, with no agreement on how to 
proceed against SDI. At the next two Conventions, Star Wars would remain on 
the agenda; its role in intra-NATO and in East-West relations would be discussed 
and argued over. 80 But an ‘action plan’ did not emerge. With SDI ‘losing steam 
in the new climate of “détente”’’, 81 END Conventions could, and did, focus on 
other concerns. 
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Conclusion 
Writing in the summer of 1983 in the  END Journal – in response to the speech in 
which President Reagan first presented his vision of a space-based shield for the 
United States – the leading British END and CND activist Dan Smith described 
‘Star Wars’ as ‘appealingly simple and profoundly dangerous’.82 In CND 
and British END, and in the transnational forums of the West European peace 
movement – the IPCC and the END Convention – opinion was firmly opposed 
to the Strategic Defence Initiative. Yet, while British END produced – within its 
limited means – a vigorous anti-Star Wars campaign, in CND this opposition did 
not translate into a strong, sustained, campaign; and activists in the transnational 
fora struggled to formulate an anti-Star Wars strategy. By 1987, SDI was slipping 
down the list of movement priorities. 

Various, mutually reinforcing, factors help explain this. From the middle of the 
decade at the latest, peace movements were in gradual decline: there were fewer 
people willing to campaign about anything, and thus fewer resources available for 
organisers. SDI – a plan, an idea, for a largely space-based system – was inher-
ently difficult to campaign against. From 1987–1988, with political support in 
Washington for SDI declining, and US-Soviet détente deepening, SDI (and the 
arms race in general) appeared to be less of a threat. CND chose to prioritise the 
‘Basic Case’ for British nuclear disarmament. For British END – and for a sig-
nificant number of participants in the END Conventions – another campaign was 
eventually more significant: not just the deepening ‘dialogue’ with independent 
peace and human rights groups in the East, but the larger project – suggested in 
the 1980 END Appeal – of which this ‘détente from below’ was seen as an essen-
tial part: ‘loosening the bloc structures of both sides’.83
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14  Star Wars 
A View From the Commentariat 

 Lawrence Freedman 

I have reached the age when historians research events that I lived through. My 
experience of living through the ‘Star Wars’ debate was not as a practitioner. I was 
not, thankfully, in government. But I was quite closely involved as a member of 
what can be described as the ‘commentariat’, writing on the issue and speaking at 
conferences and on occasion engaging directly with policy-makers. The closest 
I got to decision-making was in December 1984 when a group of academics was 
asked to brief Margaret Thatcher just before the historic visit of Gorbachev to 
London. The heavy lifting in the discussion was done by the economists, particu-
larly Michael Kaser, and Sovietologists such as Archie Brown. I was there to talk 
about arms control. My contribution was to observe that ‘Gorbachev will ask you 
to do something about SDI, because that seems to be the only thing he’s bothered 
about’. Which was correct but it was also pretty obvious. 

My aim in this contribution is to recall, which is always difficult to do accu-
rately, how it seemed at the time. How did I frame the issue, and how did this 
framing develop over time? What did I think at the time to be the major possi-
bilities lurking around the question of strategic defence? My stage of life is often 
referred to as one’s ‘anecdotage’. This is therefore going to be a bit autobiographi-
cal. Like other autobiographies, my aim will be to show how, by and large, I was 
quite right all along. 

From 1972 to 1975, I was researching and writing my D.Phil. at Oxford. My 
topic was the way that US intelligence agencies had assessed the Soviet threat and 
the impact of these assessments on strategic arms policy. The key policy question 
was whether or not to deploy a ballistic missile defence. Secretary of Defense 
Robert McNamara reluctantly announced the construction of an anti-Soviet US 
ABM system in 1967. In 1969, President Nixon changed that to a system designed 
to protect US ICBMs from a Soviet surprise attack, which was a contrived sce-
nario but kept the system in play until it was limited by the 1972 ABM Treaty with 
the Soviet Union. 

Then, from 1975 to 1982, I spent a year at IISS, in those days occupying a cen-
tral position in all strategic debates, and then moved to Chatham House. I worked 
largely on British foreign policy but was known as a specialist in nuclear arms 
control. During this period, the ABM debate was quiet but the general nuclear 
debate was becoming more intense, especially after NATO’s decision of December 
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1979 to deploy intermediate nuclear forces in Europe. In April 1982 I moved to 
the Department of War Studies at King’s College London in 1982, where I stayed 
for the next 30 years. That was where I was when President Reagan launched his 
Strategic Defence Initiative in March 1983. 

There were two big debates on nuclear issues during the second half of the 
1970s. The first was the critique of strategic arms control developed by the Com-
mittee on the Present Danger, led by Paul Nitze and other hawks that were scepti-
cal of détente with the Soviet Union. I was on the dovish side of this argument. 
That essentially meant embracing the framework that McNamara had developed, 
even if it was one he had not always logically followed. This reflected the view 
that Mutually Assured Destruction was not so much a strategy but more a condi-
tion from which there was no easy escape. It described the world in which we 
lived – and still live. Both superpowers had the capabilities to destroy each other, 
even after suffering a surprise first strike. This was a good argument for caution 
when there was any chance of major war. It therefore, in its own grim way, con-
tributed to stability. 

The critique of the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks began as the result of the 
Nixon administration’s contrived rationale for ABMs. The problem was that once 
ABMs were lost to arms control, the problem of ICBM vulnerability was left 
without a solution. Whether or not it was an actual problem depended on the 
Soviets developing multiple warheads with decent accuracy for their large SS-25 
ICBMs to take out US ICBMs in a surprise attack and seeing any strategic pur-
pose in doing so. After all MAD was still operational. Submarine-launched ballis-
tic missiles would be left, and probably also some bombers, all of which could do 
enormous damage. But these were classed as counter-city weapons and so repre-
sented an inappropriate response to a counter-force attack. The poor president of 
the United States would be at a bit of a loss as to what to do. This scenario domi-
nated US strategic discourse until just before Reagan’s March 1983 announce-
ment. Then the Scowcroft Commission pushed to one side all this nonsense, after 
the United States had tangled itself in knots trying to find an engineering solution 
to keep the new MX ICBM relatively invulnerable, looking at every possible 
basing mode imaginable. Brent Scowcroft simply observed that there were still 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles and bombers and so this risk to one part of 
the triad was not such a big deal. 

I was on the periphery of these debates in the late 1970s. Most of my own 
research was on the next steps in arms control and the future of the UK nuclear 
deterrent (which would not be helped if the Soviets were able to develop extensive 
missile defences). My approach was largely shaped by the basic MAD framework 
with which arms controllers worked since the mid-1960s. In the background, 
I was aware that new forms of ballistic missile defence were being promoted. 
Schemes, often involving lasers, were being promoted by retired generals such as 
Daniel Graham and George Keegan. Then there was the crazy Lyndon LaRouche 
who was pushing hard for space-based defences. (I remember getting a phone 
call from one of his acolytes taking credit for Reagan’s announcement before I 
told him he should be ashamed and put the phone down.) Many of these schemes 
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seemed pretty ridiculous and also pointless, given the 1972 Treaty. Nonetheless, 
for hard-line Republicans the need for missile defence was developing into the 
international equivalent of anti-abortion domestically. It was about core values 
and grand strategy. 

The most important development by far over this period was the revival of the 
Peace Movement. This began with the ‘enhanced radiation reduced blast weapon’, 
better known as the Neutron Bomb, the ‘weapon that killed people but left build-
ings intact’, the ultimate Capitalist Weapon. President Jimmy Carter found himself 
pushed to support it to reassure NATO allies about the US nuclear guarantee and 
then found the Europeans shuffling their feet and refusing to make the case, saying 
‘well, you know, it’s up to you, really Mr President’. They then got terribly upset 
when the President said ‘alright then I don’t want to do it’. That was the spark that 
got people interested in nuclear weapons again but the main trigger was the INF 
decision in December 1979. This was coupled, as is often now forgotten, with the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan the same month. This produced talk of a ‘Second 
Cold War’, a term popularised by Fred Halliday. After all the optimism of the early 
1970s about détente, international relations had taken a turn for the worse. 

This had two effects on me. First, the stuff I had been working on in a rather 
lonely way – there weren’t very many of us working on nuclear issues in the 
1970s in this country – became a topic of wide interest. As a result, there were 
now many experts on nuclear weapons and strategy. Second, I found myself in 
the rather odd position that the arguments that I’d deployed as a dove vis-à-vis in 
the American debate, now marked me out as a very dangerous hawk in the UK 
debate. I found myself debating not only the old CND, ably led by Bruce Kent, 
but the new European Nuclear Disarmament movement, led by Mary Kaldor and 
Edward Thompson, the historian. When people were reminded of nuclear weap-
ons, at a time when there was an apparently growing risk of war, their natural 
response was that these weapons are wicked and awful. It was hard to disagree: 
nuclear weapons are wicked and awful. However, the nuclear disarmers came 
forward with their own strategic arguments about preparations for first strikes and 
so on. These struck me as being as contrived as those on ICBM vulnerability. The 
basic question was: Is the situation sufficiently stable to deter anyone from taking 
big risks with nuclear war? My assumption, during the 1970s and into the 1980s, 
was that it was stable and nuclear war was extremely unlikely. But with Rea-
gan entering the White House, it could seem rather complacent. They were good, 
energetic debates to have, although in the end they came down more to political 
as much as technical judgements. I never thought it was likely that new weapons 
would tip the balance into instability. 

This was the backdrop to Reagan’s announcement of March 1983, for which 
I was not at all prepared. For much of the next year or so I found myself directly 
engaged in discussions of SDI, especially in 1984. I think the initial European 
official reaction was to hope it was a silly idea that would go away. Eventually, 
they had to realise that Reagan was deadly serious. Three moments stick in my 
mind. The first was a conference at Ditchley in the winter of 1983/4. One of the 
guests was Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger. Those were the days when 
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American Congressmen and senior administration figures thought it worthwhile 
to travel across the Atlantic, to meet in a country house to talk about great issues. 
In a number of conversations, I and others tried to explain to Weinberger (who 
was always friendly and polite) why the SDI was not getting the warm reception 
he thought it deserved. He was incredulous. His approach was very political. He 
was very aware of all the technical objections to the scheme but had not really 
appreciated that mainstream European supporters of NATO thought it damag-
ing to deterrence. It was a very interesting encounter. It made me aware that the 
Americans were only just starting to get to grips with the alliance implications of 
the SDI concept. 

Second, I provided a paper for the SDI session at the annual IISS conference 
in 1984, as did Fred Hoffman of the RAND Corporation. They were published in 
an Adelphi Paper the next year. Hoffman was one of Albert Wohlstetter’s original 
team, from the basing studies in the 1950s. Wohlstetter was an incredibly formi-
dable figure at the time. Not the easiest of men nor a great public speaker but a 
very clever writer and analyst. He was more responsible than anybody else for the 
ICBM vulnerability scenario. It reflected his general view that the United States 
did not worry enough about what a malevolent enemy might get up to. Keep in 
mind that his wife Roberta wrote the classic book on Pearl Harbor, about getting 
caught out by surprise attacks. So Fred Hoffman, working in this tradition, was 
still using SDI as a way of dealing with ICBM vulnerability. I thought that was 
fundamentally dishonest. It was clear, if you listened to Reagan and what his 
people were saying, that was not what they had in mind. There was a very clear 
message that this was about ‘protecting rather than avenging’ civilian populations. 
So people like Fred were trying to hijack the project and turn it into something 
it was never intended to be. I thought it should be judged at face value. Reagan 
wanted something far more ambitious than just dealing with ICBM vulnerability, 
especially as Scowcroft had just reported that this was no big deal. 

The problem with SDI was that ‘protect rather than avenge’ was a false prospec-
tus. A claim was being made that could not be backed up. I recall an opinion poll in 
which people were asked whether they would ‘prefer to be protected or avenged’. 
Ninety per cent said that they would rather be protected, which made you wonder 
about the death wish of the other 10%. The problems lay in delivering on the prom-
ise. This brings me to the third moment, which I think was in 1985 when I debated 
the issue with Lord Chalfont for Radio 4 in front of a live audience. Chalfont 
had been Harold Wilson’s disarmament minister and had previously been a dis-
tinguished journalist. He had become more hawkish once he left office and turned 
into quite an enthusiast for SDI. My scientific witness was Dick Garwin. His was 
George Keyworth, the president’s scientific advisor, who had been a big advocate 
for the Strategic Defence Initiative. I had rehearsed my cross-examination of Key-
worth in my head, and it was almost like he followed the script. It was quite won-
derful. It went something like this. I first observed that ‘people are saying that this 
is about protecting missiles, but as I understand it, it is really about protecting pop-
ulations?’ ‘It certainly is’, he replied. I continued, ‘in the President’s statements, he 
talks about how this protection will be extended to Allies?’ ‘It certainly will be’, 
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Keyworth responded. ‘So here we are in London, are you telling this audience that 
once SDI is in place they will be completely safe from nuclear attack?’ Pause. And 
he couldn’t bring himself to say it, and he started wittering, trying to find a way of 
saying ‘well it would make things better.’As he could not substantiate the claim he 
lost the audience (and I won the debate). This pointed to a basic flaw. The initia-
tive dealt specifically with long-range ballistic missiles. But there are lots of ways 
of delivering nuclear weapons – cruise missiles, bombers, suitcase bombs. As was 
noted at the time, it was like getting a roof repaired to stop the rain from getting in 
while leaving the doors and the windows wide open. 

As it could not really protect, this led to the obvious critique of SDI: that it 
only made sense as part of a first-strike strategy. You may not be able to protect 
everybody, but if you have knocked out an awful lot of Soviet retaliatory capabil-
ity with your own missile attack, you may be able to deal with whatever is then 
launched in your direction by way of ambitious defences. That goes right back 
to the start of thinking about Mutually Assured Destruction. It was exactly that 
concern that had led scientists such as Jerry Wiesner and Herbert York to develop 
the first critiques of proposals for ballistic missile defence in the mid-1960s (in 
Scientific American) as potentially destabilising. This was how the debate had 
been framed for some two decades. So it was not particularly fanciful to judge 
what Reagan was proposing in those terms. 

Of course, all my old friends in European Nuclear Disarmament saw it in exactly 
those terms, presenting it as a very dangerous development which just showed how 
aggressive the United States was going to be under Reagan. Now because I was a 
critic of SDI, I experienced what I called the ‘even Lawrence Freedman’ phenom-
enon. Because I was taking a similar position to the END types, this showed just 
how right they must be, because even somebody who was a reactionary hawk like 
Lawrence Freedman was confirming their views. So SDI led to a sort of truce with 
END but left me reopening hostilities with American hawks. 

Yet the interesting thing about SDI was that Reagan’s thinking was not that far 
away from that of the disarmers. He was responding to the Freeze Movement, 
movies like The Day After, the pastoral letter from the Catholic Bishops, and so 
on. Jonathan Schell’s book  The Fate of the Earth was incredibly important, one 
of the best pieces of writing from anybody in the disarmament movement. The 
first pages of that book provide some of the most powerful anti-nuclear polem-
ics you can read. Schell produced another book called The Abolition where he 
talked about the role that ballistic missile defences might play as providing a sort 
of insurance once all the offensive weapons had been eliminated. So those who 
saw the problem as simply a reflection of the recklessness and aggressiveness of 
the Reagan administration missed noticing how this might lead to something else. 
There was a logic at work here. 

I’m going to quote myself, because I’m quite proud of this paragraph, which 
came from the 1984 IISS Conference and was published in the 1985 Adelphi Paper: 

Consider the consequences of a failure of a multi-layered defence to per-
form as advertised. If as a result of its deployment, the enemy increased 
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its offensive capabilities to deal with expected performance levels, which 
were in fact not reached at the critical moment, the result would be far more 
warheads landing on the homeland, and the system would have been utterly 
counter-productive. 

If the President really wants to eliminate defensive nuclear weapons from 
the face of the Earth, why not propose just that to the Soviet Union? If it is 
desired to reduce the targets available to the nuclear offensive, then reduce 
the flexibility by cutting its numbers. If it is desired to limit the damage to the 
United States, should deterrence fail and reduce the risk of a nuclear winter, 
then at the very least propose reductions to get to small stockpiles. 

That was the whole logic of Reagan’s argument. If you believed he was sincere – 
and I think it took a while before we realised he probably was – he was appalled 
by the idea of nuclear war. He’d started off with the strategist’s agenda, by not 
taking arms control that seriously, building up all capabilities, doing MX, and 
he could not see how any of this really improved matters. Then he’d gone for 
strategic defences, and I think by 1986 the difficulties were becoming apparent, 
though he was still sticking with it. But the logic pointed to the next step, which 
was to propose disarmament. We know how that worked out. This culminated 
with the October 1986 Reykjavik Summit, which was a fascinating moment. 
This failed because Reagan could not accept Gorbachev’s demand that SDI be 
part of a disarmament package. I have my doubts as to whether even if Reagan 
and Gorbachev had reached agreement on that day, how long it would have 
taken before it would start to unravel under Congressional scrutiny. I remember 
a meeting at Chatham House, the day after Reykjavik, where everyone was 
talking about what had happened. My observation was that an unrealistic arms 
control project had been stymied by a ridiculous weapons project. I was still 
very much in the deterrence mode, and this was a shock to people who took 
deterrence seriously, not least to Mrs Thatcher who went scooting across the 
Atlantic, as she had also done in 1984 in response to SDI, to try to get Reagan 
to go on record with a renewed commitment to deterrence and the nuclear guar-
antee to NATO. 

The arms control agenda soon became more focused and modest and SDI 
slipped away as an issue. I wrote something in early 1987, saying that ‘maybe 
Gorbachev’s realised that the only thing going for Star Wars is him’. Every time 
anyone says Star Wars is a waste of resources and effort the response was: ‘Well, 
Mr Gorbachev doesn’t think so. If it is so absurd why is he trying so hard to stop 
it?’As soon as Gorbachev showed he wasn’t interested, this argument was turned 
on its head. ‘If he’s dismissing it, then why are you doing it?’ So although it was 
true, that disconnecting made possible the INF Treaty, it also took a lot of the 
steam out of SDI itself. It barely lasted into the Bush administration. 

The late 1980s transformed the East-West relationship but also a whole way of 
looking at nuclear strategy and deterrence. Discovering that the American presi-
dent didn’t really believe in deterrence was one thing. But quite another was Gor-
bachev moving the Soviet position along in his statements, leading eventually to 
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the December 1988 speech at the UN. Then in 1989 European politics entered a 
completely new stage. All the techy stuff that I’d learnt during the 1970s to be 
taken seriously in the arms control community – about MIRVs, throw weights, 
circular error probable, Functionally Relevant Observable Differences (FRODs), 
and so on – became less important. Oddly many of the young Soviet arms control-
lers were just catching up with the Western debate as that was becoming passé. 
I remember a trip to Moscow around 1988, and it was like listening to lots of 
McNamara clones talking. My response to the sort of arms control proposals that 
they wanted to discuss was that the political context was changing so dramatically 
that these issues were no longer so relevant. 

All of a sudden the first-order issues were coming back. All the stuff that had 
kept me busy up to this point was really second and third order. Now big geopo-
litical questions about how states related to each other came to the fore. And of 
course because the Cold War suddenly came to an end, the wind was taken out 
of lots of sails. Not just the nuclear strategists but also the arms controllers. It 
was almost as if we had to rediscover international politics and shift away from 
technocratic analysis. Rather than assuming that stability depended on the intrica-
cies of the balance, we were reminded that real stability depended on how states 
related to each other and how political leaders engaged at times of crisis and 
conflict. 

So that is my SDI story as a member of the commentariat. My view that it 
offered a misleading prospectus and always lacked feasibility has not changed. 
Yet with hindsight, we can note that perhaps the strong framing of the issue in 
the 1960s, reinforced by the initial reaction to Star Wars, meant that we missed 
the importance of the development of defensive systems in a ‘non-MAD’ context, 
in areas where there would be minimal impact on the overall strategic balance. 
It took a while before the possibilities of modern defensive technologies were 
appreciated and then embraced, not as ways of knocking out retaliatory attacks, 
but as providing much more modest forms of defences against much more modest 
forms of attack. And it’s taken a while to detach thinking about ballistic missile 
defences of a more modest sort from those earlier debates. SDI has left a number 
of technological legacies, and we discuss the extent to which it influenced this 
late stage of the Cold War, but it is striking that it has left such a slight legacy in 
strategic thought. 
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